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CHAPTER ONE


Haley

The heater in my Toyota Camry blows snowflakes into the air.

I’m not a car person, but I’m pretty sure that’s not supposed to happen. The saving grace of this situation is that I’m almost home from class. Fall semester is over. I’m one semester away from graduating with a degree in literature. And I won’t have to drive to campus tomorrow getting tiny shards of frozen snow in my eyes.

The Camry huffs dutifully down the hill to our house, tucked as it is toward the back of Bishop’s Landing. My headlights land on the front porch with its spinning wind chime that changes colors based on wind direction. The light swings over the patches of chipped siding and the dent in the garage from when my dad backed into the door a few years ago.

I’m home.

Bitter wind cuts through my coat on the run from my car to the front door, shoulder bag banging against my hip. I need a different bag for next semester. One that can balance the weight of my laptop and books. The weight of my entire life right now. Some Constantines would just hire an assistant to solve this problem. We’re not that kind of Constantine. If we were, we might also have skipped town to avoid the soul-crushing dark and cold.

Nothing, nothing, feels better than pulling open the door and stepping into warmth and light. After the frigid outdoors the air feels hot on my face.

My brother, Cash—all the Constantine good looks, none of the Constantine money—comes out of the kitchen with a big, steaming mug in his hands. “You’re letting all the heat out.”

He’s wearing a cable-knit sweater and glower, which is…not like him. I make a show of shutting the door. He’s usually pleasant. Easygoing. “Did something happen?”

When you have an inventor for a father, things happen. Sometimes, those things are whimsical color-changing wind chimes. Other times, they’re chemical fires.

“The house is still standing,” Cash says darkly. “He—”

“Haley, sweetheart, you’re home.” The warm delight in my father’s voice crashes through Cash’s bad mood. My dad appears at the door to his workshop, patting at his hair like he just woke up and discovered the rest of us are here. He hurries across the room, presses a kiss to my cheek. “Look at you. All these heavy things. Let me take your bag.”

“I can get it, Dad.” I don’t stop him from taking the bag. These are the things that matter, in the end. A dad who loves you enough to help you out of your coat. He hangs it up on a hook by the door, a big smile on his face. “The heater in my car is broken, I think. Can you give me a ride back from Hal’s tomorrow?”

“Sure, honey. Sure.” His grin isn’t proportional to my broken heater. He’s happy, the kind of happy that only comes from an engineering breakthrough. “Did Cash tell you the good news?”

I throw a look at my brother, who scowls back at me over his mug. My dad doesn’t seem to notice. “What’s the good news?”

Dad’s entire face brightens, throwing out several more megawatts of excitement. “You know I’ve been working on my energy project. A long time now, Hales. I’ve found an investor.”

“Daddy, that’s amazing.” I throw my arms around him because screw Cash’s bad mood. This is our dad, and he’s happy. Even so. Worry pricks at the back of my mind. Even the less-rich Constantines know that you can’t trust everyone who walks around with a checkbook. Even my absent-minded professor of a father knows that. Right? “Who is it? Is it official?”

“It’s a Morelli.” Cash has never sounded so flatly pissed.

My father’s face falls and my heart drops with it. I turn my back on my brother, pulse pounding. “Dad, you know you can’t work with the Morellis.” The heat in the house closes in, but I’m glad for it. If we lost this heat, if we lost this house, I don’t know what we’d do. “The Morellis are evil people. And more importantly, they hate Constantines.”

Determination powers on in my dad’s eyes. “They understand the vision, Haley. That’s what matters. He understands what I’m trying to do.”

“We can’t, Daddy.” I hate the way my voice rises to match the dull panic at the pit of my gut. “They could be trying to hurt you. I know how much the world needs your invention, but this is dangerous.” My mind sputters to a halt, fried by a day of making nuanced arguments about literature and trying to tie up the semester’s loose ends, and now my dad’s terrible, reckless idea. “You can’t do this.”

“Don’t worry, sweetheart.” My father takes my face in his hands. “Everything will work out. I’ll see you both after my meeting. Back in time for dinner.”

“Eat with us before you go.” I catch him by the sleeve. “We can talk about your pitch.”

He winks at me. “I’ve already got it perfect, thanks to you. If I don’t go now, I’ll be late.”

His coat is already going on over his shirt and tie and dress pants that haven’t been ironed. My dad takes his keys from their hook with a flourish. I have the childish desire to tackle him somehow, to put my arms around his waist and keep him here, but I’m five foot two. That’s not going to work. He’s a grown man. A grown man with the power to ruin us.

He opens the door, letting in a gust of icy wind, and goes out with a dapper wave.

My shoulders sag. My soul sags. And I round on Cash. “Why did you let him meet with a Morelli? You were here all day.”

“Don’t come after me, Hales. I tried to warn him.” Cash presses his lips into a thin, frustrated line. “He won’t hear anything about it. I don’t even think Petra could have convinced him.”

Our oldest sister, Petra, would have had the best shot. She’s reasonable. And patient. Now she lives with her husband and stays up late organizing charity events. She isn’t home anymore, and neither was I. That’s how this happened.

Guilt makes my throat ache. Guilt and worry. “I’m sorry. You couldn’t have stopped him. I know that. What do we do now?”

“No idea.” Cash watches me cross the room and fall onto the couch beside him. “I didn’t know the phone calls were any different.”

On a normal day, my dad’s voice floats up from the workshop for hours. Making connections, he calls it. He starts every call by saying, this is Phillip Constantine, and I want to change the world. He’s a well-meaning engineer who tries so hard it kills me. The relief I felt at completing another semester is gone, replaced by dread. “Did he say which Morelli he was meeting?”

“No. He just raved about the guy. Apparently he’s found the only honorable, whip-smart Morelli on the planet. Focused.” Cash mimics Dad’s voice. “He’s focused.”

“Focused on hating us.” That’s what the Morellis do. They hate our family. They poke and prod and insult our family. There is no earthly way that a Morelli genuinely wants to help my dad get his invention into people’s hands across the world. They’re more likely to steal it, or starve it of money. Either way, the work would die with them. My dad’s dream would die.

Cash doesn’t say anything to that. How am I supposed to cook now? How am I supposed to root through the fridge and put something on the stove and chat with Cash while he sets the table? We’d both have to pretend our dad isn’t taking the biggest risk of his life. I can’t do it.

My stomach clenches.

Living the way we do is already a risk. In general, our family doesn’t tolerate outliers, like our cousin Elaine. Behind the shimmering facade of the Constantine lifestyle there are sharp edges underneath. The claws come out if you step out of line, and my dad has been out of line for years. Our house is too small. It’s not in a prestigious area of Bishop’s Landing. We don’t have maintenance staff. No maids, no gardeners. When we were younger, my dad’s brother would argue with him about it in cultured Constantine tones that cut to the quick.

I heard the things he said. Disgrace. Embarrassment. Barely a Constantine.

All because we don’t care about flashy things and real estate.

What would they do if they found out he’s aligned himself with a Morelli? I rub my palms over my jeans. It’s too soon to get lost in anxiety about our family’s reaction to this Morelli investor. This possible investor. This is only the first meeting, I hope, and my dad wouldn’t sign anything without talking it through first. I’m sure he wouldn’t.

A knock sounds at the door. I leap up from the couch to answer it. Oh, sweet relief. “He changed his mind,” I tell Cash. “You have to help me this time. Convince him to stay. If we can get him to stay for dinner—”

The rest of the sentence dies an early death.

“Hello, Haley.” Caroline Constantine is a vision in winter white, her blonde hair pulled back into a flawless chignon and her cheeks a delicate pink from the cold. My aunt doesn’t belong on our porch in her snow-colored Prada coat. It’s the kind of coat you wear when you’re going to be driven from place to place, not tromping through slush. Caroline’s black town car waits behind mine in the driveway, the engine idling.

“Please, come in.” I’m a beat too late, and the corners of Caroline’s mouth turn down. Not enough that she’s actually frowning. Just enough that I know these aren’t the Constantine graces she expects. Her eyes flick over the overflowing bookshelves in the living room and Cash’s scattered homework on the table. I shut the door behind her. “Would you like something to drink? Hot tea?”

“Aunt Caroline.” Cash rises from his seat and comes over to us. He kisses Caroline’s cheek, and she softens at his charm. She’s always liked Cash the best of my siblings. I think he reminds her of her sons. “What brings you to the house?”

“No, thank you, Haley.” Caroline fixes her gaze on Cash. “I thought I’d stop by and see how my brother-in-law is getting along. He hasn’t been present at any of the family gatherings lately.”

Cash and I—and sometimes our sister, Petra—are the ones who represent our tiny branch of the family at Caroline’s parties. My dad can’t be bothered to go. What’s the point of being seen at a party when you could be working on your next world-changing invention?

“He’s been hard at work lately,” Cash supplies, an indulgent smile on his face. “You know how he is. He’s going to change the world with his innovations in wind energy.”

“So he’ll be working on it now, then.” Caroline pulls off one of her white gloves, then the other, and tucks them both into her purse. “I’ll go speak with him in his workshop.”

“He’s not down there.” I’m too quick with it, too desperate, and Caroline notices. She raises her eyebrows and I rearrange my expression into something sheepish and apologetic. “The heater in my car broke.”

She narrows her eyes. “Isn’t your car the one parked in front of mine?” There’s tacit disapproval in her question. It’s not seemly to keep your car parked in the driveway like a poor person who doesn’t have room in their garage. It’s not seemly to have a ten-year-old car with a broken heater, either. Constantines drive Bentleys and Porches, not Toyota Camrys.

“He went to speak to our mechanic.” Cash laughs a little, as if meeting with a mechanic is one of Dad’s many lovable quirks. As if he ever meets with mechanics. “See if it was something he could fix here at home. You know he loves tinkering with engines.”

I hold my breath and pray that Caroline Constantine doesn’t know that most mechanics in the area close at five, and it’s too late for my dad to have gone there. I send up a secondary prayer that she hasn’t found out through her extensive network about Dad talking to a Morelli in the first place.

Caroline has the power to make anyone’s life difficult in Bishop’s Landing, and since her husband died—my dad’s brother—she’s been twice as stringent about keeping the family image polished. That’s what this is: a visit to keep us in line. Not a friendly chat.

She’s a beautiful woman, but not entirely real. It’s like she’s been carved out of ice. “You’re graduating in the spring, isn’t that right, Haley?”

“Yes, I am. My degree will be in English literature. There are tons of opportunities that—”

“You’ll need to make a name for yourself.” Caroline looks me in the eye. God, I wish I was in some kind of Constantine armor and not skinny jeans with a tunic top that’s cute and convenient for walking from class to class. I look like the opposite of a Constantine princess. The opposite of what Caroline wants. “You’ll be representing our family, and it is crucial that we maintain our reputation.”

“Oh, of course.” I put on a smile that she doesn’t exactly return. “I’m hoping to get a position somewhere in the city, and then in a few years—”

“You’ll run it by me first. Approved companies only. Approved positions only.” Her tone softens. “I only want the best for you.”

“Thank you.” Wanting the best, coming from her, is a threat. My voice is rising again and I struggle to bring it back down. “That will be so helpful.”

“We can all be helpful to each other, I think.” Caroline looks me in the eye, then Cash, then takes a step back so she can survey us both. “The two of you are adults. It’s time you impressed upon your father that he is a member of this family, and members of this family do their part.”

“We’ll talk to him, won’t we, Hales?” Cash winks at me, and I latch on to that wink like a lifeline. My dad doesn’t care about money. He doesn’t care about prestige. He cares about changing the world with his inventions.

Caroline could stop him from doing all that. A few well-placed words from her, and no investor in the country will work with him. I underestimated her. I underestimated how much it would matter if my dad wanted to spend his time working instead of socializing at the Constantine compound. I can’t let her crush him. Not the man who read to me every night before I fell asleep. The man who let me stand on a workbench next to him while he sketched out his latest invention. The man who hung my coat up for me not even an hour ago.

“We’ll talk to him tonight.” I put on my biggest, bravest smile. It’s directly proportional to my terror. I can’t let my father sign that deal. Whatever happens. “As soon as he gets home. Did you want to wait for him, Aunt Caroline, or—”

“No.” She tugs one elegant glove up to her wrist, then the other. “I have things to attend to this evening.” She leans across and kisses my cheek, then steps in to do the same for Cash. “Behave yourselves, you two. And give your father my best.”


[image: ‡]
CHAPTER TWO


Haley

Dad’s not home for dinner.

I put off cooking, hoping he’ll walk in the door with a bag of takeout.

“You have to stop going in there,” Cash calls from the living room to where I’m standing in the kitchen, staring into the sink like it’ll give me a plan for putting food on the table when anything could be happening to our father. “He’s not going to magically appear.”

I pace back out to the living room and check the driveway for signs of an approaching car. Nothing. “We have to do something.”

“There’s nothing to do.” Cash rubs both hands over his hair and sags back against the couch, neck cushioned by tensed arms. “Not until he comes home. Unless you want to attack the Morelli family. If we start a war, maybe no one will wonder what Dad was doing.”

“I’m not saying we attack them.” We don’t have a lot of options for doing that, anyway. A bunch of kitchen knives and some half-finished inventions. I have a wild, ridiculous vision of charging at them with the color-changing wind chime. “I’m saying we do something other than sitting here.”

“You haven’t been sitting,” Cash points out. “You’ve been walking back and forth from here to the kitchen for two hours.” He’s not even pretending to look at his laptop. I’ve been pacing, but Cash has been holding his empty coffee cup for the better part of forty-five minutes. “He’ll come back.”

“I don’t think he will.” I’m headed for the stairs to his workshop before I realize what I’m doing. Footsteps come along behind me.

“What are you looking for?”

“He had to write down the address. He wouldn’t have remembered it otherwise.” The workshop is a long, wide space, with workbenches along the back wall. Lights attached to moving bits of metal and plastic give the space a dim glow. I find the light switch without looking. Dad replaced the fluorescent bulbs with special ones that are meant to mimic sunlight. He claims this means he can work longer hours without missing the benefits of being outside.

I push away the morbid thought that he might never be inside our home again and concentrate on the notepads.

Yellow legal pads. White scratch pads. One from the grocery store that they gave out last Valentine’s Day. Most of these are piled up near Dad’s computer, wedged into a corner of the workbench. Pages on pages of notes.

And on top of all the notepads—his phone. My shoulders drop.

“What is it?” Cash asks.

“Dad’s phone.” I pick it up and hold it high so he can see it. “He left it here. We can’t even call him. What if he stalled somewhere? What if he’s stranded on the side of the road?”

I take a deep breath and swipe across the screen. No passcode, because he’d forget what it was and lock himself out. My dad has had this old iPhone for close to four years now. That is the equivalent of a cell-phone century and I’m seized with a panic that it will die in my hands and I’ll never find out what happened to him. It’s slow, this phone, slow to respond to my touch.

The calendar app takes forever to load. When it does, I can see that it’s blank. I curse under my breath.

Cash comes to look over my shoulder. “Notes app?”

“Maybe.”

It’s right there in the first note. An address in New York City. Under that is the name of the person he’s meeting.

Leo Morelli.

Oh, god.

Cash’s face has gone pale. “He didn’t say that’s who it was.” His defensive tone gives me another pang of guilt. I shouldn’t have blamed him for this earlier. Shouldn’t have even suggested that. “He never gave me the name.”

My heart knocks against my sternum, pulse pounding in my temples. “Okay. I’m going after him.”

I take the stairs two at a time, Cash chasing after me. “Hales, you can’t go. It’s the Morellis. It’s Leo.”

Everyone in Bishop’s Landing and probably all of New York City knows who Leo Morelli is. He’s the Beast of Bishop’s Landing. That’s what everyone calls him. His older brother, Lucian, is evil in the way of all Morellis, but Leo is more unpredictable. More dangerous.

He likes to make life hard for people in our family.

He’s good at it.

There isn’t really a good Morelli in this situation, but Leo’s the worst of the entire family. “I don’t care which one of them it is. He shouldn’t be there alone.”

“We shouldn’t be there, either.”

“You’re not coming.”

“I’m not letting you go by yourself.”

I round on him while I pull my coat over my shoulders. “I’m going, Cash, and you’re staying here in case Dad’s already on his way home.”

Cash steps around me and blocks the door. “I know this is going to sound crazy, but what if we called Caroline? He might be in trouble. She could help.”

“We’re not calling any of them.” Involving the larger Constantine family would be a mistake. A fatal error. Caroline doesn’t allow mistakes. And my father talking to a Morelli would be a mistake. A big one. She could probably figure out where he’s gone. Hell, she probably has contacts that can track cell phones, but if she got involved, she wouldn’t help. More likely she would leave him to the wolves for the sin of failing the Constantine name.

My brother’s face is red and gets redder. “You don’t know what you’re walking into.”

Hat. Mittens. Keys. I shove my wallet into the pocket of my coat. “Stay here and wait for Dad to get home. Call me if he does. Otherwise I’ll bring him home with me.”

I reach for the doorknob and Cash catches me by the elbow. He turns me back around and crushes me in a hug. Cash has been taller than me for years, and stronger. He’s still my little brother. I squeeze him back and pull my hat back into place.

“I’ll come back.” Unlike my father, I don’t give him a timeline.

“If anything happens…” Cash’s eyes burn into mine. “If anything happens—”

“I’ll call you.”

“I’ll kill them.”

“I know.” I put a hand on his shoulder. He’s trembling. So am I. This is bad. Our family has weathered catastrophes, but something like this can spiral out of control. “Have something to eat. We’ll both be home soon.”

My Toyota hums to life in the driveway and releases a breath of glittering snowflakes into my face. I crank the heat anyway. Maybe it will find its courage again. If it doesn’t, then I’ll freeze my ass off to save my dad.

I hope that’s the worst of it.

The route to the highway takes me through the heart of Bishop’s Landing, a town filled with mansions. The Constantines live here. The other Constantines. I feel like I have this last name by accident. There are people out in the world with blonde hair and blue eyes who never have their aunt Caroline show up at the front door with a disapproving expression and barbed comments. I’m as far removed from them as I am the real Constantines—the ones who live in the gorgeous estates I’m driving past now.

The Morellis live in Bishop’s Landing, too.

So why is Leo Morelli meeting my father in New York City?

Once I’ve merged onto the highway I tug the mittens halfway off so I can have a better grip on the wheel while keeping my fingers from going numb. I drive five over the speed limit all the way into the city, my phone’s GPS steering me to the address my dad left.

With every block that passes, my heart sinks lower. Acid burns at the back of my tongue. This area isn’t good. The streetlights are few and far between, and I drive past more than one with only remnants of shattered glass.

“The destination is on your left,” my phone announces.

I pull the car over and peer at the building. A boarded-up shop on the first floor, graffiti on the boards. One of them has a torn-off corner as if something chewed into the wood. The rest of the block isn’t any better. I’m parked next to the curb, and beyond that is a crumbling sidewalk. It’s not livable here. Industrial, really, with a wharf jutting out into the river.

No sign of my dad.

I’m not going to be able to find him sitting in the car, so I pull my mittens up, put my phone in my pocket, and step out onto the street.

Voices from a nearby alley echo across the deserted block. Most of the river is covered in ice, but some of it is free to slap against the pilings. It’s colder by the water. I would give anything for a warm car to drive away in.

I would give even more for my dad to be here, too.

The voices from the alley rise. Laughter. Hardened laughter. The Morellis wouldn’t hold an actual meeting in a place like this. They would lure a man into a trap. There’s no time to call Cash and ask him if he can drive to the city. No time to do anything but check the alley myself. Stay out of sight. If my dad is there, I’ll get him out somehow.

He might be hurt. Bleeding. I have to help him.

An icy spike of wind wriggles down the collar of my coat as I hurry toward the opening of the alley. Light flickers there, spilling out onto the sidewalk. I get as close as I dare. One, two, three. I stick my head around the corner of the building.

Six guys. No, eight. Maybe ten. Homeless, possibly, by the looks of them. Some of them have heavy coats. Almost all of them have hats. One guy has makeshift gloves made from plastic bags. Their faces glow in the light of a fire they’ve made in a barrel. They huddle in close, shifting positions to take turns warming their hands.

None of them is my dad.

Shit.

“Come here, girl. You aren’t from around here, are you?”

I pull my head out of sight, fear skittering up my arms and drawing my shoulders up, up, up. I’m three steps down the street when they catch up.

“Where are you going in such a hurry?” I regret not running. I thought walking would make them less likely to chase me. It was foolish, and now there’s one man on either side of me and my car is across the street.

“I have to get home.”

“We saw you looking at us,” one says. He’s the man with plastic bags on his hands, and he strips them off and lets them fall to the ground. “We want to see you, too.”

The other man takes a sudden step toward me and I react on instinct, going the other way. Toward the building. My shoulder hits the brick and I turn so the wall is against my back. Trapped. I’m trapped against rough brick, and now three of them are blocking the path to my car.

“I’m leaving.” I’m proud of how level my voice sounds. “Get out of my way.”

“You came to our party.” The third man presses in and reaches for me. I slap at his arm but he laughs. “It’s probably because you’re bored at home, aren’t you? Wanted some fun tonight. Let’s show her a good time.”

I try to edge sideways, but one of them puts a foot out and angles his body to stop me. More hands reach in. Too many to swipe away. One paws at the waist of my coat. Someone’s dirty fingers are on my chin. I’m going to be sick. I’m going to pass out. Those two things aren’t options for me right now, because if I do either thing, they’ll take advantage of that weakness.

If they get me onto the ground…

If they get my coat off…

A blind punch at one of the men. It’s useless. I’m wearing mittens. He laughs and grabs my hand. No—the mitten itself. It comes off in a hard tug and tears sting the corners of my eyes.

A strong voice breaks through the clamor. “Find somewhere else to play.”

The guy with my mitten turns around, a sneer on his face. His confidence closes off like a shutter over a window. “Guys.” He tenses, voice rising. “Guys, guys.” My mitten flutters to the sidewalk. The man who held it is already gone, leaving his friends abandoned.

One of them is reaching into my pocket when the hand appears on his shoulder.

A big hand. A male one. The hand pulls him back like he’s nothing and the man’s face contorts, his head crumpling toward his shoulder. “Oh, fuck,” he breathes, and then he’s lurching away. He’s free because a man in black—tall and dark-haired and dark-eyed—ignores him as he steps neatly into the open space left behind.

This close, he is all intensity and movement. Practiced. Controlled.

It looks easy for him to bring back his fist and drive it into another man’s nose. To catch that man when he starts to fall and send a cracking blow into the side of his cheek.

He drops the man unceremoniously, the way you’d drop a dirty dishrag into the laundry, and kicks at the groaning body at his feet.

“Go on,” he snaps, like he’s talking to a feral dog. Less than a feral dog.

He kicks the guy again and he rolls over onto hands and knees. He’s halfway to his feet when my white knight plants a foot in the middle of his back and sends him spiraling onto the bare concrete. He must be off-balance from the blows, because his forehead meets the sidewalk with a dull thud. It has to hurt.

Adrenaline spirals down through my veins and lights up my fingertips. The air is so cold, so clear. I can feel the heat from the fire in the drum. I can taste it.

He saved me.

He saved me from whatever those men were going to do, and he hurt them. He hurt them because he could.

We watch the man get unsteadily to his feet and stumble toward the alley. More faces appear around the corner, eyes wide. A few people hurry out from the alley and go the opposite direction, fading into the gloom. They don’t want to be here if this man is around.

This man, in his beautiful black overcoat. He looks like a photo from a men’s fashion magazine, only sharper. Even in profile, the lines of his face make my chest ache.

His face…

It’s familiar somehow.

My mind is a mess, tangled up in the dread and relief of this near-miss, and I can’t place him until he turns to look at me with eyes like midnight. My heart stutters. I’m from a family known for its beauty, but I have never seen a person so agonizingly gorgeous.

Recognition makes my breath catch. Leo Morelli.

I’ve only seen him in glossy photographs in local magazines and online gossip blogs. On paper he’s handsome in a vague movie star way. In person he’s breathtaking.

I try to take a step back, but I’m against the wall.

There’s nowhere to run from the Beast of Bishop’s Landing.
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CHAPTER THREE


Haley

Leo Morelli is a thousand times more intimidating in person than the men he just chased away.

My dad was right. He is focused. He’s unbearably focused. His eyes linger on my face, then slip lower. He returns his gaze to mine with a sneer.

It’s outrageously unfair that he’s so beautiful with that expression on his face.

“Look at you, with your pale blonde hair and porcelain skin and that willowy body.” My peacoat might as well be nothing under his knowing dark eyes. “I’d pick you out of a lineup in a second. A Constantine. I’m right, aren’t I?”

He steps closer. I press my back harder against the bricks, bracing for him to touch me. To kill me, even. That’s what Morellis do. They hurt people. They kill people. Cash was right. I never should have come here on my own. Leo blocks out the rest of the street. His face could be the last thing I see before I die.

No. I’m not going to die. I came here for a reason.

He cocks his head to the side, the movement graceful. Almost elegant. “What’s a pretty Constantine like you doing in a neighborhood like this? You’re not Elaine, so you didn’t come here for a hit. No, you must be here for something else. Someone else.” Another slow smile.

“I came here to save my father.” I stand up straight. Peel my hands off the wall. “Save him from you.”

A laugh so dark it matches his eyes. “Daddy can’t take care of himself? I should have known. The Constantine men need their daughters to protect them. You must be the one he talked about tonight. Haley.”

My body is one huge heartbeat, my thoughts and bones and skin reduced to the drum of the pulse in my ears. “Where is he? What have you done with him?”

“Don’t worry, darling.” Darling sends an electric cold tiptoeing down my spine and it’s all I can do not to shiver. The sound of that word in his mouth… “He’s getting everything he ever wanted.”

“Don’t play with him.”

“Play with him?” Leo smiles at me, mocking. “I would never. He’ll have his invention made. It will change the world. And the Morellis will get richer. I wonder what Caroline Constantine will think about that.”

Caroline can never find out what my dad has done, because she’ll go ballistic in the Constantine sense, which is more dignified than when the Morellis target someone—but just as deadly. Leo has already been toying with the Constantines. With Winston, especially, and that means he knows all about Caroline, too. He wouldn’t hesitate to reveal this to her. He would do it in the most mortifying way possible. That would be the end for us.

Caroline and all the rest of the Constantines have always rejected my dad’s ideas, but he can’t become a traitor to the family. They would expel him. Blacklist us. They might do worse. Appearances are everything in the Constantine family. Caroline would do anything to protect the image.

Anything would come in the form of a tragic accident or an undiscovered allergy or sad twist of fate that no one could have predicted. Caroline will keep her hands clean. No one would ever know, except me and Cash.

I’ve backed up into the wall again, but I find my voice. “No. Please. Caroline doesn’t need to be involved. Just release him from the agreement.”

An amused laugh. “Why would I do that when I stand to make a fortune?”

The laugh doesn’t warm his features. Faint sparks play in the dark center of his eyes—shards of moonlight, caught in a black sky. That moonlight is never going to get free again. This is how the conversation ends. This is how it all ends, unless I do something right now.

I don’t have anything to offer. No trust fund. No limitless credit card. We’re the only Constantines who have no hope of matching the Morellis dollar for dollar. All I have in my coat pocket is my phone and a pass for the campus bus route.

I’m the only thing I’ve got.

“You like to make deals.” Everybody knows that about Leo and his brother. They’re heavily into real estate, both in the city and in Bishop’s Landing. They like to buy and sell buildings as a cover for all the real antagonism they do. The real evil, like tricking my father into a business deal, knowing that he’s not like the other Constantines. “Trades. What would you take in trade?”

His eyes move down over my face. To the collar of my coat. His slow perusal burns through the cold and my coat and even the clothes underneath. I hold my breath, like he’ll look away if I’m a statue.

Leo does not look away. He trails his gaze back up the front of me, over the button that holds the coat closed over my breasts, and his eyes land at the exposed hollow of my throat. I should have worn a scarf. I should have brought Cash. I should have brought all the Constantine firepower and hired security and I didn’t. It’s too late. It’s way too late.

My face heats. He can tell. I’m sure of it. He can tell that if he stripped away the coat and the clothes, he would find an innocent virgin underneath.

He knows because it’s true. Men like Leo Morelli always know. He would take that innocence and do things to me that I haven’t dared to dream about, that I’ve held my mind away from because thinking about those things is an endless descent into a dark night. There’s no coming back. There’s no staying the same, when you think about hands like his and a mouth like his and eyes like his—

Eyes that catch mine. He’s done with his assessment and I remember, suddenly, painfully, that I asked him to trade with me. The next move is his.

“I might be willing to make a trade.”

My knees give out, and I’m glad for the wall. I hook a hand around the nearest brick and keep myself standing. “You’ll let him go?”

“I’ll consider it.”

He takes a step toward me and stops, bending to pick something up off the sidewalk.

It’s my mitten.

Leo holds it out to me with a sarcastic flourish, the wrist hole pulled open by his fingers. It feels like a trap, sticking my hand into my own mitten.

I can’t do it.

He makes an impatient noise and pushes it over my hand himself. “Helpless, pathetic Constantines,” he says. “Like father, like daughter. Come with me.”

All the breath goes out of me. I summon enough oxygen to speak—barely. “Right now?”

The look Leo gives me is so cutting I want to cover my face with my hands. “You could stay here. Keep showing your tits to every fuckface who walks by.”

I jerk away from the wall like it’s the brick that stung me and not his words. Crossing my arms over my chest is a pointless move, but I do it anyway, face hot and red. I’m wearing a winter coat. I wasn’t showing anyone my tits. The fact that I was arched back against a wall in front of Leo Morelli should be incidental.

A gust of wind knifes under my collar. “Where are you taking me?”

“Do you see your gullible father here?” He brims with irritation and I have the ridiculous thought that it’s my fault we’re out here. It’s not. It’s this monster’s fault and no one else’s. “You want to see him, you’ll be a good girl and come with me.”

I could die. I could die, but instead I take the first step and follow him back down the block. He turns at an alley, an empty twin of the one with the barrel and the fire and those men. And there, in the alley, is my dad’s car. He’s not in it.

Leo holds up a hand to stop me from asking where my dad is and opens a door set into the side of the building. Fear makes my stomach clench. He could be luring me, too. He could be opening the door to a life where I’m too late, too late, too late.

But there’s no lifeless body on the other side. No cruel trick. It’s a restaurant, or some very small private club. Wine-colored tablecloths. Sturdy furniture.

Behind the bar, a large screen showing various shots of black-and-white alleyways. There you can see my dad’s car. My car. The vagrants huddled around the barrel.

Leo Morelli saw me coming. He knew I’d be there.

Dad sits in view of the door. When he sees me, he gives me an excited wave. A stack of papers waits on the table in front of him, a pen thrown to the side. They’ve already signed.

Leo’s voice is close, his breath warm on the shell of my ear. I can’t take my eyes off my father. Can’t help but see the way his eyes go from me to Leo, who must be a terrifying shadow in the dark of the alley. “If you want to save your father, you’ll have to pay,” he says, and my toes curl. There’s a whisper of pressure at my pocket. “Meet me here in twenty-four hours.”
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CHAPTER FOUR


Haley

I’m too afraid to let my dad out of my sight, and shaking too badly to drive. The Camry gets abandoned by the curb. It’s a long, quiet ride back to Bishop’s Landing.

I can’t say anything. Can’t begin to put into words what my father has done by signing those papers. By going to that meeting at all. We could have died. I narrowly avoided a fate worse than death. I still might die. There’s a business card with an address scrawled across it in my pocket. I’m afraid to take it out. I don’t want to show my father. I barely even want to acknowledge it to myself. Leo Morelli wants me to meet him in twenty-four hours. What will he do to me?

We’re wending our way through the ritzy neighborhoods when my father sighs. “It’s only a business deal, Haley. You don’t have to look so upset.”

My fingernails dig into the fabric of my purse in spite of myself. “Dad, you signed a contract with Leo Morelli.” I hold up the copy that Leo so helpfully provided to my father. Dad signed both of the documents. “This says he owns the rights to your invention forever. In every country, in every possible jurisdiction. He can put his name on it, if he wants. Call it his. It is his.”

“Not so bad as that. There are provisions for me. And every country will see my work.”

I can’t get through to him. He signed this, and I’m going to have to get him out of it.

There’s no one else. Petra’s married and busy. Cash is nineteen. So far, only the three of us—and Leo Morelli—know about the deal. The fewer the better. Caroline can’t find out. My thoughts come in staccato bursts that collide with each other and start breaking down as we pull into the driveway. I’m the first out of the car, taking huge breaths of the crystal clear air.

The front door of the house bursts open. “Dad?” Cash sounds frantic, panicked. Every minute must have eaten at him, if he can’t put on his usual level-headed image.

“It’s both of us,” I call. The wind bites through my coat. “My car is in the city. I’m going to have to hire a tow truck.” Dad climbs out of the driver’s seat.

“I hope you didn’t wait for me to eat.” He heads for the door like this night was a speed bump and not a train wreck.

“Eat?” Cash’s eyes are wide and white in the spill of light from the door. “Nobody could eat. We thought—” He looks away. Can’t bring himself to say what he thought might happen.

Inside, I take off my coat but the heat refuses to get close. A chill has settled over my skin that I can’t shake. “He signed the papers,” I tell Cash, and myself.

Cash groans, despair edging his voice. “Dad, you didn’t. Tell me you didn’t fucking sign anything with a Morelli sitting across the table.”

“He understands the vision.” Dad’s face darkens, eyebrows pulling together. “Nothing untoward happened at the meeting.”

“Dad.” It’s all I can do to keep my voice level. I’d rather scream. “You signed an agreement with Leo Morelli. He’s going to take everything you have. For all I know, he owns your invention now, and you don’t have the rights. You didn’t take a lawyer with you. You didn’t have anyone review the documents. You—” I’m going to cry. If I let a single tear fall, I won’t be able to stop. The contract could have contained anything, and my dad was too enamored with the idea to see. “It was a bad deal. Whatever he said, it was a bad deal.”

Watching him understand what I’m saying is more painful than watching him walk out the door for the meeting. My dad’s face falls, shoulders sagging, and his hands go up to his hair. “We don’t know that. We don’t know it was underhanded. There’s no reason to believe—”

“There’s every reason,” Cash shouts, and our father flinches at the sound. Dad only ever raises his voice to be heard above a particularly noisy invention, and now his only son looks ready to punch him. Cash’s fists open and close at his sides. “There’s every reason to believe they fucked you over. You sat down with a Morelli. I can’t—” A sharp laugh. “I can’t believe you’re standing here right now. The Morellis kill people. That’s what they do.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do know that. And I know the contract is terrible.”

“I can renegotiate.” Dad’s voice shakes. “He’ll understand. He’s…”

The rest of the sentence fades away. There’s nothing he can say to paint Leo Morelli as a hero. Leo didn’t offer my father a contract out of the goodness of his heart, and he didn’t save me from those men out of some moral obligation. He did it because he wanted to use us both. That’s what he does.

Headlights sweep across the living room and all of us freeze. My heart climbs up into my throat. I want to believe Leo didn’t follow us here, but there are no limits to what he’ll do. Everyone knows that.

I’m already walking to the door to meet him when the knock sounds. “I’m coming,” I say automatically, though if it’s Leo on the other side, then I’ve wasted my manners.

I open the door.

It’s not him.

Richard Joseph, Jr. stands on the front porch, breath crystallizing in the air, an enormous bouquet of flowers in his hands.

“Hey, Haley.” He’s a smooth one, Rick. His hair is a shade too dark to be a real Constantine, but he wants to be one. He wants to be part of Aunt Caroline’s family so much that he’s willing to overlook the small fact that we’re barely Constantines at all. We’re only Constantines when we’re embarrassing her. “For you.”

I take the flowers and step back to let him in. It’s only after he’s across the threshold that I come to my senses. Dad paces the living room, tugging at his hair, and Cash glares at the fireplace.

“Mr. Constantine,” Rick booms, and Dad throws a distracted glance at him. “Any plans for the weekend?”

“No. No. I’ll be working. I have some new ideas that could be useful.”

“I’m sure you do.” Dad is too busy hurrying for the steps to the workshop to see Rick’s sneer. As rich and smart as Rick is, he can’t control his own face when it counts. He’s a beat behind in turning the sneer back into an approving smile for my benefit, but it’s back in place when he turns his green eyes on me. “What about you, doll?”

“She’s busy.” Cash crosses his arms over his chest.

Rick laughs. “I don’t think you answer for her, buddy.”

If nothing else, being in this family has graced me with the ability to smile sadly at Rick while my brother bristles and my dad hides in his workshop.

“I am a little busy,” I admit. “We’re working some things out with one of my father’s recent inventions.”

Rick’s laugh is appropriate for a hilarious joke. “Oh, yeah? Did Caroline finally take pity and offer him some financing?”

“No,” I say, my voice breaking on the word. I shouldn’t share anything with Rick. We’re not close, but my emotions are too near the surface. Leo Morelli tore down all my defenses, and I’ve had no time to rebuild them.

His expression morphs into wariness. “What’s wrong?”

He seems sincere in the moment, and I’m so close to crumbling. “Nothing.”

“Haley.”

I shake my head, lips trembling. A tear falls down my cheek. Twenty-four hours. What’s going to happen to me in twenty-four hours? “Oh God, Rick. It’s so terrible.”

A sob breaks from me. It’s my brother who answers in a grim tone. “It’s the Morellis. That’s his new fucking investor. Leo.”

The concern drops from Rick’s face like a discarded mask. “Don’t even joke about that.”

“He’s not joking,” I say on a shuddery breath.

Rick’s skin turns pale. Almost as pale as mine. “You know why Caroline keeps that bulldog around? What’s his name—Ronan? Not for the Morellis. For traitors.”

The pit of my gut turns to solid ice. He’s right. I don’t have twenty-four hours to solve this problem. Twenty-four hours is long enough for Leo Morelli to wreak havoc on my essentially defenseless father. Twenty minutes is long enough.

And Caroline won’t need that much time to send Ronan after us.

We’re going to die. If I wait, we’re going to die.

Arriving on Leo’s doorstep early won’t guarantee our survival, but it will give us a chance. I pretend to be very taken with the flowers. “Oh, I know.” I shake my head, wiping away my tears. “You know how Dad is. It’s a shiny idea, and he’ll forget after an hour in his workshop.”

Rick frowns. “Then why are you crying?”

“That time of the month,” I say, forcing a smile.

Rick’s expression eases. His entire adulthood has been about getting in with the Constantines, hence this Friday-night visit. It was a gamble in the first place, coming here for me when he could be trying to get closer to Winston or Elaine. The last thing he needs is guilt by association. “You sure about that?”

I take a deep breath. Every second that passes is as loud as a tolling bell. “Listen. I need a ride somewhere.”

Here’s my gamble. Here’s my roll of the dice. I’m betting that Rick knows about the Morellis almost as well as he knows about the Constantines. That’s one surefire way to be in the in-crowd—to have information that other people want.

A pleased smile. “To dinner?”

“Wait here.” I push the flowers into his hands. “Choose a nice place for those. Please?”

It’s not kind, what I’m doing. I know that. My hands tremble while I go through my closet. I have a limited wardrobe compared to Caroline’s daughters, but it’s not a problem I can solve right now. The dress that comes to hand is black and sexy. The sexiest one I have. That’s what Leo Morelli will demand. I can’t show up in leggings and a hoodie and expect to trade myself for my father’s life.

I spend ten minutes in front of the mirror, covering cheeks that are rosy and hot from the biting cold and Leo Morelli’s searing eyes. Shoes. A purse that matches.

This feels like a moment for red lipstick. I don’t own any. So I settle for the one shade I do have. It’s called Insist. Fitting.

The last thing I do is write a note. I skip the names like a coward.

Please don’t worry about me—I’m heading out to smooth things over. Back before you know it. Love you both, Haley

Rick whistles at me as I make my way down the stairs. “Any restaurant you want, doll. I’ll call in a favor.”

His car idles in the driveway, waiting for us. Rick helps me in. Guilt and anxiety make my heart feel too big for my rib cage. It doesn’t have enough room to beat, and it hurts when it does. I wish I could have hugged them goodbye, but Cash would have stopped me. I know he would have. He’d have put himself between me and the door.

Rick pulls out of the driveway, brimming with excitement. “I meant what I said. Name the place.”

It’s warm in the car, but I’m frozen. “How much do you know about Leo Morelli?”

His hands tighten on the steering wheel. “I know your father should stay away from him. Cancel any meetings he might have taken.”

“I need a ride.”

“I can’t take you to Leo Morelli. Damn it, Haley, you know better—”

I shove my hand into my pocket and come up with the piece of paper. It only takes a few seconds to read, and then it doesn’t matter if Rick takes the paper or tries to stop me. “You don’t have to take me to him. Just to my car. My dad signed a contract, Rick. I have to get him out of it.”

I let this hang in the air. Rick comes to a stop at the first intersection after our house, hand hovering over the turn signal. If Caroline finds out he helped me, then he’s going to lose all his access to the Constantine family. Maybe worse, given the existence of Ronan. So he shouldn’t help. But if he does, then I’ll owe him a favor. The struggle writes itself across his face. Either way, he could end up as screwed as the rest of us. Ah, the joys of being a Constantine.

“I can’t do it.” His shoulders tighten.

“You have to.”

“Your father will know. Your brother saw you leave with me.”

“We had a late dinner, and you dropped me off at my car.” I sound so much more confident than I feel. Part of me wishes Rick would insist on dinner and take the choice out of my hands, but that’s not how these things work. My dad’s name is signed in ink. It could be signed in blood. What kind of daughter would let that happen? “That’s all. I need a ride to my car and an address.”

Rick curses under his breath. He wants to drive into Bishop’s Landing. He wants to take me to a restaurant where we can see and be seen, and he can get one step closer to an official place in the Constantine family.

He turns toward New York City instead.
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CHAPTER FIVE


Leo

The knock at the door to my den is purposefully soft. “Are you awake, sir?”

“Do I look asleep to you?”

“No.” Gerard, my head of security and the general manager of my life, steps into the room. I have no idea how long I’ve been sitting here. A glance at the clock tells me it’s been two hours. “Your sister is here.”

“Which sister?”

“Eva, Mr. Morelli.”

I toss the book I’ve been not-reading onto the side table. “If you left her standing by the door—”

“He didn’t, Leo. Don’t be mean.” Eva comes into the room, pulling her gloves off one by one. Gerard takes her coat, and the two of them exchange a look that makes me want to fire him on the spot. I don’t give in to the urge. He’s too good at his job, and finding people who won’t spy for my eldest brother, Lucian, is a bigger task than one might think. In the five years he’s been with me, Gerard hasn’t fucked me over once. I let the Constantines think Trenton Alto, Lucian’s man, is the one who’s closest to me.

I let the Constantines think lots of ridiculous things.

“Diet Coke?” Gerard asks.

“Yes, thank you. Hi.” Eva bends down next to my chair and kisses my cheek, then settles herself on the long sofa across from my chair. “I heard some news about you.”

I wait until Gerard is gone to answer her. Not because I don’t trust him—I have to, if I’m going to have him in my house most of the time—but because it’s obnoxious as fuck to have to leave mid-conversation. Gerard would never admit that. “You have to stop talking to your friends about how handsome and irresistible I am. It’s fucked up to entertain conversations about your own brother like that.”

“Not that kind of news.” Gerard appears with a can of Diet Coke, which he presents to Eva. She cracks it open and takes a long drink. “I heard you started a new venture to fuck around with the Constantines.”

“I wouldn’t call that a new venture. More like old money.”

She snorts. “So you didn’t have a meeting with Phillip Constantine tonight?”

“Oh, I met with him. It just wasn’t new. The man is so forgetful it took two months to plan the fucking thing.”

“Leo,” she warns.

“Eva,” I warn back. “You came to my house in the middle of the night to scold me for this?”

“I wouldn’t dream of scolding you. No one scolds the Beast of Bishop’s Landing and gets away with it.”

I roll my eyes at her little joke. “You’re the only one. Now move on from your scolding.”

Eva balances an elbow on the arm of the sofa and pulls a throw blanket over her legs. I lean forward in my chair to take the pressure off my back. My jacket was fucking killing me by the time I got home from my adventure with Phillip Constantine.

And Phillip’s daughter.

“I’m not scolding. I just wanted to talk about it.”

“It’s a long story.” I rub both hands over my face. “Long ago, in a city much like this one, there were two families—”

“Leo.” Eva’s voice has softened and gone wary. I hate when she does this. It’s the voice she uses when she’s worried about me. No one needs to be worried about me. Not now, and not ever. “Who’s this about?”

“The Constantines.”

“You know what I mean. Is it me or you?”

“Very bold of you to assume I’d pick on Phillip Constantine just to avenge my favorite sister.”

Her dark eyes search mine, and old pain over the ridges of my spine flares to life. “If it’s about me, then it’s not necessary.”

“If it’s about you then it absolutely is necessary.” Rumors of my uncontrollable temper have largely been exaggerated. Anger is a tool, except when it’s not. Right now it’s a dog straining at its leash. It growls and snaps its teeth whenever I think about what happened to Eva. No, that’s not right—whenever I think about what Lane Constantine did to Eva. “They have to learn, sister mine.”

Eva puts her Coke down on the table and folds her hands in her lap. “Lane is dead.”

“Everyone in the world knows that.”

“He can’t learn a lesson from you if he’s dead. And he especially can’t learn a lesson through his senile brother.”

I laugh at that. “Phillip Constantine isn’t senile. He’s just absent-minded. His signature on my contract will be several times more useful to me because of it. His little invention is going to make me a fortune. How could I turn it down?”

My sister narrows her eyes at me. “If I know you—and I do know you, let’s not forget that—then he didn’t offer you anything. You made all the offers.”

“I’m getting bored with all these hypotheticals.”

Eva sighs. “Are you sure it’s not about you, too?”

“What, me and my charmed life?”

Her eyes sweep over the way I’m sitting in my chair and she purses her lips. “Yes. You and your charmed life, if that’s what you want to call it.”

I get up and go to stand by the fireplace. “All that’s nothing to me now.”

A frown from my sister. “But it’s bothering you today. Don’t tell me it’s not. I can tell when you’re lying.”

The heat from the fire is pleasant on my arms and legs but a mild and unsexy torture on my back. “I would never lie to you.”

She considers this. “You can stretch out on the couch, you know. It doesn’t make a difference to me. I can bother you if you’re lying down.”

“I’ve been sitting a long time.”

“Really, Leo? It’s nothing to you? You really never think about it?”

It is a funhouse mirror of bullshit. Pain and confusion all the way down. Do I think of it? No. I never, ever do, except when I’m conscious. Except when I’m aware of anything touching my skin, which is fucking always. “Never.”

Eva shakes her head. “Fine. I don’t need you to admit it to me. What I do need you to do is leave Phillip Constantine alone. Leave this project of yours alone.”

“I’d do anything for you.”

She drinks the rest of her Coke, then balances the empty can on her knee. “But?”

“But I’m not leaving Phillip Constantine alone. He signed my contract tonight.”

“Forget the contract.” For the first time since she walked into this room, it occurs to me that she looks tired underneath her makeup. Exhausted. Winter’s short days take it out of her, and everything with Lane didn’t make it easier. “Happiness is the best revenge.”

“You’re not happy.”

“I’m happy,” she insists, and in her insistence she reveals the full, ugly truth—that she’s not happy. That her heart is broken. That she wakes up in the night feeling gut-punched and raw. “I am.”

Now I do stride over to the couch and sit down next to her. “Lane broke your heart, and I will be fucked, honestly, if nobody pays for it.”

“I knew that was a risk when I got involved with him.” A sheen of tears wets Eva’s eyes, but she blinks them away before they can fall. “I knew what I was getting into.”

“Did you? Or were you too fucking young, and he knew that, and he took advantage anyway? Jesus, Eva, this is about your honor.”

“And what about yours?” The fury in her eyes pins me in place, which is an unsettling feeling for a person like me. I’m the one who terrifies people. I’m not afraid of her—never Eva. But we’re skirting dangerously close to secrets that might as well be in a locked box in a locked room in a locked house on the other side of the continent. You’d have to be fucking foolish to go there. “What about what they did to you?”

“What about it? You can’t expect the Constantines to learn two lessons at once.”

“They hurt you.” Eva looks like she wants to throw herself across the couch and hug me, which would not be welcome in this moment.

“They hurt you worse,” I say.

“Debatable.” She looks away from me and into the fire. “We could just forget about all this. Move on with our lives. Never think about the Constantines again.”

Maybe that’s possible for Eva. Maybe she can trick her mind into forgetting everything about Lane Constantine and how much he pretended to love her. I don’t have that luxury. We were both wounded by the Constantines, Eva and me. But only one of us has a set of inescapable reminders. Even if I never came back to Bishop’s Landing again, even if I never set foot in Manhattan, I’d think of those fuckers every single day.

A quiet minute passes. “Is there anything I can say to convince you to give this up?”

“No.”

“At least you’re honest.” Eva hands me her empty Diet Coke can and stands up, stretching her arms over her head. “Am I going to see you at dinner?”

The dinner in question is a Morelli family dinner, hosted like clockwork by our mother. The purpose of these dinners is to let our father pretend he still has any power now that Lucian has taken over Morelli Holdings.

“Yes.”

“Promise? It’s never any fun without you.”

“It’s never any fun. But yes. I promise.” I won’t stop what I’ve put into motion with Phillip Constantine, but I will sit through dinner, if that’s what she wants.

I walk Eva to the front door and see her into the car that’s waiting in the drive. Usually, when she looks this tired, she stays over in one of my guest rooms. I let her redecorate two of them last year. It took her three weeks, and she seemed happy the whole time.

She waves to me through the back window. They’re tinted, so I can only see the ghost of movement there. I wave back. She pulls away.

The night air is bitter and clear. In a very fucked-up way, it feels better through my clothes than the heat of the fire. After the sound of Eva’s car fades, there’s nothing but wind through the bare branches of trees in the front courtyard.

A text comes into my phone from one of my people in Bishop’s Landing.

She’s left home. Heading toward the city.

Haley Constantine isn’t going to wait the full twenty-four hours.

It was generous of me, to give her so much time when I wanted to bundle her into the back of my car and bring her here. She was so afraid. That fear would have been fucking delicious in a small space. I would have taken my time undoing the buttons of her coat. Haley, in that ridiculous hat and one mitten, thought I might do it right there against the wall.

I should have.

But something about the trembling bravery in the middle of all that fear made me…

Not soft. Never soft.

Patient. It made me patient. I’m already far more patient than people give me credit for, which is by design. But tonight I outdid myself. Because—fuck. I want to see what’s underneath that coat. What’s underneath her clothes. My hand should have been at her neck already. It would feel so soft. So vulnerable.

Soon.

I saw the terror in her big, blue eyes. I saw the relief there, too, when she realized that all I’d done to her father was talk him into signing his life’s best work over to me. I saw how determined she was to stand in front of him.

No, she won’t wait until the sun rises tomorrow. She won’t wait, because a night at home in her bed, all safe and warm, would make a girl like Haley lose her nerve.

A gust of wind trails through my sweater and my shirt. My back hurts less now. It’s easier to ignore when I’m so fucking excited.

My new Constantine toy will be here shortly. And then we’ll play games.
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CHAPTER SIX


Haley

My headlights cut through the night on a snowy, tree-lined road. It’s past midnight. A long drive. The lights from New York City are dim on the horizon in the rearview mirror.

Crystalline snowflakes hover by the dashboard. My breath is a white cloud.

I feel like I’ve been driving for years. The road rises over a ridge and a gap in the trees opens to reveal a wrought-iron gate set between two stone pillars.

Rick wasn’t happy when he saw the neighborhood where I left my car. He insisted on following me to the highway. And then he bailed, because what else was he going to do? Run me off the road and kidnap me?

Not a good look in front of the Constantines.

The gates swing open, and panic surges up and up and up. Leo Morelli is probably stalking the halls of his house, waiting for me to arrive, for the cage to close around me.

My arrival at the end of the long driveway, at the head of a snow-dusted circle drive, cuts off thoughts of cages and traps.

Because Leo lives in a castle.

Towers. Spires. Crenellations lining the roof.

This is not some McMansion in the suburbs. I’m not even in the suburbs. This place has grounds. It must have cost a fortune, being this close to the city and seeming so far away. When I come to a stop on the drive, my car is facing the most enormous detached garage on the planet, the same antique royal style as the house. It looks like it could have been stables in the distant past. It has four doors, but I bet there are more than four cars inside.

On the front of the castle, stone blocks surround huge front windows warm with light. That kind of light is a trap. It doesn’t mean the man inside is warm, or welcoming, or anything but lethal. Two security guards wait at the bottom of a wide staircase leading up to a landing, and the door.

Some of the Constantines talk about the Morellis like they’re not powerful, like they’re not a threat, but I don’t think that’s true. I think the men with guns aren’t even close to being the most dangerous people in the house.

Two exterior lights make those men and their rifles into silhouettes. My fingernails hurt, and I look down to discover I’ve been digging them into the steering wheel hard enough to leave marks through my mittens. I tug them both off and toss them onto the front seat.

No delaying the inevitable.

I leave the car running and step out into the snowfall and put a hand to my eyes, temporarily blinded by my own headlights.

God, I wish. I wish it weren’t too late to stop my dad from going to that meeting. I wish it weren’t too late to explain to him that his family is right about the Morellis, even if they’re not right about his inventions. Too late, too late, too late. We’re already here.

“Miss Constantine?” one of the men calls.

“That’s me.” This is a horrible parody of a dinner reservation. They call my name. He’s ready for me. My heart beats fast and light, as if it’s not powerful enough to actually pump blood. One thought after another crowds into my mind. I could pretend to faint. I could pretend to die. Instead I’ll have to pretend to be brave.

“We’ll handle your car.” One of the men beckons me up the stairs, and they hem me in, one on either side. The guns stay out.

They escort me to a set of oversized double doors set into the front of the porch. I can’t tell if they’re painted black or if they look black. Either way, the effect is the same. No uninvited guests. I’m expected, at least. They were waiting for me. But now I have to convince Leo Morelli to make a deal with me. I have to convince him to let my dad out of that contract.

It doesn’t feel good to be going in with a clutch purse.

They open the door for me and we step inside, into a wide foyer. My heels click on hardwood that shines in the glow of sconces inset in walls with wallpaper—

I’m a Constantine. I still do a double take at Leo Morelli’s walls. Dark velvet damask, it looks like, and there’s a glint of gold in the patterns. Real gold? I can only imagine how he’d look at me if I asked him. Of course it’s real gold. I can hear him saying it. I’m not a fraud, like the Constantines.

“This way, Miss Constantine.”

And now his security has seen me gawking at the wallpaper. Good.

We take a right and leave the foyer through an archway as wide as the front doors. My heels pinch my feet, but the pain grounds me. I need my wits about me for this meeting. I can’t be flying outside my body, paralyzed by the enormity of the risk I’m taking. No. Don’t think about that. It makes me lightheaded.

The first man stops at the third door and knocks. His expression remains professionally blank. Maybe I’m imagining the new tension in his shoulders.

“Come in.”

I didn’t imagine it. His suited shoulders let down a fraction of an inch and he opens the door. “Mr. Morelli, Miss Constantine is here for you.”

Leo’s unmistakable laugh floats out into the hall and runs a sharp nail down the ridge of my spine. “Don’t keep me waiting.”

I take the first step toward the door but the other guard stops me with a hand on my elbow. “Your coat, Miss Constantine.”

My coat. Yes. My coat. I can’t keep it wrapped around me like armor. The point of putting the sexy dress on was to give myself leverage, not hide it beneath a peacoat going soft at the seams. The guard takes my purse while I get out of the coat, and then he holds his hand out for it.

It’s hard to let go. But every second that Leo Morelli waits pounds in my ears. No time to get hung up on a coat. No time to get hung up on going home, and how badly I wish I was there with Cash now. Friday nights are for popcorn and shitty TV, not making deals with the devil. “Thank you,” I tell the guard, a beat too late. He motions toward the door, and I go in.

To call this room an office would be funny. Almost flippant. It is an office, with thick carpet on the floor for my heels to sink into and a fireplace heating the air so even a naive woman with a thin, sexy dress on would be warm. This is a magazine office. The ideal office. One wall is taken up with built-in bookshelves. The other is dominated by the fireplace and the two low armchairs in front of it.

The middle is taken up by Leo Morelli’s desk.

And Leo Morelli.

The window behind him is rendered black by the firelight, but the man himself looks burnished. Like the fire is his friend. Embers reflect in his dark hair, and shadows play across his clothes. He’s not wearing a suit. I expected a suit. Something as expensive as the coat he wore when he hurt those vagrant men for me. But he sits behind his desk in a charcoal sweater, writing something on a sheet of paper in front of him. I didn’t know I could feel underdressed in the presence of a man in a sweater, but I do.

He looks up from his paperwork and if I thought his dark eyes were captivating and terrifying in the moonlight—Jesus. That was nothing compared to the glow of the fire. “You’re early,” he comments.

“I missed you.” I pretend my knees aren’t quaking and go to sit down at one of the chairs by his desk and run my fingers over the elegant curve of the arms. Another surprise—it’s not a hellishly uncomfortable seat. Or at least it wouldn’t be, if I didn’t have to sit up so straight, and on the very edge. “We were having an interesting conversation.”

Amusement lights his eyes, but the laugh he lets out is harsh. “Yes. It’s always entertaining to watch Constantines squirm.”

My face goes hot. “I love my dad. That’s why I’m here.”

He gives a dismissive wave of his pen. “No need for theatrics, Haley. Tell me what you’re offering so we can get on with this.”

“Name your price.” My pulse is too big for my body, my breath too shallow. “I’ll do what it takes to get him out of that contract.”

Leo scoffs. “You’ll do what it takes? I don’t think you can, sweetheart. I stand to make a fortune off your father and humiliate the entire Constantine line. That’s a win-win situation for me.” He tosses the pen down, bored. “And I can have any woman. You’re not the worst I’ve come across, but special? No.” His eyes follow the neckline of the dress. “You’ve got decent tits. A nice size. Big enough to tit fuck, but I’ve seen better. You have pretty thighs, at least from what I can see in that dress, but nothing to write home about.”

I want to burst into a cloud of ash and disappear into the fire. “I’ll do anything.”

He narrows his eyes and points at his cell phone, perched there on the desk. “There are a hundred women who’d get on their knees and suck my cock if I called them right now. I’m Leo fucking Morelli. Who are you?”

Compared to him? Nothing. I don’t have anything to give him except myself. But if I let myself shrink, if I let myself cower, then I lose. I lift my chin. “Is that what you want? For me to suck your cock? For me to get on my knees?”

Forget college. Forget exams. This is the real test, and I’m going to pass it by surviving this moment, this awful, tense moment. Leo Morelli could demand that I get down on my knees on his plush carpet and let him fuck my mouth. He could, and I would do it, and the possibility is worse than the demanding.

Waiting is a knife to soft skin, and he knows it.

That’s why he lets that smile slip slowly over his face so I can see his perfect teeth. Leo Morelli knows that he is devastating to look at, so beautiful it hurts, and he also knows that I can’t stop looking at him or he will have won everything.

“No, darling. For what you’re asking, it’s going to cost a lot more than a blowjob. You, in my bed. For a month. That’s the deal.”

Relief twists itself up with fresh embarrassment. Thirty days of Leo Morelli is a lifetime. An eternity of his voice, confirming my worst fears—that I’m nothing to write home about and never will be. That I’ll always be on the outside of my own family. That I’ll always be marked by this deal with him, forever and ever, even if I can convince him to keep it a secret.

I don’t let the tears show. I don’t let my chin quiver. I grit my teeth to keep myself steady and upright. “I’ll stay with you a month, and you’ll let my father go?”

His cruel eyes test me again, lingering on my face, on my chest, on my throat. A new terror pulls goose bumps from my skin. He could still decide not to go through with it. Send me out of here with a single word to the men outside. Dismiss me, and hurt my father, and ruin everything.

“God as my witness,” he says, the words deliberate. “I’ll let him go.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Haley

“Then we have a deal.” My voice shakes a little, but I pretend it doesn’t. I pretend I’m a businesswoman making a business deal and I am not afraid at all of what it means to be in Leo Morelli’s bed for a month. “Is there something for me to sign?”

Leo’s mouth curves upward in a slash of amusement. “So the Constantine girl wants it in writing.”

“Yes. I do. And I want something else, too.”

“You’re a greedy thing, aren’t you? I said I would let your father go. I won’t agree to kiss away your tears and tuck you in at night.”

The thought of him doing those things is another layer of fire on my face, on my skin. The fact that he expects tears…Jesus. I’m going to be charred at this rate. “I don’t want that.” It’s true enough. I don’t want comfort from a Morelli, even if a secret part of me does want to know what it would be like for that mouth and those hands to touch me like that. “I want this to stay between us.”

Leo picks up a slim portfolio and moves it in front of him. “Embarrassed to be working with a Morelli, is that it?”

“No.” Yes. And embarrassed that the sound of his voice is doing something shameful to me. “My family—we’re not like the other Constantines.”

“And you’re a special girl, not like all the others,” he taunts.

“That’s not what I mean.” I take a deep, steadying breath and keep my hands in my lap, though I want to cover my face so much that my wrists ache. “You know it. You know that we’re not in the inner circle. That’s why you chose my dad. You knew he would be an easy target.”

“He was.” Leo laughs. “So desperate to get money for his toys. So trusting…”

My throat aches. Yes, my dad is trusting. Yes, he is naive. Yes, his family let him down, again and again and again. “They’ll hurt him if they find out he made a deal with you. Caroline might hurt all of us.”

Darkness flickers through his eyes, but it’s gone so fast it must have been a trick of the light. “I’ve already done your daddy a favor, and now you want me to save his sorry ass, too?”

“Yes.”

“Christ. I’ve never met a family more helpless than yours.” He opens the folio and scrawls something on the front page, punctuating it with a hard line. “I’m sure you’ll find a way to thank me for saving you. Twice, now.” Leo flips the folio and pushes it across the table, then holds the pen out. He waits a beat, then shakes it in front of my face. “You could start by not wasting my time.”

I take the pen, tears burning at the corners of my eyes. “Can I read the contract before I sign my life away, at least?”

“Your life.” Another dark laugh. “Only a month, darling. Are you really so fragile that a month with me would be the end of you?”

Maybe. I ignore him and read the words on the page. I haven’t signed a lot of contracts in my life, but it looks pretty standard. It says things like released from our agreement and unrestricted access and in exchange for a period of one calendar month or equal to thirty days. It says Haley Constantine. It says Phillip Constantine. On one margin, in Leo’s clear writing, it says Agreement between the parties to remain confidential.

“This is too much.” I feel sick with it. Like I’m hanging off the edge of a cliff by my fingertips. “Unrestricted access?”

“To your body,” Leo adds.

“It’s too far.”

He narrows his eyes. “Is it?” He opens a drawer in his desk and pulls out a sheaf of papers that look horribly familiar. “I, Phillip Constantine, release all claims regarding copyright and trademark to Leo Morelli and Morelli Holdings. The transfer of intellectual property will be complete when a sum of $50,000 is paid by wire transfer.” The date for the transaction is today. Yesterday. It’s past midnight. The money has already been sent. “I waive all rights to further compensation for the licensing of my intellectual property and indemnify and hold harmless Leo Morelli and Morelli Holdings for any and all personal and professional losses, including those unforeseen.”

My face has gone tight. “That doesn’t—that’s not about one of his inventions.”

“You’re correct.” Leo smiles, the curve vicious in the firelight. “This contract includes all your father’s intellectual property. Would you like me to read the clause spelling out what happens to his future inventions?”

I stare at him, disbelieving. Not just the energy project. Not just a decorative invention, like the wind chime. Everything. Leo has taken everything. From now until forever. My father’s life’s work, gone with the stroke of a pen. He’ll never recover. When he realizes what he’s done, he’ll never recover.

“Or maybe you’d be interested to hear that your father is required to attend all publicity engagements required by me or Morelli Holdings. That would mean press tours, documentaries, interviews…”

Publicity that Caroline Constantine would definitely see. Publicity that she could never allow. She’d kill my father before she let that happen.

I pick up the pen and start with my initials on the line he drew.

The ink is still wet when I put down my mark. It strikes me as almost painfully intimate, that ink meeting. Or it could be that I’m losing it in the face of the next month of my life.

He’s done me one kindness, which is that the whole contract is only one page long. I don’t have to fumble with the corner of the paper. I sign my name in big, swoopy letters, as if I am not ready to die of shame.

“Good girl.” He’s sarcastic. Mean. I turn my head to the side like he slapped me. Something in those words makes me want to hear them again. I don’t know what. I don’t know why. I keep my eyes on the fireplace while Leo signs the document himself. “Gerard.”

Leo doesn’t so much as raise his voice, but there’s movement in the doorway behind me. Another suited man, though his suit is different. More refined than the ones the guards wore. “Sir?”

“Take her upstairs.”

“Right now? I thought—” God, I sound so scared. So naïve. “I thought I would be able to get some things from home.”

A beat passes, and then Leo laughs, a sound like barbed wire. “No, darling. I’ve sent someone for that.”

Panic. Pure, crushing panic. “But then—”

“Your precious clothes will be here within the hour,” he snaps. “Do you have any other requests, or can I move on with my night?”

“No, I don’t.” I stand up on legs that haven’t stopped shaking. Leo’s eyes are coals, dark and fiery, and he watches me do it. I should be thankful that I’m not on my knees right now, though that is fully on the table. Unrestricted access is on the table. Those are the terms of the agreement. He’s within his rights to take advantage of them at any time. “Thank you.”

“Say it again. That was so pretty, coming from a Constantine.”

“Thank you.”

“For?”

“For—” I’m a ball of tension and nerves and tears and I need to get away from him before he sees me cry. “For saving me from those men. And for making a deal with me.”

“You’re welcome, darling. Now get out of my sight.”

Gerard holds out an arm toward the door and it’s all I can do to keep my footsteps measured. “Thank you,” I whisper to him when we’re out in the hall.

“No need, Miss Constantine.” Gerard has the same tense set to his shoulders that the bodyguard did. There’s worry in his eyes. He looks like he wants to say more, but then he presses his lips together and shakes his head, the movement almost imperceptible. “This way.”

It’s late, but a woman meets us back in the foyer. She takes one of my hands in both of hers. “Mrs. Page,” she says, wearing a smile that’s both soothing and sad. “You must be Haley. Your room is upstairs.”

The foyer, with its sconces and gold-stitched wallpaper, opens onto a grand staircase leading to the second floor. Mrs. Page walks in front of me. Gerard walks a step behind.

At the top of the stairs, the hallway stretches out to either side.

We go left, all the way down to the end, and go past an enormous door set into the wall. “Mr. Morelli’s rooms.” Mrs. Page gestures at the door, then passes by without stopping. It’s obvious now that the house is shaped like a square with a courtyard in the middle. I can see it lit up down below. Windows, everywhere. So much light for such a dark man.

Mrs. Page stops at a door at the opposite end of the hall and opens it. Her smile seems genuine but there’s a pinched look around her eyes. She’s worried, too. About me? I don’t plan to fall to pieces until I’m alone. At home, if I can make it that long. “Thank you,” I tell her. It seems wrong not to say it, even though she’s ushering me into the place I’ll live while I’m Leo Morelli’s prisoner. I can’t help asking the question, now that we’re here. “He said—”

Her expression stays mild while she waits.

“I’m supposed to be with him. In his bed.”

Mrs. Page waves this off. “No one sleeps in his bed. At any rate, he owns every bed under this roof. Go on inside.”

I should feel more relieved, but a separate room doesn’t make him less evil, or me less terrified.

“There are fresh sheets on the bed.” Mrs. Page bustles in behind me and picks up a slim remote from the bedside table. Across from the bed, a fire springs to life in its grate. Another button, and a lamp glows from a corner of the room, bathing the space in more warm light.

Warm light for an impossibly beautiful room.

This guest room is positioned on the corner of the house, so most of the walls are windows looking over a landscape sketched in moonlight. I can’t see much when it’s so dark, but it’s not like being hemmed in by a cage. A four-poster bed has been made up, the rose-colored blankets folded open to clean, white sheets. The colors repeat in the pillows and through the rest of the room. My whole body relaxes.

For a second.

A man like Leo Morelli had nothing to do with this room. He couldn’t have. It’s too inviting. Mrs. Page crosses to the other side and shakes out a blanket that goes on the arm of an armchair by the window. Her eyes meet mine. Oh—she’s been waiting for me to finish staring. “This is beautiful,” I manage.

A pleased smile. “Mr. Morelli’s sister has a good eye.” His sister. Here. Decorating a room? The terrible man in the office and a woman who would make a room like this seem mutually exclusive. “She had the bathroom redone, too.”

This is the start of a brief tour. The room turns the corner and a door opens onto a bathroom that’s the size of my bedroom and Cash’s combined at home. The rose color scheme carries over onto the black floor in dedicated patterns edged in gold. A soaking tub rests beneath another huge window. “This is a guest room?”

“Mr. Morelli has several guest rooms, but only two guest suites.” Mrs. Page opens a linen closet to show me where I can find towels. A robe hangs on a hook near the shower. She pats it with one hand. “For you.”

I follow her back into the main room, where she picks up the remote from the bedside table. “Lights,” she says, pointing to one of the buttons. “Fireplace. Windows.”

“Windows? To open them, you mean?”

“If it’s too bright, or too dark. Don’t have to worry much about privacy. They only look over the grounds.” She shrugs. “Comfort, mainly.”

I laugh at that, and the sad smile on Mrs. Page’s face causes immediate regret. “I’m sure I’ll be very comfortable.”

It’s a lie, but she lets it pass. “And this button is for me. I can bring you any linens you need. I’m not supposed to bring food, but I won’t tell if you won’t.”

Anything except a ticket back home, to my family. Anything except the reassurance that Leo Morelli isn’t as bad as he seems. She can’t bring that, though half of me wants to beg her to tell me that it’ll be all right.

It will be if my family makes it out of this unscathed.

“Thank you for showing me all this.” I put on my best, most grateful smile. Mrs. Page might be the only woman I see for the next thirty days and a thousand questions crowd the tip of my tongue. My nerves fire, pulling my lungs tight. She’s about to walk out of here, I can tell, and I don’t know what happens after that. Maybe Leo comes in and strips away the illusion that this room is safe. “I was going to ask—”

A knock at the door interrupts me, and Gerard comes through, a rolling suitcase dangling from his hand. He swings it into place in the middle of the room. “Your things, Miss Constantine.”

“Anything you need.” Mrs. Page smiles, and then they’re both headed for the door.

Gerard leaves it open behind him, and they’re gone. I’m alone with my clutch purse and my suitcase, which seems to have gotten here impossibly fast. What did they say to my brother to get him to pack this? It can’t have been my dad. The urge to slam the door closed is so powerful that I can feel the wood under my hands, but I don’t do it.

The door won’t keep Leo Morelli out. Nothing will. So I leave it open. Let him come.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Leo

Haley Constantine is crying, but she’s doing a damn good job of pretending she’s not.

From the shadowed hallway I can see inside her room. See her pacing back and forth in front of the door. Her rolling suitcase—a cheap thing, nothing like what another Constantine might own—is open on the floor, and she places her feet carefully to walk by it every time.

She hasn’t noticed me yet because she’s on the phone. I notice her. I came up here to notice her. The phone call is not what I expected. I expected tears, or sullen staring out the window, or any number of things other than a conversation with her daddy. It’s a bit late for that.

“No,” she’s saying, her expression soft. She’s not sniffling or sobbing or doing anything to give away the tears rolling down her cheeks. “I’m safe, Daddy. It’s not—no, this is where I should be.”

A sigh. She pads back across the carpet. Haley’s changed out of the dress she came here in, which is a shame. She’s now barefooted in a pair of skinny jeans and a long-sleeved shirt that hugs her body. The shirt is a dusky red color that goes with the room. I wouldn’t have thought a Constantine could ever look right in a room that I own, but we’ve arrived at that impossible moment.

“Dad.” Haley puts a hand up over her eyes and keeps walking. The gesture makes my heart ache. It’s so sudden and out of place that I put a hand to my chest. The pain is there, a dull hurt, and gone again. So Haley covers her eyes when she doesn’t want people to know she’s crying. It’s information, not a reason to have an emotion or a fucking heart attack.

“Daddy, please. You’re making it—” She swallows hard and when she speaks again her voice is level and sweet. “This is the only way. I know. I know. It’s the only way out of this, and I promise, it’s not so bad. I’m all right. I’ll be home soon, and this will all be over.”

Hearing her promise it is a knife somewhere in the vicinity of my ribs. That, and something else, too. A feral animal desire. If Haley Constantine thinks that this will ever be over, she’s wrong. Even if I stick to the terms of our contract and let her walk away after thirty days, she’ll live with this every second for the rest of her life.

The pain in her voice is what I wanted, anyway. There’s no point in playing games with the Constantines if they don’t hate it.

“Get some rest,” she says. “Yes, you can. You can’t spend the next month in your workshop. You have to eat and sleep, and I’m going to tell Cash the same thing. Do not tell Petra. No—Daddy. Don’t tell her. The fewer people who know, the better. Did you delete his messages?”

My messages. She’s talking about me.

“Good. Now go to bed. It’s late, and I’ll call you again when I can. Don’t worry.” The hand comes down from her eyes, a few last tears shining on her skin. “I love you. Bye.”

I’m moving as soon as she hangs up the call. Haley senses it, and her eyes go wide. She scrambles to put the phone in the pocket of her jeans and is already backed up against the bed by the time I’m in the guest room. Haley wipes away the tears with her sleeve and stands up straight.

It’s too late. I saw her body trying to hide. Good instincts, but I’m going to take them to pieces. I step over the suitcase and get closer, closer, crowding her against the bed. Her lips part, breath coming faster, and it’s enough for now to watch her bend and shiver. I lean in. Let her feel the brush of my lips against the side of her neck.

And take her phone out of her pocket.

Her eyes follow it when it disappears into mine. “No—”

“Don’t argue.” I circle the suitcase, then stand over it. “Don’t fuck it up when you’re being such a good girl.” Haley’s cheeks redden at the sharp tone, and she looks down at the floor. “Giving me what I want. Saving your daddy. Fuck, you’d be perfect if you didn’t make me help you.”

Her blue eyes meet mine. “Help me with what?”

“Unpacking.” I kick at the suitcase and some of the clothes inside tumble out. I wasn’t particularly kind about the way I demanded the suitcase from her father—and, I’m assuming from the phone call, her brother. I sent my most intimidating foot soldier and gave them ten minutes. It wouldn’t be entertaining if they weren’t worried sick. “You’ve left all of this out. You must be having a hard time finding the dresser.”

“I can do it. Let me—”

I hold up a hand to stop her, and she folds herself back against the bed. “Oh, no, darling. It’s my pleasure. I’ll let you watch. How about that? I’ll decide what’s fitting for you to wear in my house, and you can watch.”

Haley stays silent.

The first shirt comes to hand, and it’s a twin of the one she’s wearing, only in dark green. I hold it up so she can’t help but see it. “Cute, don’t you think?”

Her tongue darts out to wet her lips. “Yes, but you don’t think so.”

Oh, I do.

“A Constantine shopping the sale rack.” I flip the tag out of the collar. “Target? I’m surprised you didn’t get tagged with a dress code violation.” I toss it behind me, out the open door. “No. I don’t want to see you in that here.”

“Because it’s from Target?”

“Because it’s not sexy.”

This is an outright falsehood. The shirt she’s wearing shouldn’t be sexy in the least. But the way it nips into her waist and shows a bare hint of cleavage is doing frustrating things to my cock.

Another top. I raise my eyebrows at Haley, then toss it out the door. “So you’ve never seen another Constantine, then.”

“I’ve seen my family.” Her chin comes up. “I’ve been to Constantine parties. If I—” Haley stops herself and tries again. “My brother packed for me.”

“Ah. He wanted you to look as unattractive as possible.”

“No.” This, softer than the rest. “I think he wanted me to be comfortable.” She nods toward the leggings in my hands. “Those are my favorite.”

I stretch them until the seams pop and the fabric tears. Her eyes follow my hands, my face. The shredded remains of her favorite leggings as they join the rest of her clothes in the pile.

“They’re not my favorite, darling.” Two more tops. Two more pairs of pants. “My god. Your brother is a sadist, isn’t he?”

Anger flashes in her eyes, but she gets it under control. “He didn’t have a lot of time.”

“He had enough to pack this disaster of a wardrobe. Either he genuinely thought these would be appropriate for stepping outside your house or he wanted you to go naked. Twisted.” I laugh at the image of that little Constantine boy scrambling to choose clothes for his sister. Thinking he might one-up me, somehow. God help him.

That’s the thought that keeps my temper in check. It’s hotter by the minute, with every piece of clothing I take from the suitcase. Because, infuriatingly, I like the clothes. The cheap, mass-produced clothes I would never dress Haley in. I wouldn’t be caught dead letting her walk around the world in clothes from a discount store.

But I like them on her all the same. The clothes aren’t demeaning enough for what I want to do to her—not enough by far. But I fucking like them. Haley is sexy even in those outfits.

It doesn’t make sense, which pisses me off. This was supposed to be simple. I planned it that way. Embarrassing Phillip Constantine and using him as bait was going to be easy to execute and easier to profit from, and if I’d known his daughter would show up and be like this, all innocent and embarrassed and trying her level fucking best not to cower…

I still would’ve done it.

All that’s left in the suitcase is a collection of underthings. I hook one of the visible bra straps around my finger and lift it into the air.

Haley watches it, her cheeks a deeper red than I thought possible.

“What’s your excuse for this?”

“I didn’t want the boys at college staring at my nipples.” This, so deadpan and so at odds with the hot red of her face, almost takes me out. Leo Morelli, dead at thirty-two of a Constantine heart attack.

Just like Haley’s shirts, her bra is cute and cheap and flimsy.

There’s only one thing for it.

I tear through the lace with my teeth.

She freezes in place, all of her still except the quick rise and fall of her chest. I would give anything to know what she’s imagining in this moment, but asking her might give her the impression that I give a fuck.

Maybe I do.

But now’s not the time for that kind of introspection. It’s time for a sleight of hand. A distraction. It’s time to embarrass her more. So much that she doesn’t notice the state of my cock through my pants. If I can make her cry, all the better.

The bra goes with the other destroyed things, and I reach down into the suitcase for a pair of her panties.

Haley closes her eyes.

“Haley Constantine likes watching her clothes get torn apart by the Beast of Bishop’s Landing,” I comment. “She likes it so much she can’t bear to watch anymore, because she’ll ruin her Target panties.”

Her eyes fly open again, and her hand goes to her throat, where I want my hand to be. “I’m not turned on by this.” A petulant frown, quivering at the edges like she might cry. “I’m not turned on at all.”

“Aren’t you?”

I let that hang in the air until she looks away.

“You’re being horrible.”

“I’m being a gentleman.” I look her in the eye and pull apart the fabric of her panties, relishing in the way the individual threads snap one by one. “It would be mortifying for you to walk around my house for the next thirty days in these disgraceful clothes.”

“You’re mean.”

“Well, yes, darling. What did you expect out of a Morelli? Some simpering jackass who’s over the moon for you?” I pick up the suitcase, walk it to the door, and dump the rest of it out onto the pile. A book tumbles out with the rest of Haley’s panties. “Aww. Your brother packed you something to read.”

She takes a half-step forward, but I’ve already abandoned the suitcase and picked up the book. A battered hardcover, the dust jacket missing. Haley hasn’t just been reading this—she’s read it more than once.

“A fantasy, Haley?” She lets her head fall back, her hair spilling over her shoulders, and I’ve done it—I’ve fucking done it. She’s more embarrassed about this book than any of her clothes. “A fantasy.”

I take the book back into the room and shake it open, balancing the thick spine in one hand. Oh my fuck, I’m delighted. Haley’s brother swiped this book straight off her nightstand. I flip through the pages, and Christ, it’s perfect. It’s so nerdy and sad and fucking adorable.

“Oh, they love each other. This one here says he would wait a thousand years. Does that sort of fuckery get you off?”

“Do all the fake books in your office get you off?”

“How could they? Nothing is as sexy and thrilling as a man with wings.” I laugh out loud, and this time no part of it is faked. “A Constantine, escaping into these little fantasies—Christ, darling, you’ve given me more than you could ever know.”

More pages, and Haley tenses. What happens in this fucking book? I skip more pages, scanning for the thing that’s making Haley squirm.

Literally. She is squirming, though she doesn’t seem to realize it. I have never been so alive as I am right now. I haven’t been this aware of another person in years. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was drunk on her impatience and her embarrassment and her red, red cheeks.

My eyes catch on a word midway down one of the pages.

The word is unleashed.

Haley is already watching me when I look at her over the top of the book.

I’ll do her one better.

“He is unleashed,” I read, and she looks toward the ceiling like she’s praying for God to strike her down and save her from this. She should know that God does not usually answer prayers. “The dark angel’s power burns like fire. It covers me like ash. He’s fallen from grace; evil at his very marrow. I should be repulsed, but raw attraction pulls me to him. The steps I take are inevitable. What human wouldn’t crave the sensation of those wings wrapping around her body?”

Haley bites her lip. Grips the edge of the bed.

“I let the dark angel draw me close. He wears night and flame like a cloak. He wears his lack of grace like a shield. Without hesitation, he reaches between my legs and pushes two fingers deep inside me. Unerringly, he finds the place that makes me moan. The place that makes me long for sin. He knows how to make me fall, as well.”

I fall silent.

Waiting.

Haley doesn’t move a muscle.

“The first orgasm wracks me, heightened by his power. I am consumed by him. In thrall to him. Controlled by him. I belong to him, this angel cast out by God. I sacrifice myself to him. It rips the veil from my eyes. Pleasure binds me in its wings and multiplies. He does not allow me to look away. He looks into my soul, and for the first time, I see into his. It’s good. The core of him is bathed in angelic light and hope. He is a fallen angel, but he is good. I want to tell him, but I can’t speak. I can only moan.”

Her face is glowing with fear and anticipation and something else. I was teasing her, mocking her, about being turned on before. I was also correct. I’ve made it worse.

“This is the kind of thing you think about when you touch yourself at night?” I shake the book in her direction. “This? A fallen angel fucking you?”

She shoots one of her hands out to grab for it.

And misses.

I’m faster, and I have a finger in the pages that make her blush, so I open the book again and skim to the end of the scene.

The pages are thick and sturdy in my grip. I tear them all out with one hard tug.

I drop the rest of the book on the floor at Haley’s feet, then fold the torn-out pages into a neat packet.

She looks hurt by this. As if a few printed pages are more than she can bear. A single tear streaks down her cheek and catches on her jawline, and fuck, I feel that. I feel something. I feel—

“Why?” The word is almost a whisper, laden with exhaustion and pain.

“A promise, darling. I’m going to do all these things to you.” I stop at the door on my way out. “Unleashed.”

I laugh so she can hear it, and then—yes. A single, choked sob comes from Haley’s room.
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CHAPTER NINE


Haley

I don’t pick up the pile of ruined clothes. I don’t bring the suitcase back inside my room. I don’t even shut the door.

Once Leo’s knife’s-edge laughter has faded from the hallway, I fold myself into the bed, pull the covers over myself, and slap the remote on the bedside table until it’s blessedly dark.

I do not cry myself to sleep.

What happens is worse. The tears ball up and sit there like a rock, aching and threatening, and I swallow them back again and again until finally I’m too tired to fight them anymore. I expect sobs and I get a deep, heavy sleep. His sister’s chosen blankets with a heft to them. They create a calming pressure that keeps me asleep for so long that it’s bright when I open my eyes.

White winter light floods the room. I can’t believe it didn’t wake me up earlier. I fumble with the remote until it’s not blinding.

It takes effort to push off the covers and get out of bed. At some point in the night I took my jeans off. I leave them in their puddle by the bed and pad toward the door. Press my ear to the solid wood. Listen.

Doesn’t sound like there’s anyone in the hall. Then again, I didn’t notice Leo coming until he was already in the room. If he’s waiting on the other side of the door right now, it’ll be simple cause and effect—I’ll scream, and then I’ll die, and this will be over twenty-nine days early.

He’s not waiting on the other side. Neither is my suitcase.

What is waiting on the plush carpeting is a box. It’s a pale, pale pink, an echo of all the pink in the bedroom.

I look up and down the hall to make sure no one is watching. A pointless gesture, probably, but I feel alone enough to take the box and close the door of my room. Of the guest room. The room I’m staying in. It doesn’t matter.

A satin ribbon keeps the cover on the box, and it falls away with a whisper when I untie the bow. The top of the box lifts away to reveal a layer of white tissue paper in a smooth, perfect line. It feels wrong to crinkle it. But then it also felt wrong to watch Leo Morelli basically bite through one of my bras and shred the lace with his teeth.

His teeth.

It made me think—forcibly, because who the hell thinks about Morellis in a sexy way—of how it would feel if I’d been wearing the bra when he did that. If It had been touching my skin. And then I couldn’t think at all, because something like that might happen while I’m here. It will happen while I’m here.

I shake my head and flip the tissue paper back.

“Oh, god.”

It’s a prayer to no one, because no one can help me out of this situation. This situation where Leo Morelli or one of his staff has left a box with a lingerie set outside my room.

The message could not be clearer. This is what he expects me to wear.

My skin flushes hot, then freezes. I want to climb back into the bed and stay there for the next twenty-nine days. I’m guessing that’s not on the table, so I stalk away from the box on the bed and go into the bathroom.

There’s only so long a girl can spend showering and drying her hair and meticulously brushing her teeth. Leo—or his sister, I guess—has stocked the bathroom with everything I could need, and in more expensive versions than I’d ever buy for myself at home. I hate myself more than a little for enjoying the oversized shower with a million settings and the conditioner with the most delicate scent and the hair dryer that’s both more powerful and quieter, which should be impossible.

When all of that is finished, when I can’t possibly spend another minute applying lip balm, I go back out into the bedroom. The box waits for me there. It taunts me with all the questions I’m forced to confront.

Like—what the hell am I supposed to do now? Put it on, obviously, but then what? Is he going to come approve it, or do I have to seek out Leo Morelli wearing only lingerie?

I take several calming breaths and consider my options. I could call for Mrs. Page with the remote, but that would mean showing her the box and asking her what to do with it. I could put it on and walk downstairs and pretend I’m not embarrassed.

In the end, I go with door number three—wearing my remaining clothes for the second day in a row. The clock on the bedside table says it’s almost two in the afternoon.

“Miss Constantine?” There’s a brief knock at the door, and then it cracks open. “It’s me.”

“Hi, Mrs. Page.”

“Mr. Morelli is having lunch in the dining room. He’d like for you to join him.”

“That sounds great. I’m hungry.” I go to the door and throw it open, daring her to comment on the fact that I’m dressed in yesterday’s outfit. Mrs. Page’s eyes widen for a fraction of a second, and then her face is placid again. “Could you show me where the dining room is?”

The dining room is down on the first floor, roughly underneath the hall with the guest rooms. Mrs. Page takes me to the door and not a step further. “Go on in,” she prompts, and then she leaves me standing there.

I go in.

It’s a smaller dining room than I was expecting. It has the same elegance as the rest of the house—same high ceilings, same paneled walls—but this is a space built for intimacy. Two dove gray chairs gather near a fireplace on one wall, and a sideboard takes up the other. A silver tray with a matching coffee server and a carafe for cream rest on the sideboard. It’s airy in here. Comfortable.

Leo sits on one side of a table made for four people at most, a book open in front of him.

Winter light streams in from the window behind him, throwing all his features into sharp relief. My heart speeds up. He was unbelievably beautiful in the firelight, and the daylight on his cheekbones makes my breath catch.

He looks up from the book and laughs, cruel and short. “Is this how you intend to seduce me?”

“It’s how I intended to eat lunch. I’m not sure how anyone could eat in lingerie.”

Leo stands up from the table. He’s tall. Towering. Dangerous. All things I noticed about him before, but now there are no other distractions. There’s only fresh adrenaline and the ringing knowledge that I made a mistake.

I should have worn the lingerie.

I stand my ground while he prowls over to me, circling me like the wolf I know he is. “Do you not understand the terms of our contract?”

“I understand them.”

He keeps going as if I haven’t spoken. “The terms of our contract include complete access to your body, whenever I want it. And your uniform is at my discretion. I sent you something to wear this morning, and you’re here in this.” He pinches my shirt between his fingers.

“Mrs. Page said it was lunch.” I’m grasping. We both know it. “I didn’t think—”

“You didn’t think.” His tone cuts into me, barrels over me. “You’re not here to think, darling. You’re here to obey. Is it that you’d rather go home and let your father continue on with his contract?”

The words from the contract float back into my mind with terrible clarity.

“No.” My lungs contract. I can’t get a full breath. “No, that isn’t what I want.”

“Then you’ll have to try a little harder at not being a fucking brat.” He’s in front of me again, the dark of his eyes lit with gold and flame. Maybe that darkness is anger. Maybe it’s not. “You know, I was going to give you lingerie and candles.”

“I—”

“But instead, I’ll give you what you want. I was going to give you the illusion that it was sex, but now I’m just going to fuck you.”

You can’t, I want to say. But he can. He will. And I’ll have to face the biggest fear of my life, the one I never thought would matter.

Which is that I’m a virgin, and Leo Morelli bought the rights to my virginity.

He has options, in this room. There’s his table, and his sitting area, and even the sideboard. He has options, and I don’t have any. All the things he could do line up and tumble down in front of my face.

And the worst thing—

The worst part—

The worst part is that I don’t hate the idea of them. Being afraid isn’t the same as hating. A dark want coils low in my belly. I can’t want this, can’t even fantasize about it, can’t, can’t, can’t. No part of this is a fantasy, even if my body thinks it is. Even if there’s already heat between my legs.

Leo’s still watching me. “Strip,” he says.

I pull my shirt over my head before I lose my nerve, keeping my eyes on his clothes. He wears another sweater, also black, but it’s a different knit than last night. I bite back the urge to make small talk about how often he wears a suit and an overcoat, the way he did last night, on the street. God—it was only last night, and now I’m taking my clothes off for him in his dining room, in broad daylight.

A hand around my jaw brings my attention back to the burn of his eyes. “Focus,” he orders. Oh, yes—my hands have stopped moving. Leo drops his hands and steps back to watch me wriggle awkwardly out of my jeans.

I have nothing on underneath.

The last item to go is a T-shirt bra the color of a blue robin’s egg. The only one to survive his purge last night, and only because I was wearing it. It falls to the floor next to my jeans and top. They look so sad there. So pathetic. So discarded. I can’t take my eyes off them.

“Enough with this shy bullshit. Pick your head up and look at me.”

I do it.

It’s a shock, every time, because I’ve always thought evil would make a person ugly. Leo Morelli on his worst day couldn’t be described as ugly. He’s so handsome it’s heartbreaking. My heart shatters with it all over again. So handsome. So cruel.

He crosses his arms over his chest and looks at me, taking an eternity to let his eyes travel over my naked shoulders and my naked breasts and down to my stomach. I want to fold my own arms over my body, but I know he’d be awful about it.

The shivering starts right away. I brace myself for a biting comment, but Leo says nothing. He’s too busy watching my nipples pull tight. He watches and watches until finally he steps forward and pinches one between his thumb and finger.

Relief crashes into me—thank god it’s happening—and a heightened, desperate fear stomps a heel into that relief. Leo pinches my other nipple and I hear myself make a sound that I’ve never once made in front of another person.

My gasping attempt to catch my breath makes Leo laugh.

“Oh, who would have guessed?” He pinches that same nipple harder, increasing the pressure until I cry out with it and dig my nails into my thighs, hands shaking. The truth is that I want to grab at his wrist, but I don’t want to push him away.

I want to pull him closer.

“Does my dirty girl like this? Does she want more?”

A moan escapes me in response.

Then he is closer, but not touching me anymore. Leo’s gone back to circling me, this time from inches away. I can feel the heat of his body as he crosses behind me. My knees shake. Anticipation compounds until I could scream, but then his hand comes down on my hip. I angle my elbow to give him room to touch and he rewards it by digging his fingers in, testing the flesh there.

His fingers trail up and up and up until they meet my rib cage and then he goes higher, reaching around from behind me to cup one breast. Too close—too close to my nipples. I arch back on instinct, trying to get away. I’m stopped by his hard body and my mind shuts down. Don’t move. Don’t move at all.

“It’s fucking delightful, watching you struggle.” He spreads his hand flat on my stomach and slides it down over my belly. I hold my breath. He’s getting closer and closer to a place that I want him to touch. Jesus, why? Why? He’d only hurt me. And it might feel good. It’s all so very fucked up. “You want to let go, but you can’t.”

“I won’t.”

He laughs again. “I’m going to break you, darling. It’s only a matter of time. And it’s so much fun to watch.” The contact lifts, and I suck in a breath that’s too hopeful for its own good.

Leo isn’t done with me yet.

He’s a flash of dark fabric shutting out the world, so close in front of me that I can smell him, smell the clean laundry detergent of his sweater and a hint of expensive cologne and something else, something that must be his skin.

When Leo touches me again, it’s to wrap a hand around my throat, using my jaw as an anchor for his fingers and thumb. He forces my head up so I have to look into his eyes.

They’re not black like I thought. They’re not windows into the black reaches of hell. Or maybe they are, and hell is actually stunning. Maybe hell is the color of deep night and rich wood and, impossibly, gold. Thin striations of gold, just like his wallpaper.

Leo puts his other hand on my shoulder, stroking down my arm like I’m livestock in need of soothing. It works. I hate how it works. I hate how my body goes still and pliant with his hand hovering over my airway. He could choke me, but he’s stolen all the tension I’d need to fight it.

He touches my hip and prods at my waist, a mocking smile playing over his lips.

And then.

He cups a hand over my pussy with an even, direct pressure that coaxes my legs apart at the same moment the sensation registers. I let out a strangled gasp. How did he know, how did he know that this would verge on too much, that this would scramble all my nerve endings and turn me into a panting thing hanging from his hand?

This is worse than outright cruelty. Leo’s making me look at him, scanning my face—for what, I don’t know. But he keeps his hand between my legs, perfectly still.

My ragged breathing is the only sound in the room. I don’t know how long he holds me this way, only that I can’t think of it directly. It’s like looking into the sun.

“That’s it.” Leo’s voice burns the room away. There’s nothing left but his hands and his eyes and the perfect bend of his lips. “Prove to me that you’re a liar.”

“I’m—not. A. Liar.”

“Then why are you trying to fuck my hand?” The humiliation is instant and obliterating and I try to get a hand up over my eyes because I’m going to cry. I am trying to fuck his hand. Leo gives my face a little shake. “No covering. You can cry, but I’m going to watch.”

I try to stop myself, and I can’t. Because. I want it so much. I don’t know what it is, exactly, I don’t know. All I know is that if he stops touching me, I’ll die. I try to speak and what comes out is an embarrassed moan.

Leo strokes one finger over my wet slit.

If it weren’t for his hand on my jaw, I’d be on the floor. My knees are nothing. My legs are nothing. The only thing they’re good for is spreading open for him, which I cannot stop myself from doing.

“Hmm.” His tone is bored, but his expression is so intense that I can’t breathe. “That was fine, but…” This time, two thick fingers, and he changes the angle of his hand so it’s pressing against my clit. My hips work into a frenzy. I wasn’t going to come, wasn’t going to let the idea cross my mind, but now I need it to survive. Leo pulls his hand away and slaps me hard between my legs. My shocked cry doesn’t stop him from working his hand back over my pussy. “You’re not going to come today unless it’s on my fingers.”

Those fingers are already circling my opening. “What if I can’t?” It’s honesty I didn’t want to give him. Didn’t mean to give him.

A delighted laugh. “Was your pretty Constantine cunt too tight to take your boyfriends’ fingers?” He pushes two of them inside, up to the knuckle, and the breath goes out of me. It is tight. Leo’s expression shifts, and he works them in a little farther. I am hopelessly, shamefully desperate for him to put them all the way in. It’s going to hurt. I want to know that hurt. “Christ. No one has ever finger-fucked you?”

“No one has ever done that.”

“Done what?” he asks in a taunting voice. “Say the words.”

“No one has ever f-f-fucked me. In any way.”

The sound he makes is more of a growl than anything else, and I hardly have time to hear it before he’s driving his fingers in deep. As deep as they’ll go. He’s holding my head up, or it would be dropped back. I see stars. God, it hurts. His fingers are too big but the stretch feels good in a way that makes me so ashamed that I do cry.

Leo swipes a thumb over my cheek and it comes away wet. He leans in, murmuring something into my ear, and I don’t know what it is because I’m both the size of the universe and shrunk down to the sensation of his fingers invading me. I swing wildly between the two until I come back to my body and find myself in Leo Morelli’s dining room, his fingers inside me and one thumb circling my clit.

It’s too much sensation to be embarrassed about. I tighten on his fingers in the same rhythm he’s using on my clit. It’s a relentless rhythm. Soft, like he knows that any harsh movements will push me over the edge into something dark and terrible. Insistent, like he knows that he can’t stop. He can’t leave me like this. Pleasure builds from his touch, it’s hot, hot, hot and getting hotter. Multiplying. Something pulls tight between my legs and I let my weight fall onto his hands, all of it. I can’t hold myself up because that coil winds down and explodes.

I come all over Leo’s fingers, just like he said I would. I can’t enjoy this. I can’t like this. I cannot like what he does to me.

It’s only when I’m coming down that the words he’s saying regain their meaning. I’m going to break you, darling. It’s only a matter of time.

The aftershocks come one after the other, and slowly I become aware of the pieces of him again. His eyes. His mouth. His sweater. As soon as my feet are back on earth he pulls his hand from between my legs and wipes it across my bare chest. Tears drip down after it, and for an instant I see pain and lust in his face.

Gone in a blink.

He goes back to the table and takes his seat, flipping the page in his book like I was never here. “Mrs. Page will bring a tray up to your room.” Oh my god. He’s sending me away. “Do better tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER TEN


Haley

I don’t see anyone on the way back to my room, but they see me. I’m sure of it. This is a huge house, and Mrs. Page and Gerard can’t be the only people here aside from Leo. They can’t be the only pairs of eyes. The saving grace is that I’m crying too hard to notice.

This is sick and wrong, what he’s doing. But more than that, how I feel is sick and wrong. My family would be ashamed of me. Caroline would eject me from the family if she knew that I’d let Leo Morelli touch me. And if she knew that I liked it?

I slam the door to the guest room behind me and sprint for the bed. Someone came to make it while I was gone and I shove the covers back with both hands, ruining their hard work. I don’t care. I don’t care. I pull all those heavy blankets over my head and sob into the pillow.

If Caroline knew how confused and turned on I was right now, she’d do worse than excommunicate me. She’d send Ronan after me, and she wouldn’t stop there. Cash and Petra would be implicated too, and my dad. We’d all be in danger of Caroline’s henchman.

Why is he like this? The blankets are so heavy they make it hard to breathe, what with the crying, so I turn them back and pull them tight over my shoulders. I’ve never met someone as cruel as Leo and I can’t understand what made him this way. I’ve always known the Morellis were bad people, evil people. Every Constantine knows that. It was abstract knowledge before. Almost academic.

Leo is not mean to me in a generic sense. It’s personal. He sees all my weak spots and pushes on them until they bruise. These are not the casual insults of a bully. They’re the calculating cuts of someone who knows pain like he knows the back of his hand. Like he knows what it feels like when a Constantine comes on his fingers against her will.

I put the pillow over my face and cry harder. It wasn’t against my will. I wanted it. Was desperate for it. And now I’m desperate for more.

For more contact. For more answers. Who hurt Leo Morelli? Who turned him into a beast?

I drop into a hungry, exhausted sleep before I can come up with an answer. The rest of the day turns around this nap. Every time I open my eyes the light is dimmer. A dream pins me to the bed like the blankets. A room full of roses and white. A dark-haired man. He looks like Leo and then he doesn’t. His face is softer and more open and in the dream it makes me cry.

A sound pulls me up from a parallel dream about Leo’s hands and the dining room. Part by part, my body comes back into existence under the covers. Sheets rest gently on my shins. I’ve pushed the blankets down to my waist. Still naked. Still here.

The sound, it turns out, was a tray. A stand has appeared from somewhere and the tray balances there with a covered plate and a steaming mug.

It’s morning.

I throw my legs over the bed and stand up. Sleeping for a small eternity made my knees less wobbly, but my abs are sore like I’ve been doing crunches, or trying to ride a man’s hand in my dreams. Shake that thought away. Not this morning. I lift the silver cover on the tray.

The plate underneath is beautiful, with a thin gold line around the edges. Leo Morelli owns fine china. I would never have guessed. And the food on top—

Scrambled eggs like small clouds. Three strips of crispy bacon.

And.

And.

A stack of tiny waffles. Silver-dollar sized. My face goes into a cute emoji expression and I can’t stop it. Won’t stop it. There’s a little dish of syrup on the tray, too.

Secondhand embarrassment heats my cheeks. Someone must have felt bad for me. Not Leo, so…another person who saw me trailing up here in tears. The feeling is gone by the time I tuck myself back into bed with the tray balanced on my lap. Hunger comes first. Embarrassment later. These weird, conflicted feelings I have about Leo can go away forever.

I eat every bite of the food. It’s the perfect amount, gone when I can’t take another bite, and I put the tray back on the stand and stretch. There are no clothes left, but there is the nicest shower I’ve ever stepped foot in.

There’s a box on the bed when I come back out. My heart thumps at the sight. A gorgeous, pale pink box. A black ribbon. There’s no pretending I don’t know what this is, no excuse to be made. Whatever is in that box, I have to wear.

I wrap the robe tight around my waist and stalk over to the box. Rip away the ribbon. Throw off the top. My heart won’t settle. The hairs on the back of my neck pull up. It’ll be worse than yesterday. It will be more demeaning, more humiliating, and I know there’s no chance he’ll let me stay in this room. The tissue paper tears in my hands.

It’s clothes.

Real clothes, not lingerie.

That’s not completely right. It’s real clothes with lingerie. The set is the same color as the box, but the dress isn’t—it’s deeper, like the shirt he took from me yesterday. Of course, it’s no Target dress. It’s sweet and soft, with sleeves that go down to my wrists. It’s long enough to skim above my knees. I twirl in it in front of the mirror and push it back into place as soon as I can. Embarrassing. Embarrassing, to feel nice like this, in a place like this, with a man like this. He’s dressed me up like an innocent little doll.

There are shoes to go with the dress. Soft ones, for inside the house. With all of it on I look, shockingly, like a Constantine. Like someone who’s never wanted for money or worried about student loans or driven home with snow pouring in through her car’s vents.

It’s afternoon by the time I get up the courage to leave.

No one has knocked on the door all day. They’ve left me to dry my hair and lie on the bed and stare at the ceiling. The appeal didn’t last very long, so I creep out into the silent hallway.

No sign of Leo, or Mrs. Page, or Gerard. No sign of anyone. Maybe I was wrong about there being more staff than I thought. I pad down the hall and down the stairs to the first floor.

Right or left?

I go toward the dining room. This wing of the ground floor seems to be the less public one, though I’d have to go snooping in order to confirm it. All I really know is that there’s a dining room this way.

The door to the dining room is open. It’s empty.

So are the other rooms. A formal sitting room. What looks like a miniature art gallery. I turn the corner. I’m underneath the bedroom wing now. Unlike upstairs, where the hall is all windows on one side and doors on the other, this space is all doors.

Someone is humming.

I follow the sound past two more closed doors to an open one.

Inside the threshold is a den. Brighter than the main hallways, with all that charcoal and gold. The space is all warm wood and leather furniture. It’s huge, for a den, or maybe I’m only comparing it to the den in my house, which is basically a cramped closet next to my dad’s workshop. The courtyard windows make everything gleam with winter light.

Especially the woman on the sofa, who is lying with her back in the center and her legs flung over the arm. Dark curls spill onto the leather, and her hands—one holding a sketchbook, the other holding a pencil—sparkle with rings. The size and shape of the jewels say diamonds.

I take the first step through the door and she twists on the sofa, pushing herself up to look at me. It’s sexy. I don’t know how a person could make their hair fall that way in a scramble on the sofa, but she does it. “Oh, good.” A wide smile lights up her face. I know that face. It’s a Morelli face. She looks just like Leo. “You’re awake.”

“Hi.” I run my fingers through my hair, then put my hands back at my sides. “I’m Haley.”

“I know.” She gets up off the couch and comes to me, barefooted and graceful and…bubbly. Her sketchbook is abandoned, but she doesn’t seem to mind. She throws her arms around me. I stand there, rigid, like I’ve never been hugged before. What’s hugging protocol among the Morellis? God. Of all the things to think about.

“Um…” I sound like a shrinking violet. She squeezes, then lets go. “I don’t know who you are. I’m sorry. I’m new here.”

“Daphne Morelli, pleased to meet you.” Daphne’s laugh matches her smile—it’s personable and pretty. I’m through the looking glass. In some universe where it’s possible for a Morelli to be nice to me. My heart shrinks back. She’s probably faking it. Probably skilled at making people believe she’s kind. But she doesn’t seem duplicitous. “Come sit, come sit. I don’t have to be anywhere for a while.”

I follow her back to the couch. “Weekend plans?”

“I’m meeting a gallery owner about some pieces.” Daphne takes a seat on one end of the sofa, then pats the spot next to her. She waits until I’m seated, then pulls a throw blanket off the back of the sofa and tosses it over my lap. “There. Now, tell me why you’re here. Leo wouldn’t.”

What did he tell her? Not my last name. If she knew that, she wouldn’t be this welcoming. Would she?

I fold the edge of the blanket over and smooth it out. “It’s complicated.”

She rolls her eyes. “That’s what Leo would say. And then he would laugh.” She impersonates his laugh, and it’s so close that I laugh too. Daphne’s version has none of the barbs that Leo’s real laugh does. “Are you in college?”

“English lit.” I’ll have to go back for the spring semester, when this is all over. Go back to college and pretend I’m the same as I was. “I graduate in the spring.”

“Oh, fun. I just graduated. Do you know what you want to do after, or are you still deciding?”

“I’m just trying to survive until graduation.” Admitting it feels good. Watching her break into a smile and laugh again, a kind laugh, feels better. It also feels bizarre. Morellis aren’t supposed to be like this. They’re supposed to be cunning and cruel and ambitious. All of them. “Then we’ll see. Maybe I should move somewhere warm.”

This, unlike the books I’ve been reading, is a real fantasy. I’m not going to move anywhere once I graduate. Cash doesn’t deserve to look out for our dad by himself while he gets ready for college. When my thirty days are up, I’ll be going back home for spring semester and I’ll stay home.

I swallow against pain. “What about you? What kind of art are you going to look at?”

Daphne leans in, eyes bright. “I’m not looking, I’m selling.” She picks up her sketchbook from the couch next to her and hands it to me. The page is full of curls and swoops that suggest water and movement. It’s gorgeous, and she’s only used two colors—blue and black. “I’m obsessed with the ocean lately. I’ve figured out a way to make the waves look alive. I want to do my room like that. A whole wall of nothing but the ocean. For now, I want to put up some of my smaller pieces for sale.” She straightens up again with a rueful sigh. “I hope the guy at the gallery isn’t freaked out by Leo’s security team.”

I raise my eyebrows at Daphne, and she groans good-naturedly. “Leo thinks the dealer is shady, so he made me come here first. Apparently my own bodyguard isn’t enough for the situation. I reminded him that I’m an adult woman and I can take care of myself, but you know how he is.”

“Intense,” I supply, because that’s the kindest way I can think to describe him.

“Yeah,” Daphne agrees. “Protective. Maybe to a fault.” A memory curves up the corners of her lips. “One time, this jackass was mean to me in middle school. It was the first week of sixth grade, and I came home crying, and Leo saw.” Her eyes go distant, and she shakes her head a little. “Leo waited for him the next day after school. Scared the shit out of that kid. I made him promise not to beat him up, but maybe it would have been better if he had. He can be prickly when he’s mad. Whatever he said haunted that guy for life.”

Prickly—more like serrated.

Daphne shakes herself out of the memory and picks up her sketchbook, tucking it close to her body. “Anyway, everyone was so nice to me after that. I probably had the best middle school experience in history.”

I can imagine it. I couldn’t have yesterday, with Leo’s fingers inside me and his voice in my ear. But I believe Daphne. It’s unsettling to think of him with this hidden side. It’s easier to hate a cartoon villain. And if he’s not a cartoon villain, what is he?

The conversation turns back to paintings of the ocean. Daphne’s in the middle of telling me about her art when she trails off, her eyes sliding to a point behind me. Another big smile. “You didn’t tell me she was fun, Leo.”

I turn around to see him standing just inside the threshold, expression lightly scolding. It reminds me of the way he looked in my dream. “You were supposed to meet Gerard fifteen minutes ago, not snoop around in my den. I should have you thrown out for trespassing.”

His sister sticks her tongue out at him. “You wouldn’t and you know it,” she sings, and then she’s by his side, rising up on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. I focus all my energy on keeping my own mouth shut, keeping my own jaw off the floor. That anyone, anyone, would be this way with Leo is as much a shock as the rest of him. She moves to put her arms around his waist, but he deflects her, turning the gesture into a fast hug he’s in control of. The way he does this is so natural, over so quickly, that I wonder if I made it up.

Leo pushes her gently toward the door. “Go to your gallery. I have plans.”

“Be nice,” she admonishes him, and goose bumps rise on my skin. Apparently he’s capable of being nice, if his sister is to be believed, but trusting a Morelli seems like a mistake. Then she’s gone, leaving us in the quiet of the den with the crackling fire as the backdrop.

I stand up and smooth down my dress. Put the blanket back in its place. Brace myself to hear how terrible my dress looks, or how he can’t believe a person with as little sense as me even managed to put it on the right way.

“Have dinner with me,” he says.

I blink, startled. “It’s early for dinner. Isn’t it?”

Leo looks out the window, seeming almost human. “It’ll be dark in an hour. Be in the dining room then.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


Leo

Haley appears at the door to my dining room five minutes early, wearing the same wine-colored dress I sent up earlier. The high color in her cheeks tells me she put on the lingerie, too.

Good. She’s learning.

She’s also coming to grips with the fact that her father failed her. The dress she’s wearing cost more than any bargain-hunter could dream of spending. It was made for her last night. Let her think of me every time she puts on a rough, shitty T-shirt from some rack under cheap fluorescent lights.

Haley’s eyes go from me to Gerard, who’s here to tell Mrs. Page when it’s time. “Can I come in, or did you want to finish your chapter?”

I flip my book closed and hand it to Gerard. He takes it without comment. It’s a copy of the book Haley had in her suitcase, but this one has its dust jacket stripped off and has been rebound into smaller sections. No one is going to see me reading that trash. Then, because she’s still standing in the doorway like a little Constantine fool, I go to collect her. “This is how you enter a room for dinner. Not by planting yourself in everyone’s way.”

I hold a hand out to her and she takes it. Lets me guide her into the room, which I’ve had dressed in soft lights and candles. I pull out her chair for her and her face gets redder at the sarcastic politeness.

“Thank you.” Her lips barely part to let the word out.

“Mm. It’s hotter every time you say that.” I make it sound like a lie, but it’s not. Every time Haley thanks me it makes my imagination run wild. Through tears, it’s even better. With my cum on her face? Plenty of time to find out.

Haley’s eyes go to my hands on the back of the chair and she bites at her lip. Once she’s seated, I take my place. “How did you like your conversation with Daphne?”

Haley studies my face, no doubt wondering if this is a trap. It’s not. I’m going to have a fucking conversation with her. I was irritated that it didn’t happen last night. I have no explanation for this irritation. “She’s lovely,” she admits after several beats. “She told me about going to an art gallery.”

The door at the side of the dining room opens, and Mrs. Page steps out, plates and wine balanced on her tray. “And what did you tell her?”

“Mostly about school.” Haley leans back to give Mrs. Page room to pour her wine. Her eyes follow the food on the plate. When my wine is poured and my plate is set, she leans in and eats a prawn. “Thank you,” she murmurs to Mrs. Page, who leaves with appropriate speed. Then, to me: “I’m going to graduate next semester.”

Her eyes come back to mine at semester and a certain delight sparks down the middle of me. A challenge. From Haley Constantine. Two minutes into dinner. She’s daring me to break our contract and live up to the evil Morelli name. “And you’ll have a degree in…”

“English literature.”

“That explains the garbage you’ve been reading.”

“Be honest.” Her fork hovers over her plate. “You liked it, too.”

I smile at her and watch her pupils expand, her breath catch. “It made me laugh. It was so tame. Just right for a sweet Constantine girl to get off on.”

Haley flushes, glancing down at her plate, but recovers. Her chin comes back up. “It could be worse.”

“How so?”

“I could be like you. Nothing is good enough to get you off.”

If only she knew. If only she fucking knew. It takes every ounce of effort not to crush my fork in my fist. The hours I spent last night, after I sent her up to her room—Jesus. I want to fuck her until she cries. Tears are beautiful on a face like hers. Never mind how this is all supposed to be a game. A rigged game. A game that only I can win.

She’s trying so hard to keep herself in check that her trembling energy fills the space between us and tumbles out. I could make her cry now. It would take a few comments at most.

But if I want to hurt her, to make her pay a real price for her family, then I have to draw it out.

I go to speak and find that my teeth are gritted against something nameless and powerful. “When you graduate…” I hunt for a question. A dinner-appropriate question. “You’ll have done some internships.”

Haley’s shoulders relax. “Two, actually. There are a bunch of different publishing companies in the city. I should have done more, but…” She trails off. Takes a bite of her food.

“But?”

“Money is tight. Time is short. I try to be around for my dad and Cash.” Her big, blue eyes come back to mine. “What about you? You seem close with your sister.” A deep breath. “How many siblings do you have?”

Bizarre. “You already know that.”

“Not all of it. The Morelli family tree isn’t considered polite conversation at the Constantine parties. The ones I’ve been to, anyway.”

I dismiss my first, second, and third responses. “I have four sisters and three brothers. And you have two siblings. Your father can’t stop telling people about you.”

She swallows hard. “What about your dad?” A beat. “Do you see him often?”

“Not often. At family dinners, mainly.” After Lucian took over for him, he retreated into the Morelli family mansion, where he pretends he’s at the center of everything. I see him at my mother’s dinners, which he spends glowering at the head of the table and barking pointed questions at anyone in reach. I see him most often in my nightmares, with a belt in his hand. I’d rather die than admit that. “Did you learn anything from your internships?”

“Of course, Mr. Morelli, and I can also tell you my greatest strength and weakness.”

It catches me off guard, both the thought of a Constantine having to sit for an interview and Haley choosing this moment to joke about it, and the laugh it pulls out of me is a genuine one. A proud smile streaks across Haley’s face and she celebrates this tiny victory with a sip of her wine. “Why did you choose English lit?”

Her grin softens. “My mom taught me how to read. We spent a ton of time together with our books before she died. Sometimes I can still hear her voice when I’m reading.” Haley risks a tentative glance from under her eyelashes, then puts her wineglass down with studied care. “Is your mom a reader?”

I hate the cold, defensive feeling I get when the words land. A cousin to jealousy. The only reason I let this continue is because I like the sound of Haley’s voice, and I like it more than I thought I would. “She spends most of her time planning dinners and keeping secrets from my father.” Fuck—too far. “I’d imagine she reads magazines.”

Haley doesn’t dare ask what secrets I mean. There are more than we have time for, even if I did want the Constantines to know about how my mother’s true fixation is on sleeping with younger men. More than a few of my friends from high school and college went to her bed, right under my father’s nose. It was a life-or-death gamble. I have no idea how she’s still alive.

The moment is saved by Mrs. Page coming back to serve the main course, which is sea bass. Haley waits until she’s gone to speak. “Daphne said you were protective of her growing up.”

“And?”

“Did you really make her take extra security to the art gallery?”

“Does Daphne strike you as a liar?”

“No.” She cuts into the fish. “But you don’t strike me as that kind of person. You know…” A bite of sea bass. Her hand shakes around her fork. “A nice person. A person who goes out of his way for anyone.”

“I went out of my way for you.”

“To be nice?” Her voice is deceptively casual, as if we’re having a conversation about the weather. Her eyes are a sharp, brilliant blue. She thinks she’s unpacking me. I hope to hell she’s not.

“I was in the right place at the right time.” Of course, I was in the right place for Haley because I put myself there. I did the same thing for my siblings.

All except Lucian, who never seemed to feel fear or pain or anything else.

Our parents, on the other hand, hunted for fear and pain. Thrived on fear and pain. Live long enough with a pair of snarling wolves, and it’s obvious that the only distraction is a snarling wolf who’s foaming at the mouth and snapping at their heels. I was angrier than they were, and crazier, and more reckless as long as it gave my siblings time to hide.

My reputation as the Beast of Bishop’s Landing is accurate, it just lacks context.

Old tension strings itself through my muscles. The instinct to blame Haley for it is stronger than the whispers that say it’s not her. It can’t possibly be her. It’s that dinners were dangerous, volatile things, when all of us were forced to be in the same room and there weren’t enough exits. When any question from my mother or father could turn out to be a grenade with the pin already pulled.

“Enough about me, darling. I want to know why your family has hung you out to dry in this job market. The famous, perfect Constantines couldn’t scrape up a publishing company for you to work at?”

Haley looks uncomfortable. “I never wanted to ask for help. My dad was never a model Constantine, and with my aunt, there are always strings attached.”

“Your aunt?”

“Caroline.”

Before Haley’s mouth is finished forming the word, before the sound can fully reach me, a blaze of anger overtakes its boundaries and burns itself through every one of my veins. The rage takes me by surprise. I was ready for this. I knew the name she was going to say.

Because I know all about Caroline Constantine.

I know all about her from personal fucking experience.

The skin on my back crawls. Phantom pain. Very real fury. It’s not about the young woman sitting across the table. Not her fault, anyway. But she’s the one who will feel my wrath. Because the world isn’t fucking fair. I learned that young. Younger than Haley is now.

I’ve been holding back. I haven’t fucked Haley yet, because I wanted her to spend as much time as possible in horrified anticipation, fearing it, wondering when it would happen. I wanted the monster in her head to be far more terrifying than reality, so the two of them—me and that frightened imagination—will feed off each other until she cries and begs and comes and lives the rest of her life with the mark of them on her heart.

It’s disappointing, in a vague sense, that I only managed to wait two nights. But I’m ready now. Ready for a revenge fuck. Ready for the revenge fuck. Haley can be the one to answer for all the crimes of the Constantines. Then she’ll know—

She’s gone on speaking. Awareness of it comes too late to understand what she’s saying. I discover I’m staring at Haley, into those blue Constantine eyes, and not bothering to make my expression into something that passes for neutral.

Too late. Haley’s already seen. She hooks a hand on the edge of the table, holding on so tight her knuckles are white.

“Leo?” The tremble in her voice says she doesn’t recognize me.

Or maybe it says she does.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Haley

I’ve said the wrong thing.

Leo’s face is a candlelit mask, the shadows deadly sharp. It’s subtle. I expected his fury to be a massive display, with bared teeth and extended claws. With flipped furniture and broken glass. But whatever wound I’ve opened with my words is contained within his body.

It’s worse that way. Scarier. A man who turns over tables—I can understand that. I can fathom an anger so overwhelming that it transforms to blind motion. I’ve felt that before. When my mother died I tore down the curtains in our house. I ripped at the seams to her pillow until the soft insides bled out on the bedroom floor. For months afterward, we could only use paper plates and cups.

He’s that angry. The air is hot with it. But Leo does nothing. The flames from the candles burn in the black centers of his eyes. He sits up tall, his fork held so carefully in one hand that I’m afraid for it.

Or maybe I’m afraid for me.

At the sound of his name, Leo’s jaw tightens.

The door behind me—the one Mrs. Page keeps coming out of—opens, and the pattern of her steps falters. She feels it, too. I’m aware of a shadow in the other door. Gerard. He’s been in and out, holding the door for Mrs. Page and carrying things for her.

I try to catch her eye when she puts the dessert plates down in front of us.

She won’t look at me.

“Close the door when you go out.” Leo’s voice is deadly even.

Mrs. Page pauses, halfway to standing, then completes the movement. “Can I bring more water? More wine?”

“No. Leave.” Leo keeps his eyes on me. Mrs. Page takes our empty plates. Leo drops his fork at the last second and she takes that, too.

My heart beats fast, heels lifted off the floor, ready to run. Gerard closes the door to the hall. Mrs. Page is gone in a heartbeat, the kitchen door swinging behind her.

“Get up.”

“What did I say?” Releasing my grip on the table seems like a bad idea. But then, so does staying in my seat. I push my chair back and stand up. “Tell me what I said.”

Leo blinks, and his face is transformed. He’s angry, yes—I can see it in the skin around his eyes. But taunting, now. Skin-deep. He uses this anger. He doesn’t just feel it. “It doesn’t matter, darling. What matters is that you signed a contract.”

The backs of my arms pull tight with goose bumps. “I thought we were having dinner.”

“There are no exceptions for meals.” He laughs. “Did you think you would be excused from your obligations as long as you had food in your mouth? Come here.”

He pushes his own chair back, creating space between his body and the table. It’s obvious where I’m meant to go. Two days ago I might have hesitated. Now my feet start moving before the fear can settle down.

It feels too close to the table, and too close to him. He’s tall even when he’s sitting down, and I don’t know what to do with my hands next to this cruel, beautiful devil.

“Take your clothes off.” I reach for the dress. Pull it over my head. The lingerie he bought me is a perfect, delicate fit, and I feel the smallest drafts from the air on my skin. On my nipples. Leo tests one with his thumb and I shiver. “You look better in something other than rags. Do you think,” he muses, “that I meant for you to leave anything on?”

“I thought you might want to take the lingerie off yourself.” Lie, lie, lie. I didn’t think. I just obeyed him, because that’s what I agreed to do. Because I’m too afraid not to. Because I don’t want to admit that part of me is afraid that I want to do what he says. That I get some kind of sick pleasure out of it.

A dangerous grin. “What a good girl. You thought so hard, and you were almost right.” Why? Why does it hurt to hear him be so mean, so mocking, and why do I want him to do it again? “If I have to take it off, then it won’t survive the taking. Do it yourself, and do it now.”

There’s not enough room for the way my body has to twist and turn to get out of my shoes and panties and bra. Leo doesn’t make it any easier. He lets me brush against his legs, lose my balance, catch myself in time to keep from touching him. Stand up, with a hot face and a racing heart. Let it happen already. Let it happen.

He stands up too, towering over me. Leo strokes three fingers down the side of my neck and then his hand is there, firm, on the boundary between holding and choking.

It happens again. My body goes still, all the tension concentrated under his palm. Leo looks down into my eyes. It’s a searching look. I don’t know what he hopes to find. He’s close enough to kiss me. The inches between us stretched tight. If he kissed me this way—if he did—

Leo looks away, and the loss of his eyes on mine causes a tumbling sensation. He keeps his hand where it is while he reaches around behind me. In the process my naked breasts brush against his shirt, one nipple catching on a button, and I gasp. “So impatient.” The comment is almost to himself. “The Constantines don’t teach women how to wait for anything, do they?”

A plate clatters against the linen tablecloth and his shirt is rough against my skin. It’s softer than I would expect a man’s shirt to be but it might as well be sandpaper. It’s too much. It’s not enough.

Something snaps behind me, and Leo brings whatever it was in front of my face. Chocolate. A piece of chocolate. It was decorating the dessert. He squeezes at the bones of my jaw and I open my mouth. I have to open it. He’s making me.

With fierce concentration, with that same pointed anger, he puts the chocolate on my tongue.

“Close.”

I clamp my teeth shut. The chocolate starts to melt right away, and my god, it’s good. It’s rich person chocolate. It’s the kind of chocolate only a Constantine with real money would have.

Or a Morelli.

He backs me up a step so my ass hits the table. “Lie down on the table, unless you want to test your theory. Don’t swallow.”

I was about to, but I don’t. I push myself up onto the table with sweetness on my tongue. Chilled sweetness. I wonder if the chef knew they were doing me a favor. It’s awkward, lying down on a dinner table, but I ease myself back.

Leo sits down, and then his hands are on my thighs. I have enough leverage to get my head up, to look at him. He looks me in the eye while he spreads my legs.

Wide.

And then wider.

I’d be panting, afraid and turned on, if I didn’t have to keep the chocolate in my mouth. He watches my face until it’s unbearable.

Then.

His eyes go between my legs. I try to close them but his hands keep them apart. He doesn’t comment on this. Doesn’t touch me. He’s had his fingers there, but he waits. I never knew patience could be so mean.

“It’s getting harder now, isn’t it? It’s starting to melt and get fucking everywhere. All you can taste.” One thumb traces a slow path on the inside of my thigh. “It didn’t seem like much in the beginning, but now you could choke on it.”

I find myself nodding. Find the beginnings of tears in my eyes. From frustration, overwhelm, I don’t know.

“Awful.” He sounds pitying, and that’s the worst, because I know it’s not real. Can’t be real, coming from him. “Touch yourself. Like you do when you’re all alone at home.”

I shake my head. “Can’t,” I say around the chocolate. “I can’t. Too embarrassing.”

Leo leans back in his chair, giving himself more room to look between my thighs, but keeps holding them apart. “You’re too embarrassed, but you’re wet. I can see it from here. This is turning you on. Here’s your choice, darling. You can put your fingers on that pretty clit like a good girl, or I’ll do it for you. And if I have to do that—”

I put my hand between my legs, fingers skimming my clit. Dying. I’m dying. But it feels good to be touched, even if I’m the one doing it. God. It doesn’t get worse than this.

“You don’t keep your hand still when you’re in your bed.” He slaps the inside of one thigh. It stings. The sting of his tone hurts more. Both of them together send my fingers into motion. This isn’t how I do it at home, but I can’t remember exactly what I used to do, and all that matters is not disappointing him. I do not want to disappoint him. It is so fucked up.

And it’s working. Pleasure starts a slow build between my legs, all caught up in the humiliation and the heat across my cheeks. Oh, god. Oh, no. It’s going to be terrible and so, so good.

“Swallow,” Leo orders, and I do, without thinking.

“Thank you,” I tell him, also without thinking.

He laughs, low and mean. “Tell me about your boyfriends.”

I wish for the chocolate.

Another slap to my thigh, hard enough that I cry out. “Tell me about all the things your boyfriends did to you while they weren’t fucking you, and keep your fingers moving.”

I let my head drop back because it’s too hard to keep everything coordinated and suffer through this horrible, hot moment. “My first boyfriend only kissed me. He wasn’t good at it.” I sound lightheaded, and it’s because I am, because I can’t get a full breath. “The next one touched me.”

“Where?”

“Over my bra.” Leo slides one hand up and takes my breast in his hand, rough and strong, and then he drags one of his nails over my nipple. It’s a clean, electric sensation. I rub harder. “Not like that.”

“The next one,” he prompts.

“A guy from my English lit class. He didn’t look like you.” The detail escapes before I can stop it, and it’s too late to get it back. “He liked hand jobs. In the library. He took…” I’m so close. This is torture. He can see everything. “He took forever. And he wouldn’t return the favor.”

“Look at me.” I do, and I can’t see my reflection in his eyes but I know what I’d look like. A gasping slut. Red-faced, with messy hair and desperate eyes. Desperate for him. What the hell. What the fuck. Leo smirks. “Those boys didn’t deserve you. Take your hand away.”

I don’t do it, can’t do it, and he takes my hand and shoves it out of the way, pinning it to my belly.

And then his dark head is between my thighs.

His mouth is on me.

At first I only have the impression of wet heat, so consuming that my arm gives out and my head falls back on the table. I don’t care. I don’t care because he presses the flat of his tongue against my clit and it’s magic, it’s dark magic, it’s everything until he seals his mouth over the sensitive nerves. I glimpse heaven. It looks like the night sky and it feels like Leo Morelli’s tongue working me over.

Because he doesn’t stay, no, he doesn’t stay. There is more of me for him to taste and he does it. He gives my slit a long, lingering lick and fucks me with his tongue. My thoughts are on fire, all of them burning up together. Both of his hands dig into my thighs, shockingly hard, and I realize it’s because my body has gone crazy. My hips won’t stay on the table. They’re as desperate as the rest of me.

I open my mouth to beg him to stop, it’s too much, it’s going to end me, but what comes out instead is a wordless animal noise filled with need and longing. A sob that’s not really a sob. Or maybe it is. Either way, he answers it with new focus. In the space of a few heartbeats, he discovers that the thing I can’t stand, that the thing driving me right to the edge, is direct attention to my clit. I can’t describe what he’s doing. I’ve lost sense of the room. Of the house. Of everything except the pleasure knifing through my belly.

It’s a bomb, ticking down to zero. I’m dimly aware of the end approaching because Leo’s fingers bruise my thighs. He’s strong. He’s the strongest man I’ve ever been with but my body has turned wild enough to challenge him. I get one hand to the tablecloth. Dig my fingers in. Hold on tight. It’s coming, it’s coming—

A sound vibrates through the glasses on the table. It can’t be from me, because I’ve never made a sound like that. I’ve never felt pleasure so twisting and huge. My body can’t deal with it, can’t contain it, and so it doesn’t. It frees itself from me in a series of hard shudders, muscles working. The only counterpressure is Leo. He’s the one keeping me on earth. I’d die without him. I would.

Luckily he stays where he is, tongue coaxing out a series of smaller aftershocks that bring me down, slowly, slowly. My hands are in his hair. I don’t know how they got there. I untangle them with great effort.

“Open your eyes.” Leo’s big hands lift me to sitting, and I open my eyes on a version of him with tousled hair and wrinkles in his shirt. It was more of a fight to keep me pinned down than I thought. He pushes my hair away from my face. Steadies me on the edge of the table.

He leans back in his chair and the chill in his eyes hauls me back down to the mortifying reality of this moment.

I’m naked on the table. Reduced to a dessert. Leo looks at me the way he would a lopsided cake. He’s eaten through the soft parts of me and left nothing behind but the horrible truth that a Morelli—the worst Morelli, the meanest, the cruelest—is the only person ever to make me come so hard I saw the center of the universe.

I find my voice. “Can I go?”

A noise of pure derision. “Go where?”

“To my room?” To lie on the bed and shiver. To cry. I don’t know.

“No.” He snaps his fingers, pointing down between his knees. “You can get on the fucking floor.”

I scramble off the table, heart thundering. The fact that his mouth was on me a minute ago means nothing. Any pleasure I get is a head fake. He threads his fingers into my hair the moment I’m on my knees and yanks me closer until I’m caged in by the frame of his hard thighs.

“Hands behind your back.” I obey this, too, while he reaches above my head for something on the table. “I know how much you like to show off your tits.”

I don’t. I’d say it out loud, but maybe it’s not true, because keeping my hands like this does force my breasts out for him and I hate it.

But.

I’m wet.

And it’s new heat between my legs, mixing with the juices he left behind.

Leo balances a plate on one muscular thigh. There’s cake. There are strawberries. “It’s rude to leave before dessert.”

He takes one of the strawberries between his fingers and I open my mouth.

Automatically.

He notices.

He laughs.

And then he works the strawberry into my mouth, crushing it against my teeth and tongue until it’s a sweet mess running down over my chin. I’m sticky with it by the time he lets me swallow. By the time he moves on to the second strawberry.

This one, he uses to choke me. He makes me open wide, and then he pushes it all the way to the back of my tongue.

“Say please.”

I do it, around the soft fruit and his hard fingers. He takes his hand away and wipes it across my breast, scraping a nail over my nipple on the way. “Constantines have no table manners. Look at you. Oh, no.” He’s seen the involuntary jerk of my arms. “Move those hands, and I’ll tie them with my belt.”

I do not move them.

I stay on my knees, trying to survive this, trying not to be turned on, while Leo Morelli crushes cake in his fingers and coats my tongue with it.

“Fingers back between your legs.”

It’s too much this time. Too sensitive. Touching it hurts, but there’s no way out of this. I agreed to this. I have to do this. He keeps three fingers in my mouth. Too big. Too much. I whimper around them at the first touch.

“You want to be done, don’t you?” His voice is level, almost soothing, and I know it’s a trick. A trap. “You poor darling. You’re a fucking mess, choking on your dessert. I see those tears. Your clit is swollen and it hurts. If I were a nice man, I’d carry you up to your bed and tuck you in.” His smile is so dark, it hurts to look at through the sheen of tears I won’t let fall.

Leo forces his fingers back. He makes it hard to breathe. “Make yourself come, and you can go upstairs.”

Oh, god, I can’t. The first swirl of my fingers hurts, and the second one. I’m overstimulated and raw, and I can’t breathe around his fingers, and it’s humiliating. Degrading. He’s right. I’m a mess, my mouth full of sweetness and a deep ache between my legs. I wish he would help me. I rub desperately at my clit. Please, please help me.

He doesn’t.

He watches me groan and gasp around his fingers. He watches me struggle to come with dispassionate eyes. He sees the way I’m upright by necessity. I can’t lean back. He won’t let me. I can’t lean forward. I’ll gag, and suffocate. My body curves around the raw hurt of my clit and then—

And then—

Pleasure. It’s a ragged scrap at first, so entangled with shame that I don’t think I’ll ever be able to separate the two. My mind keeps going back to him. To the way he touches me. To the way he’s touching me now.

It makes me hot.

No prayer in the world can cure me of this sickness. None. Because the more I rub, the more it hurts, and the better it feels. I want to lean my head against his leg. I want to cry there while I come.

But instead I come on my own fingers, with Leo’s eyes burning over my body. I come with a ragged moan, sucking on his fingers against my will. He makes me suck on them until it’s over, until the last shudders have come and gone, and then after, until they’re clean.

Then he takes his hand away.

I sag to the floor. Air is so wonderful. Every breath is a miracle and a hard slap of a reminder that it happened, it happened, I’ll never taste cake again without thinking of this.

“I’m finished with dessert.” I look up at him, at the bulge in the front of his pants, at the tension in his jaw. “Time for you to go, darling.”

I try to stand, and I’m not halfway to my feet when his hand wraps around my throat with more force than he’s ever used before. “I didn’t—I’m leaving—”

“Crawl.” He drops me to the floor. “All the way upstairs to your room. No tears. Save those for me.”

God help me.

I crawl.
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Haley

No tears. They burn at the corners of my eyes. They sting. They threaten and taunt. But they don’t fall. No. I don’t let them. All the way up to my room. He’s left me without clothes again, and that’s part of it, isn’t it? I fold myself into perfect sheets, turn out the lights, and stare at the ceiling. Part of it is knowing that he has everything, and I have nothing.

I fall asleep thinking about that. Everything. Nothing. Clothes. No clothes. Someone has to pick up my discarded things from the dining room floor. It’s not Leo, I’m sure of that. He steps over them with his shining shoes and his expensive clothes and disappears into this enormous building. His bedroom is at the other end of the hall. It feels like a thousand miles.

My dreams are unsteady. One minute my feet are on the deck of a ship and I can’t get my balance. The next I’m swimming. The next I’m on dry land, rocks pressing into my soft belly. A shadow above me. A man standing over me. Isn’t that always the way? A man, casting his shadow onto your body like he has any right to block the sun.

Or every right to block the sun. To be the sun.

Cold, white light wakes me up the next morning. I point my toes under the covers and try to push away how embarrassing this is. The feeling won’t be pushed away. Won’t be bribed. It digs both heels into my chest and sinks its weight into my bones.

Why do I like what he does to me, even when I hate it?

Why does it make me wet and aching between my legs?

Why, why, why? Pleasure—even twisted pleasure—wasn’t part of the contract, but complete access was. And Leo has dug down to the parts of me I didn’t think about before. There was no time. There was no space. Now there’s nothing but time.

Time to shower. To dry my hair. To decide to leave the robe hanging where it is. I’m not numb. I still feel everything he did to me last night and everything he made me do. Crying would be a relief but his voice whispers no tears in my ear and I can’t, I can’t.

What I can do is fold myself into the chair by the window and read. Most of my book remained intact. I go back to the first chapter and wait for a box to arrive.

Minutes tick by. Hours. No soft knock at the door. No box. No food. I don’t know what to think. He hates me. He pleasured me. Leo is a Morelli and I’m a Constantine, and there can never be any kind of affection between us. He’s using me as the means to an end. I’m using him as the means to an end. I don’t know which of us is using the other more. Me? Him?

It’s enough to give a girl whiplash.

In the early afternoon a tray arrives. Chicken noodle soup, with fat oyster crackers to go with it. I eat my lunch with the book propped in my lap, and then pad back into the bathroom and brush my teeth. It’s easiest this way—waiting. I should go and find Leo, but—

He’s already found me.

Leo is sitting on the edge of the bed when I come back out. It doesn’t matter that I’ve been waiting for this moment all day. My heart kicks up. Goose bumps roll down my arms. It seemed brave, or nonchalant, to leave the robe in the bathroom. Now it seems foolish. I leave my arms at my sides, aware of every naked inch of me.

He taps something absently against one leg. A leather strap. The same shadows that play over his face from the fading afternoon light slip over the outlines of the strap. I know what that’s for. I’ve been part of enough whispered conversations at school to know. I fold one arm behind my back, nipples peaking. Leo wears all black, tailored black. Expensive. Like he might be going out somewhere soon. Like he might be coming back from somewhere. He even has shoes, and every button, every lace, makes me feel more exposed.

“What the fuck,” he says conversationally, “do you think you’re doing?”

I know enough to know there’s no right answer. “I didn’t have clothes, so I stayed in.”

His eyes glint. “I should have been more explicit.” Explicit sounds forbidden in his mouth. Dirty. “You’re not some Constantine princess on vacation. There are no more trays to your room, no more sitting here all day. You’ll come downstairs whether I’m there or not. Clothes or not.”

My cheeks burn with how unfair this is. How wrong of him to do. He toys with me. Humiliates me. I’m out of my mind with it—with how much I hate it, and how much I don’t hate it. The sickest, most secret part of me wants to please him. And not just because pleasing him is the only way to save my father. I want that for myself.

“I’m sorry. I’ll do better.”

Leo stands. “Yes, you will. Bend over the bed.”

My heart thrashes inside my rib cage, frantic for a way out, and I lose my grip on being cool. On going along with it. “You didn’t say.” I clench my fist behind my back. “You didn’t say I had to come downstairs, and now you’re going to punish me?”

He smirks, eyes lighting up. “You’re so fucking cute when you’re angry. Yes, I’m going to punish you, but not because you spent the day in your room.”

“Then why?”

“Because I like it when you cry.”

I grind my teeth together. “Good luck, then.”

He moves around the bed and reaches for the remote. The fire blazes to life behind me, bathing the whole room in a heated glow. It makes him look warmer, too, which is cruel. It’s the cruelest thing about this moment. In the firelight, Leo is so beautiful that a person could believe he’s good. The heat from the fire wraps around me from behind, taunting. If Leo does what I think he’ll do, then my skin will do more than burn. It will bruise.

“Already making it worse,” he sings. Leo comes back around to the foot of the bed and points to the spot with the strap. “I don’t mind, to be clear. But you will.”

On leaden legs, conflicted between terror and want, I cross the room and stop at the bed. Bending seems impossible. I’m already naked, already trapped, but bending for him is awful. It’s awful, how much I want to do it.

Leather skims across my ass. “I can do it while you’re standing, but if you fall, I’ll start all over.”

I bend.

Leo disappears behind me and kicks my legs apart. This is worse. Yes. This is worse. My heart pounds, my chest beating against the blanket. Each thought freezes into a useless droplet and shatters. Fear closes my throat and makes my knees tremble. I expected pain. Of course I expected pain. He’s a Morelli, and they never sign deals that don’t hurt. I just couldn’t look at this future head-on. I couldn’t face it. And now it’s happening.

“So you haven’t been fucked.” Leo slides the strap across my ass. I can’t relax, but I can’t stay so rigid. “You’ve only had my fingers in your tight cunt. And the fear in your eyes tells me you’ve never been punished. That changes now.”

He stands to my left, gliding the leather across flesh that’s never been strapped. Never been spanked. Hardly touched. My next breath isn’t a full one, and the one after that is even less.

It’s so fast. Half a heartbeat. The leather lifts away and cracks down in a searing line. I suck in enough air to scream.

Leo laughs. “No, the Constantine brat hasn’t been punished.” With one foot on mine, he pulls my legs apart again. “Point those toes in. Good girl. You’re a natural.” The strap cracks again and this time I bite the scream in half. I’m not going to be the one who breaks down like this, not me, not me. “Pretty,” he comments. “Red stripes look good on you.”

I said I wouldn’t cry. I meant it. The covers ball up in my fists.

“I can see you trying not to cry.” Leo snaps the belt back again and this time it lights my whole ass on fire. My knees buckle but I don’t fall. No sound comes out of my mouth. If I make a sound I’ll cry. “No one would be surprised if you went back on your word. It hurts like a motherfucker.”

“It does,” I hear myself admit, and I also hear a swallowed sob in my voice. “It hurts so much.”

“Point your toes.” I have just enough time to register how gently he says it before the words are cut down by a vicious blow. A cry struggles up to my tongue but I keep my lips shut tight, chest heaving.

Leo puts two more lines of fire across my ass, hard and deliberate. I should have known better. I didn’t see this particular cruelty coming. I didn’t want to see it. A tear breaks free, trickles down my cheek, and lands on the comforter. My toes aren’t pointed anymore. He’ll strap me again for it. I move myself back into the position and keep hold of the blankets.

“If it’s too much, darling, you can leave. Stand up and walk out the door.”

The invitation snaps me in two. Breaks me. The tears I’ve been holding back rush out, soaking the comforter, but I do not stand up. Leo is lying. I can’t stand up and leave. I won’t. I will do anything for my father, including this. More than this. I will bend over and take whatever depraved punishments Leo Morelli wants to give if it means keeping my dad out of harm’s way. There’s no stopping the tears now and they run in hot streaks down my face and drip down my nose. I spread my thighs another few inches. Point my toes. “Do it.” My voice is rough through the tears. “Hurt me. Do it. I’m not leaving.”

One sharp breath. I don’t know what it means. Don’t turn my head to look. His hand comes from nowhere, and Leo threads his fingers through my hair and pins me to the bed.

For five more strokes.

They last an eternity. Each sharp slap is punctuated by someone crying please please please and it’s me, it’s me, but I don’t recognize my own voice. I don’t recognize the woman whose hips rock into the bed. Not trying to get away from him, no, trying to feel his hand in my hair, trying to get contact where I need it. A little contact would turn this inside out, turn the breath-stealing pain into something different. It’s wrong. It’s fucked. I don’t care. I can’t stop.

Leo puts his fingers between my hip bone and the bed and prompts me up, giving himself enough space to reach between my legs.

Not with his hand.

With the strap.

The one he used to punish me with.

To my horror it feels good on my wet, swollen flesh. I don’t know how he’s managing to keep it where he wants it, pressing tight against my clit. All that matters is that he does.

“Yes.” His voice soothes and humiliates. “Fuck the strap.”

My hips jerk against it, senseless, wanting. My tears turn hotter with embarrassment. With the mortification of having to rock my hips into the same leather that made me sob. That made me wet. Leo keeps one hand on my head. It’s more intense than being bound, feeling his fingers in my hair. At least, I think it is. He hasn’t tied me up yet. An image of myself, panting and coming and restrained, makes me work myself harder against the strap.

“Come, or we can start over.”

He means he’ll take the wet strap from between my legs and punish me with it again, right here, right now. Leo would do it. He would degrade me with a strip of leather soaked in my own juices, he would laugh at my tears, he would—he would—

I come so hard my knees give out and my vision dims. From the distant reaches of space, I try to keep myself upright. Try to keep my legs spread. He’ll fuck me now. That’s the logical conclusion of all this. He’ll take my virginity while my ass burns and my tears flow and I make these sounds, god, I can’t stop.

Leo tugs the strap out from under me. It comes free with a wet, slick sound.

I sense the motion rather than see it and half-brace for the final blow. It knocks my soul from my body, sends my mind spinning into nothing.

My sob turns into a moan, and I fall down onto my knees, my hands on the edge of the bed.

A moan.

Jesus.

Leo picks me up from where I’ve fallen and drops me unceremoniously onto the bed. I can’t see through tears, through the haze of pain and orgasm. He’s a dark tear in the fabric of my world. He’s headed for the door. I roll over onto my side. Push myself up. “Don’t go,” I manage.

It’s too late. He’s already gone.
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The part that surprises me is the clarity.

My ass hurts. The pain sticks around. It settles into an ache, rather than a sharp snap. I don’t feel like sleeping. When I’m sure he’s not coming back I ease myself off the bed and go to check the damage in the bathroom mirror.

No bruises. Just redness over my ass and thighs. The strapping felt worse than it was. A person would have to be skilled, in order to do that. To hurt only as much as they intended.

And it was intentional. I rub my hands over the marks Leo left, that strange, clear feeling arranging my thoughts into an understandable pattern. He’s scary, yes, but he’s also trying to scare me. He goes out of his way to keep me off-balance. He never gives me solid ground.

There are characters like that in my favorite books. Their cruelty is a shield for a dark secret, like a wife hidden in an attic.

I splash water on my face, Leo’s voice echoing in my head. There was something he said. Thinking of it now makes hairs rise on the back of my neck. The feeling of it—the truth of it. With my face buried in a hand towel I can hear it.

It hurts like a motherfucker.

He didn’t say it must hurt.

He said it hurts.

I meet my eyes in the mirror. Now I have two questions about Leo Morelli. Who hurt him, and what is he hiding?

The two things have to be related.

Back in the bedroom, my clothes wait for me on the foot of the bed. The lingerie is missing but there’s a new bra-and-panty set. It all smells like fabric softener. Mrs. Page must have come in and dropped them off. Leo must have told her to do it. It would have been meaner to make me go without clothes.

No solid ground.

I get dressed and go out into the hall, not bothering to stop and listen for anyone else. He’s hiding something. He’s hiding from me. I’m going to find him and ask. A reckless plan? Yes. Yes. But I have a clear head and I want to know, damn it.

Something stops me outside the big door that goes into his bedroom. What did Mrs. Page say? His rooms. A suite, then. I listen at the door. No sound comes from inside, but…

I put a hand on the doorknob. This is as good a place to start looking as any, if it’s unlocked.

It is.

The enormous door opens into an equally enormous room.

Leo’s bedroom.

Vaulted ceilings remind me of a cathedral, and so does the polished darkness here. Gleaming wood paneling. Thick, dark rugs. It feels like a fortress. Leo has his own fireplace, more massive in scale than any of the others. I’m going to ask him about the fireplaces someday. Were they original to the house? It would make sense, if this is a historical property. People needed lots of them for heat. The mantel looks original, if redecorated.

Enormous windows look out over the night-kissed grounds. Distant trees are black silhouettes against a navy sky dotted with stars. Pure, clean snow.

And in front of the windows, the bed.

The bed grabs my attention with both hands. He sleeps here. It’s hard to imagine him sleeping. The strap Leo used on me has been abandoned on the comforter. It’s a few inches from the far side of the mattress, like he threw it there on his way to somewhere else.

I’m so busy looking at it and trying to ignore the pulsing heat between my legs that I don’t hear the water running at first.

In my house, it’s impossible to miss running water. It’s too small a space, and the plumbing is too old. Not like it is here. In Leo’s house, the sound of a shower is barely audible.

Loud enough for me to follow.

A hallway takes me further into the room, past two doors on either side. One reveals a walk-in closet the size of our living room at home. One is closed. I keep going. The hall opens into the front corner of the house. All windows here. All light. A view of the circle drive. There’s a sitting area here with an overstuffed chair. Two books are stacked on a side table nearby.

I don’t look at them.

The rest of the space is a personal library. It dead-ends into a wall with floor-to-ceiling shelves, a writing desk, and an armchair big enough for someone as tall as Leo to be comfortable in.

A pair of doors set into the inner wall must lead to the same space as the closed door from the hall. That’s where the running water is coming from.

Judging by the space carved out by these walls, Leo’s bathroom is bigger than the guest bathroom. It’s bigger than most Constantine bathrooms I’ve seen.

But the size is not the thrill.

The thrill is knowing that Leo is in the shower behind those doors. I wouldn’t go so far as to say he invited me here, but he didn’t not invite me. He had someone leave my clothes in case I got up. He knows I’m in the house.

I take a deep breath and open the first door.

The shower is louder in here, but not visible. What is visible is a soaking tub surrounded by the same stone tiles that dominate the rest of the space, a low bench nearby. The tiles warm my feet. Heated floors. He really does have everything, including a double sink with real cabinet space and an open linen closet stocked with rolled towels and neat bottles of shampoo and conditioner and soap.

An archway leads into the shower room. I’m determined now. I need at least one of his secrets to make sense of him. I can’t do that if I’m hiding in my room. I can’t hide in my room anymore, either. Leo’s forbidden it. My ass smarts under my clothes.

The approach to the archway gives me enough time to be nervous. I reach for the stonework of the arch and move into the opening.

Leo’s shower is the fanciest thing I have ever seen. A wooden bench runs along one glassed-in wall. The other side is taken up with stone shelves, all the angles smoothed out. Designed that way on purpose. The water runs straight down over him, like rain.

My breath stops at the sight. Water runs over his hair and catches in it, diamond-like and glistening. It runs over strong shoulders, strong arms, the arms he braced to keep my legs apart, and down over—

My whole body jolts as his back registers in a series of shocks, each one its own punch to the gut.

His back is a mess of scars. Angry, obvious scars. There are so many that I don’t know where to look first. His hands are in his hair but his shoulders are tense in a way that seems wrong for a shower this nice. My heart turns over, tries to run. It had to have hurt. That many scars, that much pain, it can only be from…what? A car accident?

My mind supplies the answer in a horrified whisper. No. Not an accident. He was whipped.

I must make some sound, because his head comes up.

He turns.

He sees me.

I stumble back a step from the incandescent shock and fury on his face. He’s not hiding any of it, and I was wrong. I was wrong to think he was angry at dinner. I didn’t know what that looked like, and now I do. I wish I didn’t.

“What the fuck are you doing in here?” His body is a storm, and his voice is a lash of lightning on aching flesh.

I put a hand back on the arch for balance. Oh, god, oh, god. “Who did that to you?”

His eyes darken. They’re the color of blackened wood. The color of a house fire. The color of rage.

He storms out of the shower, dripping wet, beautiful and unholy. A scream stops itself in my throat. He fists my hair, digging his fingers in hard, and tips my face up to his. Water drips onto my dress. He’s breathing fast, like he’s been running, and it strikes me even now that he’d be magnificent running. Everything about him is magnificent and fucking terrifying. Water from his hand works its way into my hair.

“You think,” Leo grits his teeth, “you think you can come in here, and what? I’ll strap your ass and lick your clit again? Are you that fucking horny? You’re here to service me, not the other way around.”

He drags me backward through the archway, into the open space. I reach for his fist in my hair on instinct but he bats my hand away, then pulls my face back to his.

“If you’re so hot for it, get down on your knees.”

Leo doesn’t wait for me to answer. Doesn’t wait for anything. He has me by the hair and he pushes me down, onto the floor. I’m a heartbeat and nothing else. I’m fear and a sick, twisted want and nothing else. Leo works his thumb between my teeth and opens my mouth.

He’s hard. And huge.

It occurs to me now that he was hard when I first saw him in the shower. He was thinking about something that turned him on. Me?

He strokes down his length with his free hand, his thumb on my tongue. “Have you ever sucked cock before?”

I shake my head no. I don’t dare close my mouth.

“Good.” He says it like a condemnation, but I hear approval, or I want to hear approval.

And then there’s no more time to think.

Leo shoves his cock into my mouth without preamble. Without hesitation. One heartbeat I’m waiting, dying of the wait, and the next he’s filling my mouth. Water drips from his skin onto my hair and my dress but I hardly feel it. I can’t feel anything but his hands twisting in my hair and the impossible length of him taking all the available space.

Choking me.

I gag on him and he pulls back with a biting laugh, reaching around to swipe a tear from my cheek. He pulls my head back so I can see him licking the salt off his thumb, and then he grips my hair for leverage to fuck my mouth.

To use it.

Like it belongs to him.

“Suck.”

I know in my heart that there are no second chances with this. No boundary he won’t cross if I screw this up. I scramble for anything to hold on to and find his hard thighs.

I suck.

I try my best to use my tongue. He’s hard but his skin is so soft. Experimentally I trail my tongue along the underside of his cock and his body bends forward, his grip loosening in my hair. I get more of his hand around the back of my head. Less of his cruel grip. Cruel or not, he controls me completely. I do it again and get a grunt that’s part pleasure and mostly pain, and somewhere, underneath the panic of trying not to gag on him and the startling lack of air, the intimacy of this becomes so clear it hurts.

“Swallow.”

Another flash of panic lights up the dark sky of me. If he’s going to come—

He’s not.

I swallow just in time to figure out that what he means is to take him deep. Too deep. It’s killing me. I can’t do this. He strokes into my throat with abandon and I’m fighting him, clawing at him—

Only I’m not clawing. I’m pulling him closer, my hands hooked around the backs of his legs, and nothing is more fucked up than this. Nothing, nothing, nothing.

Except the way I want him. Except the way my whole body is reacting to being demeaned like this. Used like this. Hurt like this. My skin is on fire with the need to know him, to wring the truth out of him, to come out of this with more than a sacrifice. I’ll give myself to Leo to save my dad but I want to take part of him too.

Leo pulls out so abruptly that I fall forward, hands hitting the floor with a loud slap. I can’t catch my breath. I struggle for it, and struggle, and struggle. Finally it returns.

So does Leo.

He pulls me back to my knees with a hand under my jaw, his cock in his fist, stroking it while he looks into my eyes. Tears leak from the corners but I’m not crying. I’ll be crying soon if I don’t get to come. I’ll be crying soon if there’s nowhere for the slick need between my legs to go.

I inch closer to him and brush my lips over the head of his cock. He groans and gives me an inch. I swirl my tongue around it and he gives me another one. This is the most depraved begging I’ve ever done, and Leo is wound tight around it. He feeds me inch after inch until something in him snaps.

His hands go back to my hair and his muscles work under my palms. Working to hold him upright. Working to keep him standing. He says something that I don’t hear over the rush of blood in my ears, the beating fear that I’m choking, I’m choking, and then he surges forward and comes.

Hard.

I can either drown or swallow and instinct takes over. He tastes like salt and hurt. At some point it peaks and his hands gentle in my hair, both hands pulling me close, one sliding down to the back of my neck.

When he’s spent he pulls out, but he keeps his hands where they are. I rest my forehead against his thigh and breathe. The air has never felt so good in my lungs. Leo’s running his fingers through my hair in an absent way, like he’s still floating. A quiet warning sounds in the back of my mind. I know. I know. This isn’t over. I can’t take back what I’ve seen. I know. But I don’t want to let go.

His breathing settles. And the warning gets louder.

I stay on my knees.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Leo

I come back to my body. A cage of flesh and pain. My return is abrupt.

And it.

Is.

Agony.

I have my hands in her hair, her soft, spun-gold hair, and the way she’s touching me—like I didn’t just hold her by that hair and fuck her throat until tears ran down her cheeks, like I didn’t punish her for no other reason than I wanted to—is gentle and intimate and unbearable.

What am I doing? What the fuck have I been doing?

Anger and pain collide in a black, roaring storm and I wrench my hands away from her hair like they’ve been burned. They are burning. To touch Haley is to be flayed alive. She saw. She’s here. She fucking saw.

Haley scrambles backward, an animal caught in a hunter’s beam, and it should make me feel sorry for her but those huge, innocent eyes are oxygen to flame. A lit match to gasoline. I hate that she’s here. I hate that she saw. This rage is too large to be contained, too big for muscle and bone to keep in. I hear myself snarl and she startles, getting up to her feet, staying low. As if that could save her.

I’m beyond saving.

I’m so fucking pissed that it’s acid on open wounds, and at the middle is a secret, desperate humiliation that I will do anything to shake loose.

Haley is frozen, one hand up, showing me the whites in her eyes. “I’m sorry.” Her voice trembles. “I didn’t know—I’m sorry.”

I reach one hand out before she can run and coil my fingers through her hair, hard enough that she yelps, her face contorting with pain. “You’re not sorry enough.” My voice sounds nightmarish even to me, and Haley flinches at the sound. “The strap wasn’t enough to teach you your place, was it? No, it fucking wasn’t.” Haley comes with me when I leave the bathroom. She doesn’t have any choice. My grip is so tight in her hair that she can’t breathe. She struggles to get her feet under her.

“Leo.” It’s a begging gasp and it yanks at something far under the surface of me. Beneath the torn skin and the scrambled nerves. Deeper. Older. “Please.” In the bedroom I let her fall next to the bed. She gets up, eyes wide, the color drained from her face. I’m between her and the door. She could try to climb backward but there’s no way she makes it. Haley holds up both hands. “We could talk about it. You’re—” Fast breathing. Hard breathing. She’s cornered and ready to run. “You’re hurt—”

“No.” Haley snaps her lips closed, lifting her chin to keep her eyes on me. I’m so close I can feel her heartbeat through the air. This is how you hide the things that eat you alive. You crowd in. Take up all the space. No one can see your secrets if they’re hidden behind power and rage. “I’m not hurt. But I’m going to hurt you. You want to know what it’s like? I’ll show you. I’ll whip you hard enough to leave scars. Hard enough to bleed.”

It’s not true. I don’t mean it. A person like Haley, who sobs from a strapping and blushes when it makes her wet, could not survive what happened to me. Wouldn’t survive. She would live but she wouldn’t survive. It would break her.

I won’t whip her. But fuck, I want to hurt her. I want to make her cry. I want to give in to the monstrous humiliation that squeezes my muscles in its fists and stops my heart. How dare she. How fucking dare she.

“Okay,” she whispers, her face the picture of pain and fear and everything I should want out of a Constantine. “Okay. If that’s what you have to do. Okay, okay.” One tear slips down her cheek, then another. Haley’s shoulders shake. The urge to fuck her is as strong as the urge to hurt her. I want them both.

The sweet, crying Constantine lifts her hands and puts them on my chest. Flat. Soft. No nails, no fight. I’m not calmed, no, fuck no. But I feel closer to the ground.

I take a step back.

Haley bolts.

On instinct I reach for her, my fingertips brushing fabric, but she’s fast. The door to my rooms is already open and she goes through. For the first time in years, I can’t move. Anger has settled into my cells, radioactive and heavy. It clouds my mind. Makes my jaw hurt. Makes my back hurt and hurt and hurt. Nerve pain I can’t shake.

I should go after her before she causes a scene in the household. There’s been enough drama for one night. Enough bullshit. Enough of these emotions, which have teeth and claws.

The one thing I can’t do, even in my own home, is go after her without clothes. It pisses me off all over again.

“Fuck you,” I say to the empty air as I stalk into my closet. I don’t know who I’m saying it to.

*     *     *

Haley

I’m used to swallowing fear and its lesser cousin, nervousness. How could I not be? I’m a Constantine who is not a Constantine. I never know how people will react when I walk into a room. Some of them are disapproving, verging on dangerous, like Aunt Caroline. Some of them never bother to look twice. Some of them dig and dig and dig until they finally find out I’m not that kind of Constantine. Not the kind with money or status. But I have the name, so I could be useful.

This terror can’t be swallowed. I’d choke on it, and I’d die.

Leo might have meant what he said. That’s the big fear, the one that has me running down the stairs in bare feet, my hand grazing the railing. He’s capable of whipping a person until they bleed. I know that. Everyone knows that. He’s capable of every dark and terrible thing. But that’s not why I’m gasping, unable to catch my breath, holding in more sobs.

It’s because of what I saw in his eyes.

Shattered glass. A shattered heart. A dark well brimming with hurt, and at the bottom—shame. Leo wasn’t only angry at me for being in a place I wasn’t supposed to be. He was furious that I saw a secret he’s been trying to keep for long enough that it’s cut him up on the inside.

It hurts him so much. It’s impossible to judge the size of what it is, to judge the contours. All I know is that his secret is a kind of torture, and a person in that much pain will do anything to make it stop.

I reach the bottom of the steps, turn blindly to the right, and collide with Mrs. Page, who has a neat stack of clothing in her arms. Clothing that looks like it’s for me. I take a pair of socks off the top and put them on.

“Haley?” Her worried eyes meet mine when I straighten up. “What—”

“Where is the door to the garage?”

Her mouth drops open. “Miss Constantine, I can’t—”

Panic body-checks me and slithers its way down my arms to my hands. I grab for Mrs. Page’s shoulders and shake her. “Tell me where to go. Now. Right now.”

Mrs. Page takes a step back and gestures down the hall behind her. “A left at the end of the hall. There’s a passageway that goes through—”

I don’t stop to listen to the rest. I’ve never been to the end of this hallway, but once I’m there, I see it doesn’t end. A hallway winds through to an outer door that is blessedly not locked. It opens under my frantic push and I hurry through another hall built from stones and set with narrow windows. On the other side a door leads into Leo’s cavernous garage.

I was right, that first night I arrived. There are more than four cars. There are nine, counting mine, tucked all the way at the end in front of one of the doors. A panel on the wall has easy enough buttons. I hit one and the door in front of my car lifts.

A hundred silent prayers race through my brain while I run. Please, let the keys be in the car. Please, let him not be chasing me. Please, please, please. The first thing I do is pop the trunk. Wedged all the way in the back are a pair of rain boots I had for a mandatory horticulture class. A brisk wind whips in as I pull them on. Better than nothing. Better than staying.

The keys are in the ignition and the car comes to life without hesitation.

I sag over the steering wheel. “Thank you,” I whisper to the car.

Which makes me think of Leo.

Which makes me put the car in drive and gun it out of the garage.

The final obstacle is the gate, and I accelerate toward it and hold my breath. Believe. Believe that it’s going to open. Believe that I can survive this if I have to crash through it and run. I believe.

It opens.

I sail through, almost let down by how easy it was.

A fresh layer of powder covers the center line, and I concentrate so hard on driving that it takes me several miles to notice the lack of snowflakes inside the car. Someone must have been working on it. Leo must have had someone working on it. I shake my head and turn up the radio. No thinking about him now. Not when my heart is out of its mind.

I follow the light pollution to the highway, and the highway to the city, and the city’s edge to the same road where all of this started. I’m three blocks past the alley where I first met Leo when the car shudders.

“Not now,” I tell it, and pat the wheel. “Not now. We have to get home first.”

It shudders again, and dread turns my stomach.

“No, no, no.” I don’t have a coat. I don’t have a purse. I don’t have anything, and if this car dies, I will be so, so screwed. It’s nighttime at the wharf. My hair is standing on end.

The car whines, rising into a shriek, and the wheel jerks in my hands. It’s unsteady now, all wrong noises and a hard rattle that makes my teeth snap together. I make it to the side of the road and throw the driver’s side door open.

Screaming into the steering wheel will not fix this. The only thing that will fix this is walking until I find a place that will let me borrow a phone. Jesus, it’s cold. The wind is made from blades that grab at my dress and tear at my skin. Going across the street at least gets me some mild protection from the gusts. I’m not much of a runner, but I break into a jog. The air is so cold it hurts—or I’m used to Leo’s house, which seemed cold at first, cold and forbidding, but is actually warm. It’s so warm.

I do not want to go back.

I don’t.

My teeth chatter. All the stores I pass are dark, but there will be a bodega or a café or somewhere with a person inside. Someone will have a cell phone. Somehow I’ll call my family, and they will come to get me, and I will be warm and safe and—

A hand shoots out of an alley, barring my path. I run straight into it. The fist wraps around the front of my dress and pulls me into an alley. “Hey.” I try to dislodge the hand, but he’s holding on tight. “Hey. Stop.”

“You stop.” The man grins. “Girls running down the street like that have to stop and see us. We’re in charge of this block, and we don’t let people go through without a chat.”

I grab his wrist in both hands and twist at it, my stomach sinking. I don’t remember. I don’t remember the self-defense class I took my freshman year. I don’t remember how to use his weight as leverage. My nails are all I have, and I dig them into the skin of his wrist.

“Bitch,” he spits, and then his arm is around my neck, my back to his chest, and he’s dragging me farther back into the shadows.

There are three of them, here in the alley, and the first one presses his arm tight to my neck. It’s not the easy, controlled grip Leo has. This man means to scare me. He means to kill me. My hands scrabble at his arm but he doesn’t let go. Can’t breathe. Can’t get a breath. No, no. Getting dark, dark, dark—

He throws me down onto the ground. The frigid cold shocks me back to life in time for the other two to step over me. One reaches down to pin my arms above my head. Oh my god. Oh my god. My brain disconnects from the sopping, freezing cold of the dirty slush underneath me and I wrench my wrists free and kick out. One of them tries to kick me back. I avoid it by rolling, which soaks the rest of my clothes. It makes them laugh. So does getting to my feet.

One of them steps in close. Adrenaline is a silvery rush in my veins and I shove him as hard as I can and sprint for the open end of the alley. Strong arms lock around my waist and a scream tears out of me. If they take me to the darkest corner, I’m dead. A beam of light cuts across the opening of the alley. A streetlight. God. A streetlight in this shitty part of New York City is the last thing I’m going to see before they put me back on the ground.

A silhouette punches through the light, storming into the alley with a snarl that echoes off the bricks and pummels us. I freeze in place, and the man’s arms tighten—

And let go.

You don’t stand still in the presence of a natural disaster, and what’s stalking toward us now is worse than a natural disaster.

It’s Leo.

I get flashes of bared teeth and burning eyes. A tall, hard body in black clothes. And in his hand, the metallic glint of a knife.

A knife. He has a knife.

Leo doesn’t stop for me. Doesn’t look down at me to search my eyes for proof I’m all right. He swings out one arm and pushes me toward the mouth of the alley.

I make it two steps, and then I turn back.

The men are cornered now. It’s three on one, but Leo seems larger than life. Faster. Stronger. I bite back a warning. Warn who? The men? They know who came for them. They all talk at once, voices crashing into one another and becoming senseless noise.

They don’t stand a chance. They would have stood a better chance if Leo had called the police, but of course he didn’t. He’s a law unto himself.

The first one goes down with a scream. The other two split up. Go different directions. Leo catches one of them around the collar. He reaches around and stabs the man in the back, and that man dies with an arched spine and a rattling breath.

Leo doesn’t spare him a second glance. He turns and runs. I’m right. He is magnificent in motion. A deadly weapon. I turn around and watch him use the corner of the building to launch himself onto the sidewalk.

The last man must have been running fast.

Not fast enough.

The two of them reappear as more silhouettes, the man kicking and shouting, Leo dragging him by the back of his jacket. The man gets his feet under him and shoves, and the two of them end up by the alley wall.

Leo’s on the outside, the man backed against the bricks, and the rush of blood is so loud in my head I can’t hear what he’s saying. Can’t be certain where either of their hands are. Leo shakes him, slamming the man’s head back against the brick, and it’s a distraction. It was always meant to be a distraction from his other hand, which is down low with the knife.

Twisting.

Twisting.

Twisting.

The man who had his hands on me, who was dragging me back toward certain death, dies with his own blood spilling out of his mouth and onto the front of his shirt. Leo stands over his prey while the body coughs up its last breath. I think Leo’s saying something. I can’t be sure. Then he turns from the corpse like it’s nothing.

My shivers have turned violent, uncontrollable, and oh—how about that. I can’t move. Leo strides toward me with the easy confidence of a seasoned killer. I don’t see what he does with the knife. It’s gone by the time he reaches me.

“Is it over?” Each word is broken into pieces by chattering teeth.

Expression unreadable, Leo steps to my side and puts a hand on my arm. He guides me out of the alley, where a black SUV waits at the curb. Leo heads toward it. He didn’t even stop to turn off the headlights. He ran for me. Killed for me. Why?

“Leo.” He pulls open the passenger door of the SUV and pauses, looking down at me. Maybe his face isn’t blank. Maybe it’s concealing something. There’s a difference. “You came for me. You killed those men.”

A huff. “Get in the fucking car.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Haley

All the fight goes out of me in the passenger seat of Leo’s SUV. The adrenaline runs away like that last man he killed, only the heart-hammering rush makes a successful escape. Leo tosses something over me. The heavy wool of his overcoat. I steal a glance at him as he puts the car in drive and accelerates away from the alley.

I’ve seen him in a sweater. I’ve seen him in a dress shirt. I can imagine how he’d look in a full suit with a jacket. Leo doesn’t wear any of that now. An equally dark shirt clings to his arms and torso. Dark gloves. Dark hat. It looks natural on him. He’s at ease haunting people’s fears.

Those men in the alley will never dream again.

I wrap myself into Leo’s coat. It’s soft the way expensive things are soft. Solid the way expensive things are solid. It can’t stop my shivering.

Leo drives us down the road, buildings and alleys passing by in a haze, until he pulls to the curb. I peek at him over the collar of his coat. His eyes are so dark in the glow from the center console. So endless. He’s hidden the pain and rage again. Forced it back under a layer of something I can’t put a name to.

“Do you remember the strap, darling?”

My body convulses from another set of shivers. “Yes.”

“I’ll make it twice as bad if you step one foot outside.” Leo reaches over me and opens the glove box. Pulls something out. Slams it shut. For a brief second I think he might touch me, but he doesn’t. He gets out of the car and strides across the empty street to an alley. Inside that alley, a fire burns inside a trash can. The sight of it makes bile burn my throat. So many alleys. So many men. Dead men, now. I can’t think about their bodies falling or I’ll lose it.

There are a few men huddled around the metal garbage bin and Leo waves them away. They scatter like rats, backing up into the dark. Leo steps up to the fire and strips off his shirt and gloves and hat. All of it goes into the flames. He tugs another shirt on. Oh—the shirt from the glove box.

I’m not scared for him when he turns his back on those men. I’m not scared for me. He’s far more dangerous than I thought. He’s saved me twice. The contradiction doesn’t leave room for anything but the struggle to get warm.

“Why didn’t you shoot them?” I feel compelled to ask this. Conversation will pass the time, and I want to know. The more I think about Leo’s tall, hard body in that alley, the more I have to understand why.

He scoffs. “Those men didn’t deserve the mercy of a bullet through the head.” Leo’s a good driver, his hands steady on the wheel. I feel safe right now. “And guns are a coward’s way out. If you’re going to kill someone, do it with your eyes open.”

It happens on the way back to his house. The heat wraps around the coat, and I can’t keep my eyes open. I drift in and out and only wake up when a gust of cold wind hits me from the open door of the SUV.

Leo leans in over me, undoes my seat belt, and swings my legs out of the car. “Can you walk?”

“Yes.” A frisson of offense. “Of course I can.”

“When I found you tonight, you couldn’t run.” He wraps an arm around me and the coat and hurries me up the front steps. We go through the front door. I trip over the rubber toe of one of my boots, but with my hands in the overcoat I can’t catch myself. He catches me instead, bundling me up into his arms with an irritated sigh. “This time, so we’re clear, you’re staying where I put you. Not fucking off to the city and getting yourself killed.”

“I didn’t get killed.” He turns at the top of the stairs, and I think he’s going to take me to the guest room. I brace for it. But instead he shoulders open the door to his bedroom and goes inside. Leo deposits me on my feet at the foot of the bed. “Why are we in here?”

“Your clothes are wet.” He disappears from view. “And filthy. Come on.”

It has to be a trap. It wasn’t very long ago that he threatened me with a severe whipping for going this way without permission. But my skin prickles with the need to stay near him. As close as possible.

Leo emerges from his closet with an armful of clothes and goes down the hall without looking back. I follow him into the bathroom. Water rushes into the tub and he sits on the edge, a hand dipped in to test the warmth. He shakes off the droplets with an assessing look at me. Then he comes back and works his hands quickly over my clothes. The overcoat falls in a heap. The dress next. My shoes. Leggings. Everything. Then he walks me over to the tub with his hands on my shoulders and helps me step inside.

“This isn’t like you,” I say, from somewhere outside my body.

“Please. I don’t let filth inside my house. On your knees.”

A shameful heat echoes between my legs, but when I’m up on my knees in the tub, Leo doesn’t put his fingers in my mouth or order me to suck him off or any of the infinite dirty things he could do.

He washes my hair. He conditions it. He presses a washcloth into my hand so I can clean my skin. Under other circumstances I’d float in this tub forever. Now I want the water off me. I want it to go down the drain and take the fingerprints of those men with it. At the end of the bath Leo unfolds a towel and holds it wide, and I step into it. There. There. It’s over. That part is over, at least. He lets me fold it over my chest and tuck it in.

I run a hand over my wet hair. “I bet you don’t have a brush in here.” Leo stands in the middle of his bathroom. Dark jeans. Dark shirt. And a darker patch on the front of that shirt that has a strange shine to it. My heart stutters. “Is that blood?” He changed his shirt. He threw the original shirt in the fire. This is a new one. “Is that yours?”

Leo glances down at the front of his shirt. A ginger touch to the darker spot. His fingers come away red. “One of them had a knife. I wasn’t paying much attention to it.”

“Oh my god.” I go to him without thinking and reach for the hem of his shirt. His hand comes down hard on mine, his eyes blazing, but I shake it off. “Leo, let me see. You’re bleeding. You’re hurt.”

“It’s a scratch. I don’t even feel it.”

Those words sound true, in his strong, clear voice. But I look into his dark eyes and see he’s lying.

It’s a wretched lie. A lie he wishes he didn’t have to tell. Because he does feel it. The gold streaks in his eyes are bright with pain. So bright it takes my breath away. My heart tips onto the floor and breaks like a delicate vase. He feels this pain and all his past pain. Leo Morelli is a tuning fork of pain. It runs through him in such jagged vibrations that the only way to look directly at it is to pretend it’s anger. If you see it for what it is—

God.

I draw myself up to my full height. “Sit down. You shouldn’t be standing.”

His eyes flutter closed for a bare instant, and the broken pieces of my heart burst apart again. He follows me to the bench by his tub and sits, his jaw tight.

I knot the towel more securely around my chest. “I have to take your shirt off to see.” He gives a terse nod and another layer of pretense falls away. The cloth of his shirt is stuck to his skin in the front. Leo braces his hands on the side of the tub and grits his teeth. “I’ll be fast.”

Leo hisses when I pull the fabric away from his skin, his whole body tensing. He helps me get the shirt over his head. I drop it to the floor. Leo puts his hands back on the edge of the tub and stares at the ceiling.

The cut isn’t as deep as I feared, but it’s longer—a slash. “Do you think we should go to the—”

“No,” he barks. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I glare at him, and he glares back, but it doesn’t last. His face softens. “I’m not going to any hospital in the city. People will talk.”

I’m guessing that means he doesn’t trust anyone to come to him, either. A beast doesn’t need civilized things like doctors and hospitals. He’d only go if he had no other choice. “Okay. Do you have a first aid kit?”

“Top shelf of the closet.”

I find it, then come back with towels and washcloths. I kneel next to him on the bench and lean into the tub to run more warm water. Leo makes a low sound.

“What?”

“Your towel’s coming off.”

It is. It’s almost halfway off one breast. “Thank you,” I tell him.

For the first time, he doesn’t sneer, or taunt. I dip a clean washcloth in warm water, then settle onto the bench next to him. “I don’t think you’ll need stitches, but we should clean it.”

“Do it, then.” Leo’s knuckles go white on the edge of the tub. An ache drills itself into my chest. I wish I could cry to untwist that knot, but it seems wrong to cry. Disingenuous.

He’s the one in pain, not me, and it’s sketched in every tense angle of his muscles. He doesn’t let his back make contact with the stones. It’s so subtle, the way he keeps his skin from touching. So obvious to anyone who bothers to look. My heart beats like soft, frantic wings in an erratic pattern. I’ve never been this close to him. Not like this.

“Haley,” he says, and I could cry.

I brush my fingers over the curve of his shoulder, where there are no scars. “Is this okay?”

Another nod.

“I’m going to start here, then.” Direct pressure on the wound would be too much. I can tell from the stretched-tight tension in every single line of Leo’s body. One more dip in the warm water, and then I press it to that spot on his shoulder and rub in gentle circles.

A person bracing for pain will feel more pain. I don’t want that for him. I curve my hand over the washcloth and slide it down to his bicep.

His shoulders let down a little. Leo says something under his breath, so quiet I can’t make out the words. I don’t ask.

I repeat the process on the other side. Slow, even breaths. No shaking hands. I’m too far past his defenses for any wrong move. Leo breathes, his eyes closed, dark eyelashes skimming his cheeks. One fist opens, flexes, closes again. I take his hand in mine and move it to my waist. If he asks why, I’ll tell him that it’s because I want him to be able to feel what I’m doing.

I will not tell him that it’s because his hand there steadies me, too.

Fresh water on the washcloth. I put it on his shoulder above the wound and his hand tightens on my waist. “Just my hand.” I lift the washcloth away and bring it back, slowly, slowly, and press it against the broken skin with the flat of my hand. Leo hisses, turning his face away. Rivulets of blood run down from underneath the washcloth. I can feel the wild thrash of his heart. “One more time.” More water. The lightest pressure I can manage. His jaw works and my heart leaps outside my body. I wish it was easier. I wish, I wish.

The bleeding is less when I take the washcloth away, and then it’s time for a dry towel. Leo’s eyes catch mine the moment before I lay it over his skin and some inner part of me collapses. He doesn’t show fear, but sometimes it flashes through his eyes anyway. “Hold it there while I get the Neosporin.”

He laughs, anguish in the sound. “Why bother?”

I’m already rummaging through the first aid kit, plucking out a long bandage with a soft center, some gauze, and yes, the Neosporin. “So you don’t get a blood infection and die.”

“You’re right. The second one would probably kill me.”

I return to the business of taking off the towel and dispensing Neosporin. Leo puts his hand back on my waist. “Second? I thought Morellis had invincible blood.”

“They don’t.”

I hold up one hand so he can see it. Leo pulls me closer. I pretend the heat of the bathroom makes me blush and not his reflex. I pretend with all my might. “I’m sorry,” I say into his ear, and then I skim the cream over the wound.

Another hiss, and Leo pulls his entire arm in close, me along with it. He stays that way for several heartbeats before he can begin to relax.

“Gauze,” I narrate, trying to hurry without screwing it up. “Bandage. Done.”

I expect him to let go. To push me away, even. But Leo’s head is bowed, his eyes closed. His lips move but I can’t make out what he’s saying.

In the absence of knowing what to do, I put a hand on the back of his neck. “Is it the cut? Because if it is, maybe there’s someone we can call.”

“The cut is fine. You fixed it.” His voice sounds ready to snap.

I keep my hand where it is. “How long have you had the scars?”

The noise he makes is meant to be a laugh, but it’s tight and tortured. Leo holds me closer. I don’t know if he’s aware he’s doing it. “When I was fourteen, there was an older woman.” Cold horror spreads through the pit of my stomach. Fourteen. That’s too young. I must stiffen, because Leo barks another laugh. “Yeah. Fourteen. She came on to me. Seduced me. At first I thought it was pretty hot.”

I stroke the back of his neck. Gentle. Gentle. Please, let this thing not have happened to him. But it did. Pain streaks across his face, and he rearranges his expression. An old habit.

“Then she started to get…” A pause. A search. “Psycho. So I decided to end it. I told her it was over, and she cried. The smile—” He shudders. “She smiled while she was crying. One last time, baby. It was an obvious trick.” Leo takes a sharp breath. “She tied me up and whipped me to punish me, and prove her point.”

He doesn’t have to describe any more. The scars are visible evidence.

“Thought I might die, but I didn’t. I dragged myself home and let Eva patch me up. My sister. She was standing in the fucking foyer, otherwise I wouldn’t have told her either.”

It sounds like a lie. I think he would have told his sister. But I don’t interrupt, because the story isn’t over.

“I made her help me hide it from the rest of the family. Then it got infected. She’s the one who took me to the hospital and back home again after.”

The way he says hospital makes it sound bad. Unresolved. I run my fingers through his hair, then down over his neck, careful as I’ve ever been in my life not to touch any lower, where there are scars. “And it still hurts you, even now.”

“No. It feels great.” Another hiss, as clear and pained as it was when I cleaned his cut. He’s trembling with unreleased tension and hurt. “I don’t know if it was the whipping or the infection but my nerves are all fucked up. Stress can set it off, or touch…”

“Should I stop—”

“No,” he growls, and then his hand comes up to cover mine, pinning it to the back of his neck. One deep breath. Then another. And another. It grips him, this pain, in big, huge fists. I’m terrified it will last forever. Fear beats in my blood along with my pulse, but then it seems to peak. Leo takes another breath. Opens his eyes. Straightens. “Fuck.”

A long silence.

“I swore never to trust a woman again. Or anyone. And I swore I would get revenge.”

He hasn’t released me, but he pats at my hand on his neck and drops his hand to his side. “Of course you did. It’s awful.” My voice almost breaks. “That’s awful, what happened to you. I understand why you have to do that.”

“If you knew the whole story…” He shakes his head and stands up, and I don’t press him. I’m not going to. What I am going to do is find a hidden crying spot later so I can weep for the fourteen-year-old boy who became this man. Leo reaches down, takes my elbow, and lifts me to my feet. “Brush,” he says. “Clothes.” His voice drops back into his usual command. “Bed.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Haley

Leo finds a hairbrush and works it through my hair. He dresses me in his own clothes, walks me to his bed, and puts me in. I’m ready to protest. Ready to insist that I’m not tired. Ready to provoke him, even. Anything to get more of this closeness. But the moment he pulls the covers up to my shoulders, my eyelids droop and I’m out. Sleep claims me.

I don’t know if he ever comes to bed. I sleep all night. It’s the sleep of a narrow miss. Of a near thing. My body dives in deep. Heat comes in waves over my cheeks any time I get close to resurfacing, but I can’t pinpoint why.

In the morning I wake up alone.

There’s a different kind of silence in Leo’s bedroom. A more expansive one. The room itself is bigger than the guest room, but more importantly, Leo is gone. I know he’s not here the instant I’m conscious. He always seems larger than life. Like he takes up so much space. Now I know that it’s not him, or not only him. The pain he carries with him is a stack of barbed, humming energy. That takes up space, too.

I could sleep for longer. All day. All night.

But I get out of bed and go drowsily down the long, long hallway to the guest room. I notice two things right away. One, the bed is made. I didn’t sleep here last night. I slept in Leo’s bed. I slept in his bed.

Which could be related to the second thing that’s different.

The phone on the bedside table.

My phone.

I tiptoe over to it until I catch myself being ridiculous and loom over the phone. It’s…charging. Not plugged in, but charging. I pick it up and it stops. Put it back on the bedside table, and the screen lights up. The table of Leo’s guest room has a built-in charger.

Wow.

I swipe my thumb over the screen, and the phone unlocks. This is really my phone, then. He gave it back. I feel like the human embodiment of a warm, sparkling glow, which is crazy. People don’t glow for Leo Morelli. They run from him, or hurt for him, or—

Or touch him like they want to.

No more thoughts. Only phone calls.

Cash answers on the first ring. “Jesus, Hales.” His voice is pinched. My heart sinks right through Leo’s plush carpeting. “Did they tell you?”

“Tell me what?” I pace around the bed and back. “Cash, did something happen?”

A door shuts in the background of his call. “Aunt Caroline happened. She’s trying to have Dad committed.”

I sit down heavily on the side of the mattress. “What do you mean, committed?”

I know what he means, but only in the vague, horrified sense that it can’t be right. It cannot be right. My dad is too trusting, and he spends too much time working, but that doesn’t mean Caroline can have him put away.

“There’s a hospital upstate.” Despite the obvious strain, Cash keeps his tone level. That’s how I know it’s bad. “An old-fashioned asylum type of place, where they keep people.”

I’m half off the bed. Maybe it’s to throw up. Maybe it’s to run. I’ll run all the way home if I have to. “Tell me he’s not there already. Tell me she didn’t take him.”

“She didn’t take him yet.”

That’s the thing about Caroline Constantine. She could come to my house and take my father. Would she do it personally, with her own two hands? No. She would not. That’s not the Constantine way. The Constantine way is to hire out the dirtiest work so your hands always stay clean. The memory of Leo’s shadowed form pinning that man to the alley wall drills through me. Leo killed those men with his own two hands. With his own knife. He’s a Morelli. He’s not supposed to have more integrity than even the worst Constantines.

And yet.

I push myself off the bed and go to the window. With my forehead pressed against the glass, I do deep breathing and focus on the snowflakes swirling down over Leo’s beautiful backyard. No—grounds. He has grounds. Caroline has her claws in my dad. I have a shirt that belongs to Leo, and a pair of too-big pajama pants more luxurious than anything in my closet back home.

“He’s in the house, Cash? Dad’s home?”

“He’s home for now. I don’t want him to hear—” Cash clears his throat and lowers his voice. “Caroline’s bulldog came to visit. That guy, Ronan. He threatened him. Pushed him around in his workshop. Broke some shit.” A pause that sounds like a struggle.

A guilty ache closes in around my neck, holding on so tight I can’t catch my breath. “Cash,” I try. “I—”

I don’t know what to do. I’m here with Leo, and Cash is in the most dangerous place on earth. Caroline Constantine owns Bishop’s Landing and most of the people in it. If she brought enough of them to our house, they would have all the power.

This is what it must be like to be crumpled up and thrown away. I feel folded in. Caved. Discarded, though I came here on my own.

If Aunt Caroline takes our dad away, then all of this will have been for nothing. I took the strap for Leo. Took his cock down my throat. Bandaged his wounds. It will all be meaningless.

Part of me shrinks away from that thought, disgusted. Those things we did—they meant something. But Leo and I signed a deal, and emotions weren’t part of it. It’s confusing. I don’t know which way is up.

“Are you okay, Hales?”

“Yes,” I squeak, then clap my hand over my mouth to keep in the sobs. I’ve gotten better at keeping them silent while I’m here. It comes in handy right now. I have to let this out some way or another, but it’s not going to be in front of my brother. “I’m going to be fine. What’s our plan?”

I wish Petra was here to swoop in and arrange things with drill-sergeant precision. You never had to worry about finding your place when your sister was in charge. She had the answers to every question. Her word was law.

There’s only one person I know—other than Petra—who always has an answer.

That person is Leo Morelli.

The flush that spreads from my neck down makes me back away from the window. I cannot fantasize about a mortal enemy of our family when he’s the reason Aunt Caroline is after my dad in the first place.

That obnoxious, relentless voice in my head spins up. Leo Morelli didn’t start this.

No. Of course he didn’t. The feud between the Morellis and the Constantines started long before Leo came to my dad with his contract. Leo is making moves in a game that’s older than both of us.

“Hales?” Cash’s voice sounds far away, but my thoughts are too frantic, too loud. Aunt Caroline is the one who’s had a problem all these years. Aunt Caroline is the one who wanted my dad to be different. Leo chose him because Aunt Caroline has always kept him on the outside. She wouldn’t help him, and that left us vulnerable to Leo. I can’t untangle what it means. I can’t find the thread that gets us out of this.

Leo was supposed to be the threat. Not Aunt Caroline.

“I’ll come home. We’ll figure it out. It’ll be better if I—”

“No.” Cash’s voice is so decisive that it shocks me into silence. “I’m handling it. You have to stay there, with him.”

There’s such venom in his voice that it seeps through the phone. “Cash, there has to be something—”

“Stay where you are.” He’s forcing the words through gritted teeth. Cash is never this angry. Never at the mercy of his emotions like this. Of the two of us, he’s the real Constantine. Cool under pressure. Delightful at parties. He doesn’t get pissed and speak to people like this. “Keep Leo Morelli away. That’s all you have to do.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Haley

I’m a mess.

Keeping it together, at least outwardly, is the best and only option. I can’t have a screaming, panicking meltdown. That’s not me. And it won’t get me anywhere. It definitely won’t get Aunt Caroline to leave my dad alone. It won’t help Cash. We’ll still be in trouble.

If it was summer, I would go for a run to clear my head. I would run until the pattern of my footfalls put everything back in order again. But it’s winter. I’m certain Leo has a gym here, but the logistics make me want to go back to bed. Calling Mrs. Page for clothes. Finding it. Running on a treadmill, which I’m certain is a preview of hell.

No.

Instead, I shower. Dry my hair. Smooth some product over it that makes it slightly sleeker. Slightly shinier. Stare at myself in the mirror while I try to get my brain to work.

A pink box waits for me when I step back into the room. More new clothes, these ones even softer than the previous outfit. I put on the underthings and black leggings and long-sleeved shirt and stare into the bottom of the box. There is no humiliating lingerie. Not a scrap of it.

I don’t know what it says about me that I’m slightly disappointed.

No Mrs. Page in the hallway. No Gerard. The dining room downstairs is empty. I wonder if Leo’s out on business. He must be. He can’t be staying here all day, every day, just because we have an agreement.

I don’t long for him. God, no. Not at all. I just rub my knuckles against my chest and walk the halls until I find myself in his den. The built-in bookshelves pull me in like a current in deep water. There. Yes. It feels better with my hands on the spines of books. I pull one down at random and flip it open.

It’s Leo’s.

The neat print of his name inside the front cover makes me look twice to confirm that it is in fact his name inside a book. A book he intends to keep, since I can’t imagine he sends anything with his name on it to used book sales. Not like my family. Our house churns with books. They come in, they go out, they get sold back to the student bookstore. There isn’t space to keep all the books I’ve loved, anyway. The only other mansions I’ve visited, like Aunt Caroline’s, have shelves full of decorative fakes and a few uncut first editions for looks.

This is the real thing. There’s even a crease in the spine.

I fold it to my chest like a life preserver and take it to the armchair closest to the fireplace. It’s classic sci-fi. I fall headfirst into it like a swooning teenager, which is embarrassing, because I know in my heart that it’s not the plot or the characters or even the perfectly fine writing that’s doing it for me.

It’s Leo’s name inside the cover.

Chapters tick by, page by page by page, the light outside the windows shifting from one winter glow to the next. Dusk comes, and so does Mrs. Page. She turns on a low lamp nearby without asking and replaces my tea. Not long after I trade my prim seated position for a slouch and then finally let my legs dangle over the arm of the chair.

That’s how I’m sitting when I feel the presence in the doorway.

Leo leans against the doorframe, watching me with undisguised amusement. He’s dressed for the office in what’s obviously a custom suit, judging by how well it fits him. “You’ve made yourself at home.”

I swing my legs forward and tug at my clothes. “I am home, according to our contract.”

He laughs, and I expect him to say something cutting about how a Constantine could never be at home here. But he doesn’t. His eyes sweep over the room. I follow his gaze. The evidence of my daylong staycation in his den is on the side table. My last mug of tea. A plate with a half-eaten sandwich. A can of Diet Coke I haven’t opened.

“Mrs. Page says you’ve spent all day here.”

“It’s a decent book.”

“Not the best book?” It’s not fair how good he looks in the suit. And under the suit.

“The best book is Jane Eyre, obviously.” Nobody can argue that point with me.

“Yet you’ve spent an entire day of your life sitting in my den reading something mediocre. You love reading enough to settle?”

“No. Leather furniture turns me on.”

Surprise bursts across Leo’s face like a sunbeam through clouds. It’s gone almost instantly, fitted back into his usual piercing expression. He straightens up. “Get up and get dressed.”

I’m on my feet embarrassingly quickly. “I’m already dressed.”

“Not for going out, you’re not. Mrs. Page.” She’s there instantly, like he snapped his fingers and made her appear from thin air. “Haley needs a dress. We’ll leave in twenty minutes.”

What am I supposed to do, question it? I don’t. Of course I don’t. I climb the stairs to the guest bedroom and make myself slightly more presentable. My hair is flat on one side from all the reading, so I fix that. There’s makeup in neutral colors in one of the guest bathroom drawers, everything new and in the package. Leo’s sister has thought of absolutely everything. The only thing she couldn’t do was match foundations in advance. She solved that problem by putting ten of them in the drawer, all miniatures. By the time Mrs. Page bustles in with a garment bag I look pink-cheeked and human.

Part of me dreads this. Going out was never supposed to be part of this arrangement. Going out is for people who are in real relationships, or at least dating each other. At the same time, I’m…excited? Yes. It’s excitement that makes my heart beat this way.

Last night rattled my brain. He saved me, and he let me in, and there’s nothing I want more.

Mrs. Page unzips the garment bag and pulls out a gown. It’s a gorgeous champagne gold. I would never have picked this out for myself. The color wouldn’t look good with my pale complexion, would it? I hold it up to the mirror. It looks…effervescent. Shimmering. I seem otherworldly in this color. “You’ve got four minutes left.” She’s brought underthings and shoes, too—the kind that go with a gown like this. Delicate and expensive in a matching gold color. “Step in, quick as you can. Mr. Morelli doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

I abandon all previous shyness and focus on dressing. “Do you know where he’s taking me?”

“Somewhere in the city, I would think. He didn’t give me any specifics.”

“Maybe next time,” I say wistfully, but secretly I like this, too.

With one minute to spare, I go down to meet Leo at the front doors. He watches me come down the stairs with a light in his eyes that I’m sure I imagine. Leo offers me his arm when I reach him, and I swallow a giggle.

I am not going to giggle in front of him. Jesus Christ.

Leo’s driver is waiting for us by the black SUV in the circle drive. He opens the door for us and jogs around to the front. We get in and go.

“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” I ask when we’re closer to the city.

Leo gives me an indulgent smile. “It’s a surprise.”

I make a face. Having a creative inventor for a father has given me a dislike for surprises. There are only so many times you can wake up with freezing water flooding the second floor of your house before it stops being exciting. “Just tell me.”

He gives a low chuckle. His face isn’t visible in the shadows of the limo, but I can imagine his expression—subtly amused, darkly challenging. “You can guess.”

“A restaurant.”

“No.”

“A movie?”

The faint sound of a scoff. “You know me better than that, Haley.”

Do I? It’s an intriguing idea, that I might know Leo Morelli. He seems unknowable. A mystery. No one could have him figured out, but he seems to think I might. “A charity gala.”

“No, darling. That’s much too tame for what I have in mind tonight.”

I’m left to imagine the possibilities. We wouldn’t go dancing, would we? I’ve heard that Leo likes to visit clubs, but maybe he doesn’t—maybe he only uses them, the way he uses everything else. As a distraction and a shield. Maybe it is a restaurant and he’s just keeping me on my toes by saying no. I spend the last few minutes of the drive swinging between nerves and delight at the thought of eating with him in public. It would be a relief, honestly. Being a not-rich Constantine means that meals out are rare and come with a side of pressure to do the right thing, to not spend too much, to not eat too little.

Leo would order for me, probably. And there would never be any question about the cost.

But we don’t pull up in front of a restaurant.

The driver guides the SUV into an alley behind a sprawling building. I get goose bumps. The urge to run tenses all the muscles in my legs. But Leo wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t take me to some random alley just to fuck with me.

“I had a separate team come ahead of us,” Leo mentions, scrolling through a screen on his phone. He taps at something there. “They cleared out the four blocks surrounding this building. There’s no one in the alley.”

“I wasn’t worried about it.”

Bullshit, his expression says. But he only waits for the driver to open the door and helps me step out.

We’re directly in front of a short flight of stairs leading to a wide doorway. There’s a panel set into the wall next to the frame. Leo punches in a code, something clicks in the door, and I’m gripped with the fear that I’m about to witness something worse than the revenge killing of three men in an alley. For all I know, the rest of Leo’s family could be waiting behind this door.

I’m wrong again. The only person waiting on the other side is a uniformed guard who is not at all surprised to see us. “Mr. Morelli.” He smiles like Leo is a friend. “You picked a good night. Last night we had visitors.”

“Visitors?” Leo’s skeptical. “Who the hell did you let in here? I should have you fired.”

The guard laughs, and I feel like I’m in some other universe. Some other plane of existence where Leo Morelli is not a universal monster. “Rich guy. Had too much money, like you, and a wife who cried.”

“Who cries at a library?”

I shake myself loose from the shock long enough to read a bronze sign on the wall. The New York Public Library. It’s well after hours.

A wondering smile lights up the guard’s face. It’s clear he saw something special. “This lady did, and then she laughed. Never seen anyone so excited to see all the books. And her man she came with—” He shakes his head. “Never seen anyone look at a woman quite like that.”

“Like what?” Leo and the guard both glance at me, and my cheeks flush. “How did he look at her?”

The guard looks thoughtful, but Leo’s watching me. “Like he’d have stopped his own heart if it would make her happy. He’d have gone that far. It wouldn’t have made her happy, though. She was like a little moon. Constantly near him. Constantly holding his hand. You should have seen how many people he sent to clear the building beforehand. Didn’t matter. That man didn’t let her out of his sight for a second.” A blink. “He had weird eyes, that guy. Never asked him about it. He wasn’t the chatty type. Not like you.”

Leo claps the guy on the shoulder. “You call me if he comes back.”

“Why? Does he sound like your type?”

“No. I want to tell him to fuck off out of my library.” A joke, from Leo to the guard.

“I’ll give you a call. But don’t let me get in your way.” He steps back to let us pass by. “You know where you’re going?”

“I think I will have you fired, just for that insult. This way, Haley.” He puts a big hand on the small of my back and warmth spreads out from my spine to the tips of my fingers.

It takes a minute before I can speak. We’re waiting at an elevator, both of us watching the numbers tick down. “You have tons of books in your house already.”

“Not this book.”

The elevator takes us to the third floor. Down the hall we enter a rotunda that reminds me of Leo’s house as much as anything. An arched ceiling. Intricate murals on the walls. Miles and miles of dark paneling. My heels feel mortifyingly loud in what’s basically a cathedral. We pass through another room with soaring windows, low desks, and catalogs, and then I feel ridiculous because the rotunda wasn’t the cathedral.

The reading room is.

Leo takes me inside like he’s been here every day of his life. Maybe he has. A full-body shiver moves through me. It’s a massive room, with long tables and a ceiling that belongs inside a palace. Silence like this is rare in New York City. Rare in places where people crowd together. I desperately want to sit at one of those tables, surrounded by books and whispers, but standing here with Leo is its own out-of-body experience.

“You’ve never been here.” He’s watching me, I realize, and I look like I just got off the bus from the middle of nowhere America.

“There wasn’t a lot of time.” I always meant to go, and things came up. My dad would get on Caroline’s bad side again, or something would go wrong in his workshop, or Cash would need someone at financial aid meetings. A thousand reasons. And one that I’ll never mention, which is that I never felt worthy of visiting places like this in the city.

Leo sighs. “I should fuck you on one of these tables. The sounds would be magnificent.” He gazes up at the ceiling. “Let’s go.”

His words have me hot, on the verge of squirming. “Go where?”

“I didn’t bring you here to bend you over a table in the reading room.”

I can’t breathe. For all the things we’ve done, and all the things he’s done to me, he still hasn’t taken me. My heart feels oversized. It’s squeezing out all the room in my lungs. This can’t be real, and I can’t want it this much, and I absolutely cannot be on a date with Leo Morelli.

“I think that’s allowed under the contract,” I murmur. I want to sound sophisticated, as if I wouldn’t mind either way. Instead it comes out breathy. Needy.

His hand is instantly around my neck, instantly making it that much harder to breathe, and I arch in his grip. Leo laughs, and he’s right—every sound is amplified here, made magic. He leans down and presses a kiss to the side of my neck, above his fingers. “I would love to break open that pretty little pussy right now.” His hand flexes, and it’s with obvious effort that he traces his fingers down my neck and over my collarbone. “But there’s something I want to show you first.”

I feel like human champagne. Leo moves his hand to the back of my neck, which is somehow both hotter and more demeaning, and rubs a thumb up and down while he walks me down the long aisle to another room.

This one is dark too, except for one light on a table in the center of the room. The glow falls away into shadow but I can see the double-decker shelves with stairs, the polished wood, the books…

A dream. All this is a dream come true, including, impossibly, the man in his perfect suit, striding toward that table with its lamp. He turns to watch me walk toward him and I do it through the unreality of this moment. A midnight library. Leo, with dark heat in his eyes. And a book, waiting for me on the table.

I come to the edge of the light and look. “You’re kidding.”

“I’m not.”

“This is a first edition.” I lean in closer, afraid to breathe. “Is this real?”

“No. I had a fake first edition of Jane Eyre manufactured and planted in the New York Public Library just to fuck with you.”

“You would do something like that.” Every inch of me thrums with tense excitement. The book seems real enough. I’ve seen photos of other rare copies like this, and it looks right. If it is, this book—this one single book—is worth more than sixty thousand dollars. It could pay for all my student loans. “You’re—”

“The Beast of Bishop’s Landing, yes.” I feel, rather than see, Leo rolling his eyes. “That doesn’t alter the reality of this book.” It’s propped up on a stand meant to make it easy to open the pages. I bite my lip and reach out to open the front cover. Leo grabs my wrist with a second to spare. It’s an electric, possessive touch, and that lightning is reflected in his eyes. “Hold out your hands first.”

I do it. They’re shaking. He takes a plastic bottle from his pocket, pulls us away from the table, and sprays my hands. Then he follows it up with an actual cloth handkerchief that feels more expensive than his shirts or sheets. Leo dries every one of my fingers individually. “As clean as you’ll get,” he pronounces, and then he lets me go back to the book.

The first page confirms that it’s not, in fact, a trick.

Jane Eyre, it reads.

An Autobiography.

Edited by Currer Bell.

There’s more, but tears in my eyes make it hard to see. This is my favorite book. My favorite.

“A Constantine crying over a book.” Leo’s words have no bite. “Why?”

“I love this book.” It feels overwhelming, the love I have for this book. Or maybe it’s the moment. The pool of light in a dark room. The man at the edge of that light. “The whole story. The nanny, and Mr. Rochester, and his crazy wife in the attic. It’s—” I’m getting choked up. “It’s romantic. I miss it when I’m not reading it.”

The corner of his mouth turns up. “You think he is romantic. And he keeps his wife in the attic.”

“He has a secret that hurts him, and he tries to keep it from hurting Jane for as long as he can. And he gave it all up for her in the end. He was waiting for her. Mourning.”

That’s romantic, I’m going to say, but I can’t say anymore. I can’t explain it, or the rush of feeling and ache and empathy. Can’t begin to explain it. Before I can try, before I can open my mouth, Leo’s fingers are on my jawline. He turns my head. I get one glimpse of his eyes, those gold-shot wells of old pain and lust, and then he kisses me. It’s hot and hard and confident. The way I imagine Mr. Rochester would be when Jane returned to him.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


Haley

Leo picks me up as easily as I’d pick up a book, but I can’t care about anything but the feel of his mouth on mine. His tongue is skilled and searing and the deepest, most hidden part of me sighs with relief. God, it’s so good. It’s so right, and so forbidden. Villains aren’t supposed to kiss the virtue out of you. Did I ever have any to begin with?

He sets me on a table and knocks my legs apart so he can stand between them, forcing them to stay that way with his body while he drags his mouth down the side of my neck. Nipping. Biting. Every movement makes my core clench tight, then tighter, curling around a burst of embarrassment that I’ve never been kissed this way before. No one has ever come close. Compared to Leo, every man I’ve ever known is a worthless, fumbling boy.

I’m on top of books. Open books.

Leo twists his fingers into my hair and tips my head back so he can lick sensitive skin and I have to steady myself with one hand. It meets pages. There is a project out on this table, someone’s work or someone’s story, and Leo doesn’t care. He ordered them out. He made them bring the book for me. Sixty-thousand-dollar books don’t sit out in rooms like this. He made this happen.

He’s hard between my legs when he breaks the kiss. For a long moment he stares above my head, catching his breath with both hands wrapped around the sides of my face. His eyes—Jesus. His eyes. It’s the way he looked at me when he told me he wasn’t hurt. All of his pain and lust and need are there at the surface, in plain sight. This time there’s no lie on his lips.

I reach for him, and he doesn’t stop me.

He lets me run my fingers down the line of his jaw. He lets me skim the shoulder of his jacket. He lets me brush my fingertips over his lips, his eyes glittering and black. I move to pull my fingers away, but Leo catches the tips between his teeth and bites. It pulls a stifled moan out of me, that sharp, pointed pain. He bites harder, teeth digging into flesh, but then he sucks my fingers into his mouth and soothes the marks. I don’t know how he does it, creating a direct line from my fingertips to my clit, but he does.

Leo turns me over with a low laugh that’s familiar and scary and hot. He presses me facedown into the books and shoves my dress up over my hips. “Oh, no,” I hear myself say. “Oh, no.”

But nothing is wrong except how filthy he’s being. He puts a knee between my thighs and spreads me open with big hands. And then Leo Morelli licks me over the lace of the lingerie. The slick heat of his tongue through cloth is so new it makes my knees buckle. Leo won’t let me fall. He only licks higher, to a far more forbidden spot, and drills his tongue into it. The delicate twists of lace and wet heat have me panting, embarrassed. He licks me again, again, again, and when he takes his tongue away, a tear runs down my cheek.

“Fuck, I love that,” he says from somewhere above me. “A pretty thing like you, crying for more.”

It’s true. I am. I shouldn’t want this, shouldn’t want any part of being fucked over a table by my family’s enemy, but I’ve never wanted anything more.

Leo tears the panties away. The lace doesn’t go without a fight. It burns on its last trip across my skin. Cool air reaches between my legs, lighting up every wet part of me, made wetter because he wanted it. It’s too hot to bear. I squirm into the table, rocking my hips mindlessly. Leo slaps his palm over my pussy and I jolt, the startle descending into more shivers.

“I was wrong about you. I thought I’d tease you with candlelight and gentle hands, but that’s not what you need.” He tests my thighs, then slides his thumbs up higher and higher and higher until he uses them to spread my ass, wider than before. I’d be frozen if it weren’t for the trembling. Exposed like this, bent over in this enormous room, air caressing parts of me that no one has ever seen except the woman who waxes me. One of the only things I’ll let myself waste money on, and god, I’m glad for it now. “Hold yourself open for me. I’m going to make you cry harder.”

It’s awkward as hell, reaching back the way he wants me to, and harder than I would ever have imagined. If I had ever imagined doing this. Once my hands are in place and my nipples are crushed against the pages underneath me, Leo settles himself back between my legs and resumes his own project.

His tongue on bare skin is too much. My hips buck against the table hard enough to bruise. I still can’t stop. Not until he puts his tongue in that place again. “No, no, no,” I chant.

“You gave this to me, too. Did you forget?” A sharp slap on the side of my ass, then another five. “Don’t let your hands slip. My belt works as well as a strap.”

My hips move involuntarily, remembering that strap. Is this what people mean when they say delirious? My vision’s blurred, but I’ll be damned if I don’t follow his orders.

If I let go, he’ll hurt me. Do it, a voice whispers in the back of my mind. Let go. Let him hurt you. He does it so well. That’s the awful, depraved truth. He does it so well, and it makes me so wet, and I know he would make me come after. He would.

Thick fingers press against my asshole, and my breath stops. No one. Never. Not until Leo.

“Fuck, you’re tight here. This won’t be easy, darling. Take a breath.”

I’m halfway through that breath when he sinks those fingers into me up to the knuckle. Oh, fuck. Oh, Jesus. His fingers are huge. They stretch me, they burn, and he’s not stopping. My head comes up off the books, which makes me tense and tighten, and Leo pushes it down with his free hand.

He forces his fingers farther in. My gasp echoes off the ceiling. “That’s it,” he croons. “Fight me. Don’t for a second relax that tight hole and let me in.”

The second he says it, I can’t resist him. I stop trying to lift my head and focus all my energy on relaxing. It doesn’t seem possible until it happens. Leo pushes his fingers the rest of the way in with a hiss. “Good girl.” His laugh spills over me like red wine. “That was hot, the way you clenched when I said that. You get another finger.”

“Too much,” I beg, even while I dig my fingers into my own flesh to keep myself exposed for him. “I can’t take it.”

“Cry if you need to.”

I do need to. The stretch and burn intensifies until tears leak down onto book pages, until my cunt is nothing but a wet ache. This is the meanest thing that anyone’s ever done to me. I never want it to stop. I can’t catch my breath when his fingers are seated. Leo doesn’t care. He reaches between my legs with his other hand and pinches my clit. I don’t recognize the sound that comes out of me. A plaintive whine. A begging cry. Leo makes a noise in the back of his throat that makes me tighten on his fingers again.

“You’re not going to come tonight unless it’s on my fingers.” His voice is low and rough in my ear. “Or on my cock. Fingers first, I think.”

He strokes between my legs and my face is hot enough to catch the books on fire. To curl the pages and send them up in smoke. I can’t stop the tears. I don’t know if they’re from wanting to come more than I want to breathe, or how much my asshole hurts stretched around his fingers, or from the horrifying truth that I like this. I need this. My orgasm has been waiting, struggling against the pain, but under his expert fingers it winds up and snaps.

Coming on his fingers is a thousand times more intense when those fingers are stretching a virgin hole. He keeps them in deep while I ride it out. They seem even bigger by the end. Too big. So big. I only discover I’m saying this out loud when Leo answers.

“Yes. You’re fucking tiny, and tight. Your pussy will stretch too, darling. It won’t have any choice.”

He turns me over onto my back and fresh heat flares on my face. I’m tearstained and panting and disheveled. The pretty gown he dressed me in is up around my waist. This is as intimate as when he told me his secrets. He’s the secret now. He’s going to be the mark on my skin that never goes away. Leo puts one hand on the inside of each of my thighs and spreads my legs again. I have one hand curled around the spine of a book and the other gripping a handful of pages. I’m trying to be careful. I might hurt them, too.

“Christ, you’re sweet.” This, he says so softly that I’m not sure he means to say it to me. I was expecting a fast, hard fuck, but Leo leans down and kisses my clit, swirling his tongue over it until I come. He shifts positions to lick me while the pleasure rolls over. I can’t hear him over the pounding of my heart, but I can feel the vibrations of his voice on my pussy. Like I’m the best thing he’s ever tasted. Like this one thing lets the world hurt less.

He straightens up when my orgasm is finished and wipes his mouth on his sleeve, his eyes hard on mine. “I’m going to fuck you now. Make you bleed. It’s going to hurt, and I’m going to love that. It’s going to sting, and ache, and stretch. You’re going to cry. I’m going to love that, too. And I promise you, darling, I won’t take my cock away and stop hurting you until you come.” A pause that seems weighted with meaning and the harsh pull of my breath. “That’s the deal.”

If I weren’t already lying down, I’d fall. I’d swoon right to the ground. Because even with his hands on my thighs, even with his body barring me from closing my legs, Leo is asking permission.

It’s permission he doesn’t need.

He could have taken me the night I stepped foot in his house. He has my name on a contract. He owns me, and he owns my family, and this dark-suited devil is giving me an out.

“Please.” My dry mouth doesn’t help. “Please hurt me.”

A curt nod. He’s coiled tight, too. I see it now in the set of his shoulders and the tension in his jaw. Leo’s hands make fast work of his belt.

His cock has been down my throat, but I’m shocked at the sight of it. How thick and wanting it is. A bead of precum catches the lamplight. I never thought I’d be in the position of admitting that a Morelli is perfect, but there’s no other word for him. Beautiful and terrifying and perfect.

He drags his crown through my folds, getting it slick. At the pressure against my opening, I want to close my eyes. But I can’t look away.

Leo braces his hands on my hips, stroking me with the full width of his palms, and I don’t fully process how much it calms me until he makes the first thrust.

My scream bounces back at both of us, off the ceiling, and Leo curses under his breath.

I can’t move. He’s so big. I can’t—I can’t do anything. He’s splitting me in two. My mind struggles with it, tries to make the pain into pleasure, but it’s like speaking a foreign language. I don’t know pain the way he does. Pages crumple in my fist. Leo works his way in another inch, his whole body fighting him. I can tell how much he wants to fuck me. It’s obvious, it’s obvious. Tears leak from the corners of my eyes. He sweeps one of them away with the pad of his thumb.

His cock pulses inside me, and his chest heaves with big breaths. He was not lying when he said he would love my tears and my pain. He does love it. But it’s not simple, no, no, no. It’s not simple at all. He wrestles with it. I can see that struggle in his eyes.

With another curse, Leo gathers me up in strong arms, keeping himself inside me. There’s a rug on the floor, an oval of light on it, and he takes us there. Lowers us to the floor. I’m on top of him now. Being on top gives me no more control. He puts one hand on the floor to steady him and uses the other to arrange me. My knees touch the floor, but barely, my thighs aching with the effort of keeping myself hovering above his thick cock.

“I can’t take anymore,” I sob. “It won’t fit.”

He makes a shushing sound, his face a picture of need. Leo lifts one hand to brush my hair away from my cheek. “I always keep my promises, and now you’re going to help me. Be a good girl.”

The edge in his voice is a ploy. It’s mean, but I want it. And underneath is something else. I didn’t think Morellis were capable of feeling empathy, but he is.

Not that that’s going to stop him from doing this.

Not that it’s going to stop me.

Leo leans up and nips the side of my jaw, then presses kisses on the mark. “Bleed for me, darling. Give it to me.”

“It hurts.” More tears. So many they roll down to his jacket like rain. He moves to unbutton it. Black jacket, black shirt. I slide my hands under the lapels and hold on tight. Gravity pulls me down another inch. “You’re too big.”

He presses a knuckle to my clit and rubs it in a slow, teasing circle. Another clench, another wash of wetness. “But your pussy likes it.”

I drop my head forward, grip his shirt for dear life, and concentrate on the rhythmic roll over my clit. Another inch. Another. Sweat beads on my hairline. He’s remaking me with his cock. I’m going to be a new person at the end of this. Trial by fucking. The circles continue until shadows crowd in at the edges of my vision and another orgasm tackles me forcefully from behind. I sob through the whole thing. I can’t stop impaling myself on his cock, can’t get the orgasm to let me go, and can’t push past the last place inside me holding him back. “Help me. Please. Please.”

Leo’s cock throbs inside me and he sits up, his muscles bunching. He wraps one hand around the back of my head and presses my face into his shoulder. “Bite.” I get a mouthful of his jacket. Then his hands are on my hips. “Big breath.” It’s a noisy, embarrassing breath, sucked in through his clothes. “Ready?”

I nod feverishly, desperate for him to do this, desperate to be on the other side of this, desperate to be closer to him.

He meets that desperation with a vicious stroke, using his hands to drive me down harder, to take my virginity with more force.

My scream starts out anguished, unrecognizable. But when he’s all the way inside, when he’s taken every inch of me… Heat. A deep-down heat, a fiery one. I feel it everywhere he is, and it trips through my veins like I’d imagine drugs would. I’m sobbing but the sobs turn into moans. Leo puts his hand back behind him. Oh—oh. It’s because I’m fucking him for real now. His eyes are half-closed, teeth gritted, and it’s been hard for him to wait. He held back for so long.

Now he ruts into me like the beast he is, forceful and feral. It is absolutely not possible for me to come again, but pleasure hitches itself to the pain of being fucked for the first time. It takes me by the hips. It grinds me down onto Leo’s cock and makes me dance for it. “Good,” I hear myself say. “Good, please. Good.”

What are you waiting for? I think the question, because I can’t form real sentences.

He doesn’t answer with words. He only waits, his eyes dark embers.

A final, ragged orgasm wraps me up and shakes itself through my whole body. Leo comes when I’m at the peak, cock jerking. It’s hot, hot, hot inside. There must be so much cum. He makes a low, animal sound. I could listen to him do that every day. It carves out a new craving at the heart of me.

He puts a hand on my face and keeps watch, eyes on mine, all the way to the bitter end.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Leo

I want to keep Haley here forever.

I never want to coax her off my shoulder. I never want to leave this room. I never want the sun to rise.

She’s panting, one hand fisted in my shirt, a long time later. I run a hand over her hair. “We can’t stay all night.”

Haley stirs, sighing. “I thought Morellis could do anything they wanted.”

“It would be amusing to keep fucking you until the first patrons arrive. You’re right.” Her breathing picks up. She would find a little public play hot. There are places for that, but I I won’t let it happen. Let other people see her sweet cunt? No. Fuck no. “However, I have other ideas.”

“Like a bath in your bathtub?”

More along the lines of tying her to the bed and fucking her ass, just so I can say I’ve taken her in every hole. I want her so powerfully that I could do it right now. Sadly, there’s a limit to how much a thing like Haley could take before I’d have to carry her out of here. The guard can be bribed, of course, but if I destroy her the way I want to…

Well. People would talk.

“Like a bath.” This convinces her to lift her head. I have to help her to her feet and rearrange the dress. I use my handkerchief to dab between her legs, which makes her hiss. I find her ruined panties and shove them into my pocket, then make a halfhearted attempt at smoothing out the pages of the books on the table. Casualties of a good fuck. There are worse ways to die. “One last look at your favorite thing.”

Haley’s blue eyes are huge, and they linger on me for so long that my skin tingles.

“The book,” I prompt.

She blinks. “Right. Yes.” Haley goes back to the table and bows her head over it, reverent, and uses her pinky finger to close the front cover. “Goodbye,” she whispers. “You’re beautiful.”

My chest seizes up. As soon as she’s asleep, I’m getting people out of bed. This book is going to be mine, and then it’s going to be hers. This copy of Jane Eyre is technically a witness to her very first real fuck. It can’t be left to the world.

Haley comes back to me on unsteady legs and takes my hand.

It’s a near miss. I almost let it show, how good it feels, and that’s too far. We’re already outside the bounds of the rest of my life. I’ll let my sisters hug me, if that’s what they need to do, but holding hands with a woman—

It’s not a good decision, if history is any indication. Still, I don’t think anything short of a bomb dropped on this building would inspire me to let go. Maybe not even that.

It’s a measured walk back through the main reading room. Haley tries her best to move quietly, and the mood is hushed, almost reverent. What happened in that room, in full view of a first-edition Jane Eyre, was a sacrament. It moves with me now. Stays close, like the pain that dogs me every day of my life.

This is different. I wouldn’t describe it as an emotion. More like water to wine.

We take the elevator back down. Eugene, the guard, opens the door for us as we go. If he’s been going between floors, if he heard anything, his face doesn’t show it. On the way past him, I tuck several hundred-dollar bills into the pocket of his jacket. He pats them with his hand and pulls the door closed behind us.

It’s a sharper, deeper cold, and I fold Haley into my side during the few steps to the SUV. Our coats, helpfully, wait for us in the backseat. I pull both of them over Haley’s lap. My driver meets my eyes in the rearview mirror and shifts to drive.

She leans against me when we turn onto the street, and I can feel her hesitating. Like she thinks I might push her away.

I’m not going to push her away.

“Leo.” There’s hope in her voice. Hope. It’s fucking terrifying, to hear that hope. It adds another layer of complexity to my revenge plot. The whole thing is getting out of hand.

My phone vibrates in my pocket before she can finish speaking.

I pull it out and frown at Trenton Alto’s name. There’s nothing planned for tonight, with him or with Lucian. Nothing business. Nothing social. I’m not interested in the street fights Trenton oversees. But in the interest of getting him to fuck off, I take the call.

“Don’t waste my time,” I say by way of greeting.

“Did you kidnap a Constantine?” Trenton laughs, and my gut goes cold. “It would be just like you to frame someone for a kidnapping.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Lucian told me about your contract. He thinks it’s funny as fuck. Some of your best work. But if you’ve gone beyond that, you should tell us so we can enjoy the show.”

A surge of hatred at how often I make people sign contracts, at how ambiguous his statement is. It’s highly unlikely that Trenton knows anything about Haley. My sisters and I have an unspoken agreement not to tell Lucian about things that go on in our houses, and Trenton hasn’t been to my place in months. It’s unlikely that he knows, but not impossible. “Who exactly did I kidnap?”

“The old man’s gone missing. Settle our bet, Leo. Was it you or was it the Constantines who made him disappear?” Another laugh. “I don’t know who’d be worse for that poor sap. If the Constantines found out about your contract, they’ll put him down like a disloyal dog.”

“I’ll never tell.” I hang up on him mid-laugh.

The blocks go by outside the window. I don’t see any of them. This was what I wanted in the first place—to fuck with the tangled web of the Constantines. To keep them off-balance. To make them see each other as the threat to their sterling reputation. Above all, to bait a hook. This news should be a dream come true.

It feels like a nightmare.

Haley shifts against me, pulling away so she can see my face. “What’s wrong?”

There’s nothing I want to do less than look her in the eye, but I do it. I’m not a coward. I’m not going to lie to her. Hiding this development from her won’t stop the sinking feeling in the pit of my gut. God, fuck. It was so good in that library. Fucking filthy, but pure, in a way.

Haley looks pleasantly tired. Well-fucked. Her cheeks are still pink. I can still feel her tight cunt gripping me. Lie to her. Every instinct sinks its claws into my skin. Lie. Lie. Lie.

“Your father’s missing.”

Her smile fades in increments, dropping away from the corners of her mouth first and falling until her lips—swollen from how hard I kissed her—are parted in horrified shock. Fat tears drop from her eyes. “He’s not missing. I talked to my brother this morning. He wasn’t missing this morning.”

“He’s missing now.”

She licks her lips and raises her fingertips to touch them. The salt there seems to surprise her. Haley’s tears are a reflex. An old one, I’d bet. The kind of reflex you can only have if your father loves you like a decent human instead of a bloodthirsty fuck. “I talked to Cash this morning.”

The partition between us and the driver has been up since we left my house to go to the library, so I tap out a text with her address and an order to stop at the next block. “Thomas is the driver. He’s going to take you home.”

Haley stares at me, uncomprehending, until the SUV slows and heads for the curb. “What’s happening?” The note of panic in her voice flays me alive. “The thirty days—”

“Forget about the thirty days.” I motion for Thomas to stay where he is and open the door.

She’s crying harder now, trying to follow me out, and I have to block her in with my arm. “He’s taking you home.” Steady. Clear. I’d rather tear the SUV apart piece by piece than send her away in it, but this is where we are. “You need to look for your father.”

“No.”

“Yes.” I take her face in my hands and kiss her forehead. It’s ridiculously inadequate for this moment, but it has the effect I need—for Haley to stay in the car while I shut the door. When it clicks shut she tries for the handle. She’s crying too hard to see it and misses her moment. Thomas is good at his job. He steers them back out into the road at the first opportunity.

Haley covers her eyes with her hands just before I lose sight of her.

It’s a bitter night, and I don’t have my coat. Fine. Good. My back is on fire. Maybe the frigid air will put it out soon. The answer right now is obviously to call Gerard and have him send a car, but I won’t stand here like a jackass while I wait.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Haley

A car I don’t recognize is parked in front of the garage. The driver, Thomas—who asked me more than once if I was all right—pulls in behind it and meets my eyes in the rearview mirror. “You okay to get out?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

I’m not okay to get out. I’m half-hoarse from crying and my throat aches like I swallowed a knife. If I sit in this SUV one more second, I’m going to beg Thomas to drive me to Leo’s house. I’d offer him anything to do it.

I can’t let that become a habit.

The air outside is cold and dry and shocking, and it reminds me that I’m in an evening gown with only half a lingerie set underneath. A bizarre grief expands in my chest. Leo had other plans for tonight, and now I’ll never know what they were. It doesn’t matter. I run up the steps to the front door and shove it open. “Cash? Where are you?”

“I’m right here.” He’s sitting on the couch, back rigid, his jaw so tense I can hear his teeth grind together. “Hey, Hales.”

“Cash, what—”

A man steps into view. He has dark hair and dark brows that dip low over intense eyes. His lips are a taut line. He looks scary when he’s guarding my aunt, but it’s nothing compared to now.

My stomach twists and drops. “Ronan.” I can’t just stop at saying his name. “Did Caroline send you? Where’s my father?”

It’s impossible not to notice the gun at his side. He’s not trying to hide it. “He’s here. She learned some unfortunate news about your father, and the family has decided it’s best for him to stay home for the time being.”

My father is a prisoner in his own home? My heart is trying its best to leap out of my body and follow my stomach to the pits of hell. “Is he working now? I’d like to see him.”

“I’m not sure he’s cooled down enough to talk.”

Tiny hairs on the backs of my arms pull straight up. “My dad always wants to talk to me, even if he’s busy. Where is he?”

Ronan gestures to the workshop door. It’s closed. It’s never closed. And there’s something shiny and thick on the outside. A new lock. On the outside of the door.

They locked him in.

I take a deep, slow breath and try not to throw up.

“I’m going to go down and see my dad now.” Cash stares straight ahead on the couch, not looking at me. One of his hands clenches into a fist and opens again. “You’ll unlock the door.”

Ronan considers this for so long I think he’s going to tell me I can’t go. I prepare myself to scream. To freak the fuck out. It’s probably the most effective tool in my arsenal. Clearly, trading my body for my father’s safety didn’t work. A full-scale imitation of hysteria might.

“Fine,” he says finally. “But if he causes any trouble, I’m locking you both in there.”

Causes any trouble. Please. My father is distractible and too in love with his work, but that doesn’t mean he’s dangerous. The only trouble he causes is not being enough of a stuck-up asshole. I march over to the door and wait, arms folded over my chest, while Ronan undoes the lock. It’s too much for the old wooden door. The sight of all that stainless steel makes me want to sink to my knees and cry.

I’ve done enough crying for now.

Ronan opens the door. Silence floats up the stairs, and a new fear pierces me. What if something happened to him while he was locked in? I take measured steps on the way down, like dignified walking is some kind of talisman. Three steps from the bottom, I get the courage to say something. “Daddy?”

A muffled noise. I leave the last step, and his workbenches come into full view. My dad is sitting next to one, shoulders hunched, his face in his hands. I rush across to him in my high heels. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.

“Daddy.” I crouch down in front of him, and he uncovers his face. His skin is blotchy, eyes red. “Are you okay?”

“I wanted funding for my project. That’s all.” His voice quavers, and my heart breaks again. How many times can it do that before I die? “I didn’t mean to do any harm. It’s a good project.”

A daughter should never see her father so desperate. “I know. I know.” I take his hands in mine and begin the hopeless task of finding the right thing to say. “We’ll figure it out.”

“Caroline sent her man to lock me down here. He says I can’t be trusted. Me. Untrustworthy. I’ve spent my life being trustworthy. All I’ve ever done is try to make things to help people. I can be trusted.” His voice rises, and I’m acutely conscious of Ronan standing at the top of the stairs.

“You’re right. You are. Aunt Caroline—” Ronan. Stairs. Close. “She sees things a different way. It’s a misunderstanding. We’ll smooth everything over.”

“What about my invention?” He’s so pale. So afraid. “It can’t die with me.”

“Daddy, you’re not going to die. Nobody is going to let that happen. Let’s let Caroline clear her head, and then we’ll find a way to make things right with her.” It makes me sick to think about appeasing her. “I’ll make things right. You can concentrate on your work, and everything will go back to how it was.”

Footsteps on the stairs. “Any trouble?” Ronan comes down into the workshop, and I hate him for it. I hate him so much.

“No trouble at all,” I tell him.

“Except that I ruined everything.” Dad’s eyes darken. His blue eyes match mine, but his are clouded with tears and frustration. “I’m so sorry, honey. I never should have made that deal with Leo. I never should have let you go to him.”

Ronan coughs behind me, covering up surprise. He didn’t know. Leo kept his secret. He and his sisters didn’t say a word about me to anyone. It’s my own family putting me in danger. Aunt Caroline’s hitman comes to stand closer. Of course he does. He wants to hear everything we say so he can take it back to his boss.

“You ruined things a little bit, yeah. But it’ll be okay, Daddy. I’ll fix everything.”

My dad doesn’t believe me. He drops his head, looking down at our hands. Ronan shouldn’t be here for this moment. There’s no need to humiliate my dad and make this harder than it has to be. I meet Ronan’s eyes, ready to tell him to leave us alone, but his expression stops the words dead.

Pity is etched in his face.

Pity.

For me.

It should give me a sense of hope, that Caroline’s man feels sympathy for us. But it scares me instead. Down to the bone. Down to the core of everything. Nothing but ice-coated fear, all the way down.

Ronan’s pity is more terrifying than his gun. It’s scarier than the violence he threatens just by being in the room. He’s a man with no mercy. He would not hesitate to kill both of us. Pity on his face means there’s a fate worse than death, if we don’t fall in line.

I squeeze my dad’s hand and let go, standing up before my knees protest the heels and the crouching. Ronan meets my eyes without flinching. He’s more than fine with this job. “Will you be staying with us, then?”

“Until I’m called away.”

Until we’re dead, he means. Or until some more pressing assignment comes along. Please, let something more important come along. I take my dad’s hand and pull him to standing with me. “Fine. When’s the last time you had something to eat?”

“I don’t remember.” Dad shakes his head. “Earlier.”

“Earlier today?”

“Could have been yesterday.” He waves a hand in the air, then swallows hard. “It was easier to keep time when your mother was alive.”

I meet Ronan’s eyes and lift my chin. “I’m taking him to the kitchen.”

Ronan has plenty of time to stop us. It’s also plenty of time to feel how I don’t fit in this house. I don’t fit here in the dress. I don’t fit here in this body. I don’t fit here in spirit, either. My heart wants to be with Leo Morelli.

We walk together to the stairs, and Dad hesitates. He looks back over his shoulder at Ronan.

“Go ahead,” he says. “I’ll be right up.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Leo

I don’t sleep.

I haunt the halls of my mansion like a ghost, snapping at Gerard and scowling at Mrs. Page from what seems like a great distance. Some of my people are looking for Haley’s father. No word yet on whether they’ve found him. I shower in the gym, because I can’t bring myself to go back to my own bedroom. On a day like today even water on the scars is like acid.

Sometime toward afternoon I end up in my office. The den is impossible. Sleep is impossible. Thank god for pain, my constant companion. I’ll never be truly alone.

I’m not sure how long I’ve been glaring into space when Gerard comes in with soft footfalls and a very careful expression. “There’s a visitor here to see you.”

I have a moment of ecstatic, wild hope that it’s Haley. “No need to draw this out. Tell me who the fuck it is.”

“It’s Caroline Constantine, sir.”

A part of me blanches. That part is buried so deep that it won’t ever rise to the surface. No one will ever know how the sound of her name makes me ill. I no longer react to it. I will never react to it again. “Send her in.”

Gerard hesitates. “Are you sure?”

“Did I say to send her in or did I tell you to second-guess me like a man who’s begging to be blacklisted and hunted down for sport?”

He nods and leaves.

I wait.

I don’t wait long.

Caroline Constantine is dressed for the cold. All white. She looks like a twisted version of Haley. There’s no sweetness to her. No kindness. Only a cultivated beauty from years of subtle plastic surgery and an anti-aging regimen that probably involves worshipping Satan. She strides into my office on stilettos, disapproval in her eyes. “Leo. No need to belabor the discussion.”

As if we’ve been having a fucking discussion. “Hello, Caroline. It’s so lovely to see you.”

The words taste like ashes and lies.

“Yes, hello. I’ve come to dissolve the contract you’ve coerced my brother-in-law into signing.”

I sit back in my seat and put on an air of mild confusion. “Coerced? He was perfectly willing. You have my word.”

“I’m not sure your word is sufficient.”

“I’m not sure you care about consent.”

She frowns, her eyes flicking upward in a mimicry of a roll. “Don’t be difficult. You and I both know your contract is exploitative, and I want it dissolved.” Her tone grinds into my bones like pitted concrete. There was a time in my life when a hint of her haughty disapproval would have me scrambling to please her. Caroline lifts a hand and gestures vaguely in my direction. “I don’t find this attitude attractive.”

Disgusting.

Caroline is disgusting, and my entire soul recoils from her. It recoils from the barrage of memories. Every one is an old assault made into a new one. She seemed invincible when I was younger. Untouchable. So when she let me touch her, I thought it was worth something. I was so fucking naive. And I was an easy target. She was willing to give the illusion of approval, and I wanted it so much I was willing to debase myself for it.

That’s no longer the case.

Caroline is drawn up to her full height on the other side of the desk, as if being on her feet gives her an advantage. I let the silence stretch out. She’s the one who taught me about silence. About its power. About the way it invites shame. Silence will spur people into action. They’ll do anything to avoid it.

A subtle shift in her expression. It’s not fear in her eyes. It’s uncertainty.

Good. I want her to sit with the sensation that she might have fucked up.

She has fucked up, obviously. Caroline could have killed me when I was fourteen, but she didn’t. She let me live to suffer until that pain wore away everything but the need for revenge. None of her tricks are going to work. I’m stronger now, in every way possible, and I don’t give a fuck about anything.

No.

I give a fuck about one thing.

One person.

Caroline stands in the same spot Haley did when she first came to bargain with me. For a few moments before she sat down, Haley stood on the other side of my desk and tried to disguise her shaking body with a desperate confidence that made me so hard I had to fuck my fist as soon as she went upstairs. She was innocent. She was everything.

The woman standing in her place defiles even the ghosts of her footprints. Caroline, after all, is just like me. The two of us are made of dirt and evil, and Haley is pure and clean and good.

She’s the only thing that’s good.

She is better off without me.

Grief is a blow to the stomach. I’ll never see her again, and she’ll be better off. I sent her away before Caroline could find her here. I kept her as safe as I could, which was not very. I kept her with me. I am not safe.

I let the silence go on for another few heartbeats. “I’ll dissolve the contract.”

“Good.” Caroline reaches for her purse. “I’m prepared to sign—”

“Under one condition.”

She meets my eyes. “What is it?”

The thing about evil is that it has to be baited. I’ve spent years circling the Constantines. Years following them and taunting them and prodding them until they finally took the meat in their claws. Caroline has tolerated me fucking with her sons in myriad ways, but I’ve worn her down. I’ve made it impossible to ignore this final threat. As wealthy as the Constantines are, they also know that diversification is essential for survival. Real estate can’t be the end goal. Time keeps passing, after all. Humans need new technologies. That’s where the real money is, not in buildings that will only ever rot.

She’s caught in my snare now.

I open the top drawer of my desk and take out the whip.

It’s been there for as long as I’ve owned this house. It’s been with me since before the house. I bought it a long time ago.

I bought it to use on Caroline.

They were empty threats, the things I said to Haley. I would never have used this on her. It’s not made for kink or safety or sanity. It’s meant to leave scars. It’s meant to leave wounds. It’s meant to make a person bleed.

This is the moment to stand, so I do it. Caroline’s eyes follow me up and up and up, and for the first time, they go wide and fearful. I’m taller than she realized. Stronger. Not a fucking teenager that she can groom and use and hurt. And she has made an error. She put herself alone in a room with me.

She tries to sneak a glance toward the door.

“No, Caroline.” I punctuate this with exactly the smile she deserves. “You’ll leave when I’m finished with you.”

I feel nothing but impatience. Nothing. No part of her attracts me. It all disgusts me, repels me. I didn’t feel that way with Haley. I felt like a different person. The pain was still there. It will always be there, as long as I live. But she felt it with me. She took it from me, and she cried and begged for more.

Caroline’s hand turns to a fist around her purse. “You’ve turned into a real monster. I should be proud, actually. You’re the creature I made.”

It’s as jarring as a slap, because in this, at least, Caroline is right. I’m the Beast of Bishop’s Landing. I’m a fucking animal. Nothing but rage and claws. She made me that way. It’s a permanent state.

“Undress.”

“Leo,” she scolds, as if I’ve gone distastefully far. I let one fist come down on the desk and lean over it. She backs up a half a step, face pale. “Fine. Okay.”

She drops her purse on the ground and starts with the coat. Underneath, she’s wearing a sheath dress with a collar made for a younger woman. Her face turns pink when she pulls it over her head. I test the whip against one hand. Caroline notices and moves faster.

Naked, she shivers in my office, and I see the deal she’s made with herself. Caroline Constantine is allowing herself to believe that she’s chosen this. She believes she’s buying her own life back by allowing this punishment.

She’s doing no such thing.

I have no interest in enlightening her. I have almost no interest in this woman at all, except in one way. She’s had power over me for too long. I want it back.

“There’s a coat hook on the back of the door.”

Caroline brings her head up and looks at me, questioning. I give her no answers. In the end she has to turn around and walk toward the open office door, then close it. It’s set into the center of the wall.

I have never used the coat hook. It was original to the house, and I’ve always hated it. After Caroline leaves I’m going to rip it out of the door myself.

“Hold on tight.”

She sees what I mean and shudders. I could not give less of a fuck. Caroline reaches up for the hook and wraps both hands around it. For all I’ve loathed it, it’s perfect for this one scenario. In order to hold on, Caroline has to be up on tiptoe. It will make the whipping harder to take.

“Let go, and I start over.”

Caroline throws a pleading look over her shoulder. “There are other ways to settle things.” Veiled panic flickers through her eyes. “Compensation. A—a joint contract involving—”

I interrupt her with the first stroke.

Her head goes back and she screams. The scream itself is slightly delayed while her nerves race to catch up. I draw the whip over the angry red line across her back. “I’m going to say this once.” Two taps with the whip. “Shut the fuck up, unless you’re going to scream some more.”

And Caroline does scream.

By five strokes, she’s sobbing. By ten, her screams have gone ragged at the edges. Fifteen and her voice is giving out.

I stop after twenty to give my arm a rest. Her knuckles are white on the coat hook. Her back is red from her neck to her ass. I’ve landed some blows on her thighs, too. “No more,” she whispers. “Please, no more.”

The pity I expected to feel doesn’t come. I am, after all, a fucking monster. So I don’t feel for her, even though I am intimately acquainted with her state of existence.

“Tell me, Caroline.” I pace around behind her, letting her hear my footsteps. “Did you go this easy on me?” She starts to shake her head, and I shove the whip in front of her and use it to pull back on her neck. “Tell the truth.”

The Constantine ice queen doesn’t want to admit it, but after a too-long pause, she opens her mouth. “No. I didn’t.”

“I believe in fairness.” I go back to the other side of her. “It wouldn’t be fair to stop now.”

I lay down another stripe across her back. Another. Another. Another. So many times I lose count. The screaming is background noise now. The same as the rush of wind outside. I don’t hear it, and I don’t care about it. The only thing that matters is damaging her. Forever, if possible.

The doctors Eva dragged me to after I came home from Caroline eventually determined that the nerve damage was too extensive to repair, the feedback loop between my brain and the misfiring nerves too deeply carved. They didn’t know why. Permanent torture from a whipping that’s years over is random, according to medical science. Needless to say, the caliber of painkillers that would fix this aren’t compatible with staying alive. Not for a Morelli.

It is unlikely that I can engineer the same outcome for Caroline.

Doesn’t mean I can’t try.

I bring the whip down three more times. She’s hardly making any sound now, and my anger senses weakness. It wants to tear her throat out. It howls at the end of the leash, snapping its jaws. I’m made of aching tension. I want to keep whipping her until she finally crumples, until it’s finally over, until she can never hurt me again. I could do it. I’m close. I’m so fucking close.

But then.

What?

If I kill Haley’s aunt, she can’t come back to me. Not ever. If I kill Caroline Constantine, then it’s mutually assured destruction. The family feud will collapse in on itself and explode. It’ll take Bishop’s Landing and most of New York City with it.

I think of Haley offering her ass up to be strapped, her pussy wet, promising that she would do anything to save her father from me.

I want to kill Caroline.

But I can’t kill this foolish hope that I’ll see Haley again.

The whip flies out of my hand before I’m aware of the decision to throw it. It clatters against the window and Caroline screams again, a silent, broken thing. “Get the fuck out of my house.”

I stalk back to the desk and lean against it to watch. It takes Caroline several tries to let go of the coat hook. Her fingers are probably stiff and sore. Droplets of blood down her back. When she turns, it’s with gasping, mincing steps. Caroline can’t wander outside with no shirt on. She’ll have to cover her wounds with cloth. It’ll be horrible to take off.

She grits her teeth and muscles through dressing. The last thing to go on is her coat. Caroline folds her arms over her belly, tucking her purse there. She looks like she wants to say something, but I’ve taken her voice.

“If you ever come back here, I’ll kill you.”

Caroline nods. And then she leaves, as fast as her legs will carry her.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Leo

The house settles into silence once Caroline is gone.

I feel her leave, terrified and barely upright. Maybe I imagine it. Not long after her malevolent presence leaves the house, Gerard passes by the door of the office. His footsteps move lightly in the hall. I don’t look. Outside, in the courtyard, two robins hop from branch to branch on a gnarled tree. Each time they land, tiny glittering pieces of snow fall to the ground.

I’m watching the birds without leaning back in my chair. One of the simplest things Caroline took from me was the ability to throw myself into any available piece of furniture without thinking, the way my brothers and sisters and other people do. Many times, the pressure of my own body is enough to start a loop, which is how I’ve come to think of the pain. A circle. A breaking wheel. It intensifies and peaks and lets down again, but it’s always, always there. Waiting.

The smaller of the robins hops to the top of the tree. It soars down to the bench nestled near the trunk, then back up.

Hiding the peak of the pain takes up the most time and energy in my life by far. More than arranging extra security for the more trusting of my siblings. More than running my business. More, even, than fucking with the Constantines. Other than Eva, only one person has witnessed it. People have come close. Once, at one of our regular casino nights, Lucian slung his arm around my shoulders so hard I turned the table over. The single convenience, really, is that this particular pain reads as anger. People see what they expect to see.

Make no mistake, I was fucking furious about it for years. Even the Beast of Bishop’s Landing can’t maintain constant rage, however. Giving myself a stroke wouldn’t help the situation unless it killed me.

The bigger bird follows the smaller one up to the high branch, then both of them take flight. They loop around the branch and sail away.

My courtyard is now as empty as I feel. I’ve spent my entire adult life cultivating my reputation as a fanged beast and exacting revenge. Now I have it. I’m not much for high expectations but I thought there would be more. More triumph. More relief. A full circle is supposed to give you a sense of completion. I don’t sense anything, other than a numb dejection.

Haley didn’t shy away from the pain. The initial sight of my skin shocked her. Of course it did. She’s a good girl, and good girls like Haley don’t live in a world where such fucked-up things happen to people. Her whole heart leaped into her eyes. Not pity. She wanted to understand, and I wanted to let her. I couldn’t do it. Not until the night she sat next to me, her hands so careful not to touch anywhere that might hurt me. Haley. Worried about hurting me.

She’s an impossibility. An oxymoron. A good Constantine shouldn’t exist. A good Constantine who looks at me with anything other than terror in her eyes is practically a mythological creature. She begged me not to leave her in that SUV. Tried to follow me out. Tried to stay with me.

In other words, she’s a miracle. Godsent. I don’t know what joke God thinks he’s made, sending her to me. Dangling her in front of me, really, and then snatching her away. I can respect it. It’s the kind of cruel bastard thing I would do. Let a person worship at the altar of sweetness, then destroy the altar.

I rub both hands over my face and turn back to the desk. In the most enormous oversight of my life, I didn’t make any plans for what I would do after I whipped the haughtiness out of Caroline. There’s no to-do list for the aftermath.

Well—there’s a short one. I open the wide top drawer of my desk and take out the portfolio that’s been resting there since the night Phillip Constantine met me with a heartbreaking hope in his eyes. Inside the portfolio, the contract remains untouched. I take the slim bundle of papers from the inside pocket and flip through them. In a sense, I did the same thing to Phillip Constantine as has happened to me. I teased him with the world and then I took it away.

I lived up to my reputation as a heartless bastard. No one was let down on that account.

The paper goes down without a fight. I tear it into pieces, ripping Phillip’s signature in half. This paperwork will never be filed in a way that makes it official or enforceable. I don’t do it for Caroline. No. It’s Haley’s tear-bright eyes I think of. The way she sat up so straight and brave in that empty chair across from me. The way she knew how I was, knew what I could do, and came anyway. She was the virgin sacrifice who offered herself up to the devil. Had she been born in any other time, they would have called her a saint.

Saint Haley would have been the sweetest, filthiest one in history.

I go over to the fire and watch the remains of the contract burn. The corners curl in first, toasting into a pleasant brown before black ash spreads from the center and devours them.

Haley’s gone.

I sent her home.

The house feels like a series of shallow breaths. I don’t keep a large staff. Mrs. Page and Gerard each supervise their own small teams. Hers include the kitchen and housekeeping, and his include security and grounds management. There are rarely more than twelve people, including myself, on the property at any given time. It’s quiet here because that’s how I made it.

In Haley’s absence, it’s more than quiet. It’s hollow. Gutted. The fact that she’s not in her room or my room or in my den with a book feels like an amputation. Another impossible thing, to lose what I never had in the first place. I’m losing the illusion of having her. The illusion of any kind of grace. I put a hand on the mantel and watch the final shreds of paper combust. It doesn’t feel like a fucking illusion. It feels like a metal-tipped whip on already damaged skin.

There’s nothing for it.

I go back to the courtyard windows and send a series of mindless emails to the staff in my office. None of their questions make any impression at all. Real estate is a game, and not a particularly interesting one. Its usefulness is mainly in how easy it is to launder money from less savory businesses through shell companies and property purchases. Dirty money in, clean money out. Filter it through a hundred smaller sales that quadruple their money. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat.

The Constantines think they own New York City. I own more of the Constantines than they’ll ever realize.

It doesn’t matter.

The phone rings in my hand. Not Trenton Alto this time. Another contact. This one is far closer to the Constantines. He looks like one of them. They trust him for it.

“Rick. Good news or bad news?”

The birds have come back to the tree. If Haley was here right now, I might tell her how they are in the early mornings. If you wait on the bench long enough, they’ll flutter down and rest in your open palm.

Rick Joseph Jr. clears his throat. “Caroline’s ordered a hit.”

The smaller robin flies up to the windowsill and lands on the outer ledge. I put a finger to the glass. It pecks playfully at the window. “Really? On who?”

“You.” A long silence. Rick is undoubtedly uncomfortable with it, but I’m not. You have to have feelings to be uncomfortable, and I don’t have any at all right now. Only a hollow spot where all my emotions have been whipped away. “Should I…” He’s at a loss. Rick isn’t the kind of man who takes initiative. He takes opportunities. He takes orders. That’s all. “What should I do?”

“Nothing. Do you know who she’s sending?”

“The bulldog.”

Ronan.

“Fine.” I hang up on him. There’s nothing more to say.

The motivation to save myself is curiously absent. No point in dragging this out. Ronan will come here, or he’ll have to spend the next several days hunting me through the city. All of it would only be a distraction from the fact that I’m dead inside already. Moving the various chess pieces to protect myself would take too much effort to be worth it. I can’t even summon the desire to text Lucian, who would at least make things more complicated for Ronan. No. None of my siblings. Save them the angst over the inevitable. Eva can be pissed at me at the graveside.

I put my phone in my pocket and lean both hands on the windowsill. The robin flutters outside. A flare of pain sparks at the base of my spine. The beginning of the loop. Depending on how fast Ronan works, it could be the final one. It makes me feel almost nostalgic for the misery that’s coming. If I’m going to die, let the pain do its worst. Death will be a sweet relief.

Forehead against the cool glass, I let it work its way up my spine and across my shoulder blades.

A fine time to have a drink.

I’m in the middle of pouring whiskey into a glass on my desk when Gerard comes into the room.

“Someone will be along to kill me shortly,” I tell him. “One of the Constantines’ people. If I were you, I’d leave while there’s time.”

His mouth opens, then closes, the color gone from his skin. “You don’t mean that.”

“Tell Mrs. Page to pack a bag. She’ll need a ride to her sister’s. Kitchen and housekeeping, too. No one will have to worry about salary or benefits for a year. They’ll be paid out automatically from a trust. Any questions, you can ask Eva.”

Gerard shakes his head, speechless.

“I order you to leave, then. I order you to personally clear the staff out of the house and take Mrs. Page to her sister’s. Help her pack her suitcase.”

“This isn’t right.”

“Does dying sound right to you?” The first sip of whiskey burns going down. “Don’t be fucking foolish, Gerard.”

“How is it less foolish for you to die?”

I meet Gerard’s eyes and let the silence grow and grow and grow until it’s infested every breath of air. “Go now, and don’t come back.”

Two red splotches have grown on his cheeks. Gerard’s not a man who cries. He’s unemotional and steady. Even the comings and goings of my sisters don’t bother him. But now his eyes have a sheen.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake. On balance, the world will be less evil without me in it. Stop pretending otherwise and go.”

He nods once, then twice, obviously searching for something to say. Gerard never finds anything. He goes out without another word.

“Gerard,” I call.

He pokes his head back in the door.

“Leave the front door unlocked. Every member of the security team goes with you.”

He lets out a sharp breath, like I’ve hit him. Then he really leaves. At first, his footsteps recede at the measured pace he always moves through the housewith. He’s still in earshot when he breaks into a run.

My armchair waits for me by the fire. I sit down with the whiskey and watch the flames tangle around each other. A small tapping from the window draws my attention. The robin watches me with black, shining eyes.

“You should leave, too,” I say. “It won’t be a pretty sight.”

The little bird cocks its head to the side. It doesn’t believe me, clearly. It waits for a few beats longer and takes to the air on reluctant wings.

I stay where I am and wait to die.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Haley

We’re sitting on the couch in the living room when Ronan takes a call.

I got my dad to eat and sleep last night. I showered. Changed my clothes. Tossed and turned. Couldn’t sleep. The morning crawled by. The phone call is the only thing to break up the late afternoon.

My dad stares at the floor, not seeming to notice, but Cash picks up his head from where he’s been staring into the fire. We both watch Ronan step toward the front door. “I’m on my way,” he says, and then he comes back into the living room at a brisk pace. “No one leaves this house.” He points specifically at me. “I’ll be back in a few hours. Anyone’s gone, and there will be hell to pay.”

Ronan leaves before we can answer, slamming the door behind him. A curl of winter wind moves through the living room and ruffles my hair.

“What the fuck was that?” Cash’s eyes are pinned to the front door.

I count to three and get up off the couch. Ronan maneuvers his car around in our driveway. The second he’s finished he accelerates toward the main road. My heartbeat is lodged in my throat. “This is bad.”

“Is it, though?” Cash comes to stand next to me at the window. “He left us alone. That’s an improvement.”

“He left us alone for what? Ronan’s been here because Caroline thinks Dad is the worst threat to the family. They both think he’s working for the Morellis. What bigger threat could there be, other than—” My voice dies. The words shrink until they pop out of existence. “Does your car have gas in it?”

“Yeah.” Cash glares after Ronan’s taillights. “Wait—are you planning to leave? Ronan just said there’d be hell to pay, Hales. We’re already in hell. You want to make this worse?”

I’m already grabbing one of Petra’s abandoned coats from the last time she lived here and pulling it on. “Where are your keys?” A pair of winter boots are the only footwear in sight, so I put those on too. “Cash. Keys.”

“Where are you going?” My dad has chosen to enter the conversation, but he’s blinking, confused.

“Stay here, Daddy.” I reach into Cash’s coat pocket and my fingers meet metal. “You too, Cash.”

“No.” Cash comes to my side and pulls the coat out of my hands before I can get the keys free. “I’m going with you.”

“I’m going to Leo’s house.”

He meets my eyes, his jaw tight. There isn’t time to argue. There isn’t time to put together a full presentation on why I am not letting Ronan get to Leo like this. “What the hell happened to you?” Cash pitches his voice low, so Dad can’t hear. “He’s a Morelli. You should let Ronan kill him. At least then no contract with him would be binding.”

“Are you coming or not? Because if you’re not, give me the keys and get the fuck out of my way.”

Cash blinks first. He shrugs his coat on, cursing under his breath. “I’m driving.”

“Great. Let’s go.” I run back to the couch and bend down to kiss my dad’s cheek. “We’ll be back soon. Stay here. Stay safe. Don’t answer the door.” I’m straightening up when he puts his arms around me and pulls me back for a hug.

“I love you, honey.”

“I love you too.” I swallow unshed tears and follow Cash to the garage. He hefts the door open and backs out. I’m buckled in by the time he’s done pulling it closed. “We have to hurry. Please. Go as fast as you can.”

It’s a good thing Cash is the one at the wheel. My hands shake all the way to Leo’s house. I keep thinking we’re catching up to Ronan, but every car turns out to be the wrong one. Night is falling by the time Cash steers us down the last long road. There are two tire tracks in pristine snow. No one else has come this way. They also haven’t gone. My pulse is out of control.

“Call the police,” Cash says, and I do it, barely registering the conversation. I hang up just in time.

“The gate is on the left. Slow down. Slow down. Here.”

Cash pulls in, and we both stare up at the stone pillars. The gate is here, technically. It’s also swinging open. The locking mechanism has been blown apart. “Okay.” Cash nudges the car forward. I hold my breath. The pickets of the gate catch on the front bumper. A little acceleration, and they let us go.

Ronan’s car is parked in the circle drive. Cash pulls up behind it. Cold sweat breaks out under my clothes. I could already be too late.

“You’re not going in by yourself.” He has his neck bent to look up at Leo’s house. “That place is a nightmare.”

I put a hand on Cash’s shoulder, and he straightens up to look me in the eye. “You have to go home now.”

“What?” Horror on his face, in his eyes. “What the fuck, Hales? No. I’m not leaving you here with a pair of killers.”

“Think about it.” I don’t want to think about it. “If Ronan finds you here, you’re screwed. You know he’ll shoot you. He’ll shoot anyone who threatens the family image. Dad is alone right now. He can’t be alone. I will be okay.”

My heartbeat marks the time I’m losing.

“No. No.” Cash grips the wheel. “You can’t ask me to do this. You—you at least have to wait for the cops to get here.”

I pull him into a big, tight hug. “I’m telling you to do it, and you don’t have a choice. Go home to Dad and wait for me.” I let him go and scramble out of the car, then bang my fist against the window. “Go.”

Cash slaps a hand down on the wheel. “Fuck,” he shouts, but he reaches for the gear shift. I don’t have time to watch him leave. I run up the wide stone steps and find the front door cracked open.

“Fuck,” I whisper, and go inside.

The silence inside is like death. Like a tomb. It’s so deafeningly still that with my breath steadied I can hear voices. They’re coming from the hall to the right. That’s where Leo’s office is. I step out of my boots, abandoning them in the foyer. No wet squeaks to announce my arrival. At the threshold to the hall, I abandon the coat, too. My clothes seem too simple for this moment. Leggings and a long shirt. I should be wearing armor.

Ronan is speaking as I approach Leo’s office.

“—blood. There’s going to be scarring. She’s looking at several reconstructive surgeries.”

“Good,” Leo answers.

“The balls on you. I always knew Morellis were psychopaths, but whipping Caroline Constantine over a grudge makes you seem terrifying. Or like you have a death wish. Guess it’s both.”

There’s a long, strained silence. During that silence, my pulse jumps into my ears and bangs itself around. The pieces of this puzzle assemble themselves. The older woman. The scars on Leo’s back. Caroline. It was Caroline, and I don’t have to question it. I know how ruthless she can be. How cold. I’ve been giving her too much credit. I thought there were lines she wouldn’t cross, but Leo was fourteen. I discover I’m holding my hand over my eyes and take it back down. No crying. Clearly, Leo has made things even between them.

Clearly, Ronan is the only one who’s meant to know.

“Are you almost done?” Ronan asks. “I’ve got other jobs today.”

I inch myself close enough to see through the door. Ronan’s back is to me. He has both feet planted and a gun in one hand. He taps it impatiently against his jeans.

Leo is leaning against his desk.

I breathe in air that feels like knives. No—it’s not the air, but the distance between us that’s sharp enough to cut. The empty air is a travesty. And Ronan is an abomination. I know I should be watching him, waiting for the right moment to act, but I can’t take my eyes off Leo.

He’s in the same golden firelight as he was the first night I came here. It draws him in rich color, though his clothes are dark. A black shirt that looks like mine. It’s not like mine. I’ve touched his shirts. They feel so expensive. It’s only now, in this horrible moment, that I connect his highly specific wardrobe to something more than money and status. Soft shirts for damaged skin. He can’t bear to have anything else touch his scars.

Leo has one foot crossed over the other, his arms folded below his chest, his head bowed. His eyes are closed. Shadows from the firelight cling to his eyelashes. On my next breath, some of the knives pull out. They’re replaced by a sensation that feels like a shimmer. Like I’m looking into a church and not into my greatest fear.

A subtle shift in Leo’s body. He makes the sign of the cross.

“Fucking finally,” says Ronan, and he lifts the gun.

“Stop.” I rush into the room between them, conscious with every step that I look ridiculous. I look like nothing. Leo’s head snaps up and the shock in his eyes breaks my heart. “Jesus. Stop.”

Putting myself between Leo and a man with a gun is not something I’ve technically rehearsed. I had a vague idea that I would just stand between them, but once I’m headed toward him, I can’t stop. I throw my arms around his neck and pull him close. His heart beats so hard I can feel it through my shirt. Leo’s hands are on my face, on my hair. He pushes me back so he can look into my eyes.

This close, I can see how blown out his pupils are. I’ve never felt him tremble before, but it’s happening now. Leo Morelli is shaken. Rattled. Like he’s seeing a ghost. He expected to be dead already, I realize. He was about to be free of his pain. “What are you doing here?” He crushes me to him and kisses my hair.

“I came to protect you,” I say into his shirt. Like my flesh-and-blood body can save him from a bullet to the head.

Leo’s breath hitches and he makes room between us, eyes searching my face like it’s the last time he’ll ever see. “Why? Why?” He swallows. “Why would you do this? I’m the worst kind of person. Why wouldn’t you stay where it was safe? I let you go.” His teeth click together and he works to unclench them. “I let you go.”

Tears come in spite of my best efforts but I refuse to let them fall. “When I look at you, I see someone strong.” He’s hanging on every word, and it’s too much power. The stakes are too high. Too bad. We’re here now. “Someone determined. I know—” My voice breaks, god damn it. “I know it hurts. I know it’s hard to live with. But don’t let her do this to you.”

He strokes my hair. “It’s already done, darling.”

“I believe in you.” One tear breaks free of my self-control and runs down my cheek. Leo catches it with his thumb. His eyes go to that silvery droplet like it’s a miracle. It was made in pain and love. “And I’m not going to let this happen.”

I take Leo’s hand and stand beside him, getting as close as I can. Ronan’s gun hangs by his side, but impatience twists the corners of his mouth. “That was precious.”

“You’ll have to kill me too.” I’m outside my body already. It’s a surprisingly peaceful feeling. I have to die someday. I might as well do it to give this man a fighting chance. “You’ll have to kill me first.”

Ronan snorts. “Caroline won’t be bothered about that much.”

Caroline’s hitman raises his gun to shoot and I move. What the hell was I doing, standing next to him instead of in front of him? I throw myself in front of Leo and brace for the bullet to hit.

But Leo is faster.

Leo is so much faster.

He wraps one arm around me and uses my own momentum to push me behind him. One step forward. It’s so simple. In the space of a single heartbeat, he becomes the human shield. There’s a sound so loud it claps against my eardrums with a painful, insistent pressure. I see that sound wave rock through Leo, feel it pass over my skin. He turns and reaches for me and then we’re both falling, falling, falling into the end of the world.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Haley

Somehow, I catch him.

Or I don’t, and there’s a mad scramble as he tries to push himself off the floor and fails. I end up on my knees, cradling him in my arms while he twists his body toward me. He’s trying to get his back away from the floor but he can’t sit up. The best I can do is to hold his head up, hold him close, to take as much of the pressure away as I can.

Leo’s dark eyes are wide, the firelight laying bare his crushing pain and shock. I don’t dare look away from him. Raindrops fall onto his face. I keep wiping them away with my sleeve.

Raining, inside the house.

Ronan must have shot the roof out, too. But no. No. It’s winter, not raining.

It’s tears on his face. My tears.

I touch the front of his shirt and find blood there. The bullet hit him in the same place as his stab wound. Blood soaks through the cloth. It doesn’t stop.

Hot. It’s hot. It’s life spilling out of him.

One of Leo’s feet kicks and he groans through clenched teeth, twisting himself another inch away from the floor. I’ll die if I cause him any more pain. Oh, god.

I was never ready for this. For shifting him, as gently as I can, so that my legs don’t dig in. Nothing between us has ever been this intimate.

He has one arm locked around my waist. I have one arm supporting his head and shoulders. His eyes, his eyes. I can’t look away. Don’t want to. Pain moves through him in a cascade of tensing muscles and Leo makes a sound like a wounded animal.

I’ve wasted my life. I’ve wasted my life, studying literature when I could have learned how to save a human being. Now I’m helpless and he’s bleeding out. He’s dying. He gets a hand up to my face and runs the pad of his thumb over my cheek.

“Christ.” His face pales. “Fuck.”

“I know. It’s going to be okay.” It’s not. There is so much blood. Leo’s eyes slip out of focus and I lean down and kiss him. Too hard. Too hard for a man who’s been shot. He grabs my hand in his. Touches it to his forehead. His chest. One shoulder.

The sign of the cross.

“No. You’re going to be okay.” I let him finish the movement but I don’t want to. It’s not time for that yet. He’s my own fallen angel; he’s going to live.

Dimly, I become aware of Ronan. His gun is down by his side, and the sight of him standing there like some sick voyeur fills me with rage.

“Get out,” I snap at him. “Either shoot us or get out.”

He hesitates, his finger moving toward the trigger. Leo curls into me again and I hold him there until the pain ebbs and he relaxes. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or if it means he’s dying faster. He’s been shot. He’s going to die. No. Jesus, no.

Ronan hefts his pistol in his hand and looks down at it like it might tell him what to do. Then, with a sigh, he moves it behind his back. A holster under his shirt. I don’t care. “If you want to keep him alive, keep him away from Caroline Constantine.” He starts to turn away, then stops. “There’s nothing left for you in that family.”

Leo makes another sound, and there’s nothing in the world but him. His eyes are almost black in the light, except for those gold threads. More tears shine on his cheeks. A slow blink. He looks like he’s struggling to stay here with me.

“You’re okay,” I murmur. My instinct is to rock, but moving him would be bad. I just hold him close. More blood pools between us. “You’re okay, Leo. It’s okay.”

His chest heaves with an unholy gasp, and then another one. He must see his panicked eyes reflected in mine, because he tries to make his face look calm. For me. It’s for me. “Better with you,” he manages, and the next gasp sounds wrong. So very, very wrong.

“It’s not better to die with me. That’s not happening.” I try to smile and fall way short. “I won’t let it.”

A smile curves up the corner of his mouth. “I was better with you. You—” Leo’s starting to sound strangled. Like his lungs can’t move enough air. Like they’re filling up with blood. “You made me want to become a better man.”

The only sound in the room other than the crackle of the fire is the nightmare of Leo struggling to breathe.

“I love—” A cough cuts him off. A deep one. Wet. Blood at the corner of his mouth. I’m falling through the center of the earth and into a black void. I dab at that red stain with my sleeve and put a hand on Leo’s face. His eyes are unsteady on mine and then he looks past.

I shake him. I’m not proud of it. I shake his face a little, a desperate sob turning itself inside out in my chest. “Stay here.” His eyes come back to mine. “Stay with me. Please.”

Another cough. More blood. A wretched gasp, and he squeezes his eyes shut. They open again but it’s hard, I can tell it’s hard.

“Just hang on. Please, please, please. God, please.” I’ve never been much for prayer. Wouldn’t know what to say. But I’ll try anything. We haven’t had enough time. “Don’t go. I’m right here. I’m not leaving.”

There’s a high-pitched whine in the distance. Shrill. Pained. For a moment I think it’s an animal, a wild animal, but then it gets louder. Sirens. They’re coming.

Leo’s lips move, but no sound comes out. His thumb brushes over my cheek.

A thundering crash shatters the silence of the house, followed by men shouting. I take a huge breath and shout at the top of my lungs. “In here. In here, in here.” I can’t be more specific. I keep shouting. I won’t stop until they save him. They’re not going to be too late.

I look down at Leo’s perfect face. He’s watching me with the trusting confusion of a child.

One more gasp. It hurts to hear it. The footsteps come closer. “In here,” I shout again.

Leo’s hand falls. Drops, like he has no control over it anymore. The light in his eyes is going out, the fire dimming to embers. I try to gather up his arm. I try my best with my heart tearing, shredding, dying. “In here.” My voice breaks. I can’t modulate it. Can’t get it to work right. “Stay. Stay. Stay.” A chant. A plea. A prayer. Two men crowd into the doorway and push through, followed by two more. Panic forces my prayer into a jagged cry rising to a howl.

Leo’s eyes close.

The howl turns into raw grief.

And the grief becomes a scream.

*     *     *


HIDDEN BEAUTY
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CHAPTER ONE


Get up.

Can’t.

Can’t, because I’m in hell. It hurts more than I ever thought possible to be in hell. Fire and flame. Ashes and searing flesh. My skin singes and peels back. Burns. It burns so steadily that this could be purgatory. But why? There’s no chance of salvation. No chance I’ll be purified by pain. Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned, and it hurts.

Pain is a shadow with body and form and it pushes knuckles into my eyes. I see purgatory darkly. I will never see the face of God. It will only ever be a night edged in flickering flames. The fire bites into my knees and my toes. There’s no part of me it doesn’t touch.

Dante was wrong. He thought skin would not burn.

But the heat—he was right about the heat.

I would jump into boiling glass too.

If I could jump.

Get up.

Can’t.

My bed is part of purgatory now. It roils underneath me. Shakes the bones. If this is supposed to be purifying, then let it be over. Tip me into hell where I can at least lie still. My jaw aches from the clattering. Fucking miserable. When will we get to the part where there’s no more pain?

The darkness at the center of my vision shifts, clearing enough to see the shape of a door. If I could only walk through the door. If I could only get up. I get one hand into the covers and push. Nothing. My stomach turns. The flames reach higher. Over my head, now. Over my face—

“—more Advil, but I don’t think—shit.” An angel streams through the doorway, clothed in a Catholic private school uniform and blurred with what I can only assume is the light of heaven. A thud announces her arrival after she’s already through the door, and a rattle, like plastic on hardwood. I try to put up a hand to warn her away. She’ll get trapped here and die.

The angel ignores my hand. Her face gets closer. She’s horrified. No wonder. I’m on fire.

She curses out loud, which has to be against the rules. “What happened?” she demands. “Did Dad find you? I thought he was going to be gone for the week or I wouldn’t have left you.” The fury in her eyes is beautiful and terrible. “I’ll stop him. He won’t do this again. I fucking swear.”

My mouth is dry from breathing the superheated air from hell, but I get it to work. “No.” I sound ragged. Scorched. “Not him.”

“No?” Her eyes search mine for a lie. As if I’d have the energy to lie. “Leo, if it wasn’t him, then—” From one blink to the next, the angel’s face resolves into one I recognize. Eva. Then her hand is on my forehead, so cool and soft that tears prick the corners of my eyes. “Oh, no. You’re burning up.”

Burning up. Burning down. Not enough to be purified, goddamn it.

She rises and turns away, and then she is kneeling, her head bowed. This is not the time to pray. It’s too late for that. Unless prayer will get me out of purgatory. Say a mass for me. Say a thousand. Eva’s not praying. I see that now. She’s going through her backpack. The thing that hit the floor when she came into hell.

Light pours from her hands onto her face, so bright it hurts my eyes. Where there is pain, there is more pain. It’s boiling my thoughts. They burst like rolling bubbles, one by one. Understanding is hard to come by.

The light?

Her phone.

“Stop.”

She looks at me, her eyes wide. “Leo.”

“Who—” Swallowing hurts, a jagged scrape. “Who—”

“An ambulance.” Eva comes to kneel at my bedside. At hellside. “We don’t have time.”

We have all the time in the world. Purgatory is a liminal state. No guarantee we’ll get out of here, and if we do, it’ll only be down into the seventh circle of hell. Because I sinned. Again and again. I had no choice. “No one can know about this. If you call, they’ll know.”

Eva chews her lip. How long have I been here? Days. On the third day, Jesus rose. But was he on fire when he did it? “You have to go to the hospital.”

I know that tone. Her no-bullshit, older-sister tone. She’s not that much older. “I can’t.”

“I’ll bring the papers. I’ll bring cash.” The papers. Not real papers. Documents would be a better word, but who cares about better words when it’s death by fire? She lays her hand on my cheek, and her face pales. “I think we have to go right now. Please. Let me call an ambulance—they can get here faster, and—”

“Rather die.”

My sister presses her lips into a thin line. I can tell she’s scared. I’m not. I’m already dying. Already dead. Past saving, probably. I hate to let her down.

“Right now,” she pronounces, like she’s ordering me to say a hundred Hail Marys as penance. I wait for her to absolve me. She doesn’t. Eva levers her arm underneath me and separates me from the comforter. Once I’m in motion, a new, panicked instinct takes over. If I keep rolling, I’ll end up on my back. Too much. That will be beyond flame and heat. I get one hand out seconds before it happens and push myself to sitting.

The room wheels overhead, spinning, spinning, spinning, and Eva puts both hands on my shoulders. “Can you walk?”

“Yes.”

Except.

I can’t.

The room turns over again. My vision flickers. The fire consumes all the oxygen and there’s none left to feed my brain. Why can’t I just die already? It would be simpler than this. Much easier.

“Eva.”

She’s still close. I can still feel her hands. “Yeah?”

“You have to—” Another sickening turn. “You’re going to have to—”

“Jesus, Leo. I’ll hurt you.”

I can’t do this much longer. I pick my head up with Herculean effort and look her in the eyes. “You have to.”

Eva doesn’t want to do this but there are no other options. It’s die, or hurt. “Okay,” she whispers, mostly to herself, then clears her throat. “Okay. I’m sorry.”

She sits next to me on the bed and hesitates. A pure, hot rage spirals through me and into the fire. I’m so pissed. I can’t get up. Can’t help myself. Can’t help anyone else. If anything happens, I won’t be able to stand in front of my brothers and sisters. “Waiting. Won’t. Help.”

“I’m sorry. One, two, three.”

On three she loops an arm around my back and pulls us both forward and up. It almost doesn’t work. She’s not big enough, what with the inches I’ve put on the past two years, but we can’t do this twice. We cannot. I cannot. My feet make contact with the floor. The floor is not steady. It’s a minefield, collapsing under my feet, but I stay standing. I have to stay standing.

“I’m so sorry,” Eva says, and oh—it’s me who’s gasping. Every gasp is torture. The air sears my lungs. Her arm is a band of molten bone around my back and it’s set off all the other cuts from the whipping like explosives. One after the other. All in a row. “Come on. We have to go.”

We must be in the window. There’s a gap between when we get home from school and when my mother returns from whatever charity bullshit she’s pretending to work on. I can’t take a step with Eva touching the wounds. What comes out is a hiss, barely anything. Somehow she understands. Eva slings my arm around her shoulders and takes my wrist tight in her hand. Her fingerprints feel cold. Tiny circles of ice.

“Okay.” She blows fallen tendrils of her hair out of her face. “We’re up. One step. Another one. Good. Another one…” If this were any other time, I would roll my eyes and tell her I’m not five years old. I don’t need coaching to walk. I don’t roll my eyes. I can’t. Eva bends to pick up her backpack and my balance threatens to run away.

Outside the door to the upstairs study, she props my hands against the wall and disappears in another angelic blur. I’m whipped by wind and heat, the floor rocking under my shoes. At some point in the distant past, I must have considered school. I lean my head on the wall and look at my dark uniform pants and the white shirt. How did I put all this on? Why? I can’t wear white. Not anymore. The blood—

Eva returns, her hands moving quickly at her pockets, at an envelope, at her backpack. I can’t go any farther. I can’t. But she puts my arm back over her shoulder and we take one step.

Another.

Another.

My sister’s voice becomes a whispering echo spilled down from our cathedral ceilings. A prayer. I’m taller than she is. Heavier. She’s got her backpack and me. Too much for one person. But Eva doesn’t falter. There’s a scent of burning incense. Someone must be giving me last rites. The person receiving last rites isn’t supposed to be walking. Maybe this is the last penance, this long, long walk. I can’t lean against the wall in the staff elevator or I won’t start walking again. Eva sways, trying to keep her balance. Or maybe it’s me. When the elevator lets us off, she murmurs something to a dark shape. Money flashes through her hand, leaving a green streak in the air.

Another corner. Another hall. Outside.

The springtime air is ice water on my burning skin. A shiver rakes across my spine but can’t put the fire out. “Almost there.” Eva’s stoic. Determined. “Almost at my car.”

She got her permit two weeks ago. No license yet. It’s another eternity to the garage, which holds a fleet of cars. Thank God Eva’s is the closest one. Thank God it’s one of those compact SUVs, so I don’t have to climb into it. Her hands around my arm give me enough stability to fall into the passenger seat and curl away. More light streams in from the opening garage door.

I feel so bad. I’ve never felt so bad. Eva slams my door and it shakes the earth. A lifetime later she slides into the driver’s seat and stabs at the button to start the engine. “Jesus. How did you get so sick this fast?”

A beam of sunlight from the garage window makes a halo around her head. “Purgatory.”

“No.” One deep breath, and she puts the SUV in drive. “No, this is real.”

The transition from garage to driveway jars my teeth. More flames lick the back of my neck. Eva’s face is white in the afternoon sun. This is scaring the shit out of her. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

My throat is gravel and glass, and it all hurts so much my vision blackens. “I should have known better.”

An admission I didn’t want to make. That this is my fault. That I deserve this. If only Eva could understand that I deserve this. I’m not really here, in this SUV. Take me farther away from here.

Please.

“You’re absolved,” Eva says. I think she says it. I’m not sure. Her voice comes from far away. Through deep water. Through wind and the roar of a fire in a massive grate.

“You can’t absolve me.”

“Leo, you’re not making any sense.”

We turn onto the main road and the world shudders. It’s violent enough to shatter my spine. To expose more flesh. The wounds on my back writhe and sting and oh, god, oh, fuck, it hurts.

“I got in too deep,” I announce to the Angel of Death at the gates of hell. More than I meant to say. More than I meant to admit, even to myself. What was I thinking? What was I ever thinking?

“With who?”

Eva accelerates. It’s illegal, what she’s doing, but there are greater laws at play, like the laws of heaven and hell. The sun glints in her hair. Another halo. “An angel.”

She was not an angel. She was a demon disguised in blonde hair and knowing eyes. I should have known better. I should have known. All this pain—it’s penance.

“Who, Leo?” Eva’s tone demands. Insists. “Tell me who did this.”

“She did.”

“Tell me her name.” I can’t say it. I’m falling, tumbling toward the center console, pulled down by sheer gravity and the collapse of my skeleton. Eva pushes me back up. “Tell me now.”

“No.”

Caroline. It’s only three syllables. Together they mean pain. They mean hell. They mean fire, and flame—

I bite through air so hot it’s turned to glass, but I won’t say her name.

Eva turns her head, and there are tears in her eyes. Glistening tears. She looks like Mary at the tomb, right before Mary wept for Jesus. “Just tell me who she is,” she whispers. “That woman. That bitch.”

On my next breath something happens. A small miracle. The heat becomes bearable. My vision clears. There’s Eva, no longer blurry in the driver’s seat. Her knuckles are white on the wheel. I’m filled with a fresh conviction. A directive from God. He points the way out of purgatory. I look into Eva’s huge, dark eyes. I don’t have much time to say what I want to say. I can feel the pain coming back. It’s only held at bay for a few seconds.

“Eva.”

“Yeah?”

“I’ll return the favor one day. Promise.”
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CHAPTER TWO


I look like a horror movie.

If I couldn’t see my shirt and leggings, I’d know by the way people blanch when they look at me. No one is at the hospital for any good reason, but I’m the nightmare. I’m the one covered in dried blood. Leo’s blood. There’s so much. Because Ronan shot him. Because he was shielding me. Because, because, because. I’ve followed the loop around a hundred times since I’ve been here in this waiting room, at the entrance to the Katherine Campbell Surgical Wing.

He got shot protecting me.

He could die from trying to save my life.

This waiting room is as far as they would let me go. I came here in the same ambulance as Leo, pushed into a jump seat by a paramedic who didn’t believe that none of the blood was mine. My throat is still raw from what happened when we got here.

I tried to stay with him. They kept saying things like family only and emergency surgery but no one wants to be the one to drag a woman in blood-soaked clothes out of the hospital. Security hasn’t been summoned to do it.

I won’t get up. Won’t wander over to the coffee machine, or use the bathroom sink to try to get the blood off my hands. I won’t give them the chance to catch me.

My options are limited. Look at my hands, which are stained with Leo’s blood. Or look at the rest of the waiting room, where there are a few other people avoiding eye contact. There were more when I got here. I’m not sure how long it’s been. Hours, at least.

I’m staring into the middle distance and trying not to think of gunshots when the doors to the waiting room burst open.

Black suits. All I can see are the black suits. Six men—no. Eight. Ten? A lot of men in dark suits come through the doors, moving fast. Security. I’ve seen men like this at Aunt Caroline’s, but always in the shadows. Never occupying a waiting room. That’s what they’re doing. The front two split off, each going different directions. The nurse behind the check-in desk stands up, and the men in black suits break apart their formation, and the woman in the center is—

Leo’s sister. This has to be Eva.

I know it without ever seeing a picture, because she looks just like him. Same eyes. Same dark hair. Same don’t-test-me glare. Her eyes are red from crying, but her chin is up and she’s definitely not weeping now. More men come in behind her. She’s like a president, or a queen. My soul shrinks. Out of anyone, she could make me leave. She could order me out.

She’s family. Family only.

The nurse behind the counter rushes out to meet her, this queen in a black wool coat. Eva’s hair shines in an elegant, perfect twist. She folds a leather portfolio against her chest like armor. “I want an immediate update on my brother’s status.”

Complete confidence. That’s how she says this. As if everyone here will know who her brother is. They might. They probably do. The nurse falters.

“I’m afraid we can’t release any information about patients here without—”

With a flick of her wrist, Eva turns the folio and pushes it, point first, into the woman’s chest. “I’m Eva Morelli, and you have my brother in surgery right now. The first thing you’re going to do is open the folder in your hands and see that I have power of attorney. The second thing you’re going to do is listen very carefully to everything I’m about to say.”

She pauses and folds her hands in front of her, absolutely regal. The nurse’s hands shake as she opens the leather cover and scans over the documents inside.

“The one on the right,” Eva prompts. The nurse’s eyes slide over to the other side of the folder. “Take it.”

Eva uses silence like Leo. The waiting room is crowded with her black-suited men. A woman across from me babbles demands for answers, her husband squawking too. But around Eva there’s nothing but icy quiet.

The nurse closes the folio and hands it back. Eva waits until the other woman looks her in the eye before she speaks again.

“When I’m finished, you’ll go back to your desk and change all of your records to correspond to this information. You won’t speak to anyone else about what you have read, or about my brother.”

“No. No, of course not.”

“Before you change your records, you’ll transfer every other patient to another floor.”

“Ma’am.” The nurse swallows. “We can’t do that.”

“You will do that. Do you know why?”

The doors leading into the wing swing open on a gust of hospital air and two men come out at high speed. One of them wears a surgical gown decorated with blood. My heart leaves my body. Flies away, like a little bird. The other’s crisp scrubs look brand new. The one in scrubs puts a big palm on the nurse’s shoulder. “Back to your desk.”

She goes, and the next second—furious typing.

“Ms. Morelli. I’m estimating we’re about halfway through the procedure to—”

I can’t hear what he says. Or I hear it, but I can’t understand it. The individual words, yes. But they’re too horrifying to string together. No exit wound and collapsed lung and blood transfusions and what they boil down to is that Leo put his body between me and a bullet and there’s no telling how much it hurt him.

Eva absorbs all this impassively. “Is he going to live?”

“The prognosis is good.”

The tension goes out of my spine and I become a stringless puppet sagging in my chair. No one would tell me anything.

They wouldn’t tell me if he was alive. Or if he was dead.

A crisp nod from Eva. “I’m locking down the floor. Move all your patients to other departments.”

The doctor barks a laugh. “That won’t be possible. The personnel involved—”

“Call in extra personnel. Do it now.”

“Ms. Morelli.” He’s condescending. Pretending to take her seriously. “We cannot move all the patients from this floor. We have nine requiring specialized post-surgery care—”

“I would hate for anything to happen.” Eva cuts smoothly into his explanation.

“To whom?”

“To your daughter at Northwestern.” She looks him in the eye. She does not flinch. “Madison. Or your other daughter, Christine, who’s in her last year at Brown.”

Now the quiet expands. The doctor’s eyes go from her face to the men flanking her. To the men at the corners of the waiting room. To three others, who have moved behind him to the doors leading into the wing.

His jaw tics. “We’ll have them transferred within the hour.”

“No one comes in or out unless my people approve it. One word to anyone about my brother, and I will personally see to it that—”

Both of the doctor’s hands come up. “Understood.”

Eva waits.

“Understood, Ms. Morelli.”

The doctor and the surgeon back away from her like they’re leaving a royal audience.

And then she turns her head.

Dark eyes that remind me forcefully of Leo scan the disaster I am at this moment. “Haley. Yes?”

I manage a nod and push myself upright in the chair. Eva lets out a breath. “Come with me.”

What else am I supposed to do? I get to my feet, my clothes stiff with the blood, and go to her side. Eva pushes through the swinging double doors that have kept me from the wing all these hours. They’re nothing to her.

On the other side of the doors is a sea of white, broken up by abstract art. They should put Daphne’s paintings in here instead. I’d rather look at the ocean. Every step we take makes my heart beat harder. The thing I’m imagining—it’s not going to happen. We’re not going to round a corner and find Leo bleeding out on the floor.

It’s not going to happen.

Eva goes to the end of the hall, looks both ways, and turns left. The hall dead-ends in a smaller waiting room with the same modern tones as the one I was sitting in, only this one has two soft couches and a table circled by four wooden chairs.

A family waiting room.

She stops inside the door. In a blink, I’m aware of them. The men who have surrounded us. Four of them, all in black suits. “Get Haley some clean clothes,” Eva says to the one in the lead. “Is everyone in position?”

“The advance team is still on the perimeter, but they’ll rotate in an hour. Snipers are on the roof.”

Eva dismisses him with a few more quiet instructions, and then we’re alone in the family waiting room. One of the men in suits walks ten paces down the hall and stands, his back to us.

“Okay.” Eva’s shoulders let down, and while she’s shrugging off her coat, she transforms into a flesh-and-blood human. She puts the wool coat over the back of one of the chairs and drops into the sofa. Eva leans her head back in a way that Leo couldn’t. She rubs a hand over her eyes. “Come sit, Haley. Daphne told me your name, but she didn’t tell me you were a Constantine, so that’s a bit of a surprise.”

My mouth goes dry. “I’m sorry.” Sorry I was born with this last name, sorrier than I’ve ever been. “I can leave, if—”

“You,” Eva points out, “are covered in my brother’s blood. I understand you came here in the ambulance with him.”

My throat still hurts from screaming at his house and shouting at the paramedics on the way here and the hundred other mortifying things I’ve done. “Yeah. I did.”

“I’d say that makes you involved, so I won’t be asking you to leave.”

Gratitude wells up in my chest, but I’m not going to cry. I’m not going to break down in front of Eva Morelli. But I do have to say something. “What you did back there was pretty impressive.”

Eva smiles, her hand at her forehead. “I was a bitch. I’ll drop some money into his daughters’ college funds later. A year’s worth for each seems right.”

I look toward the other couch with its pattern of tiny, repeated rosebuds, away from Eva, who is flawless. “The Morellis are nothing like the Constantines say you are.”

She gives a short laugh. “Oh, we’re terrible. The absolute worst, but we take care of our own.” A pause. “You were with him.”

“We had a deal.” It seems like a million years ago that I signed my name with Leo’s on that sheet of paper. I don’t know how much to tell Eva, or how much she already knows. “I was staying with him until he sent me home.”

Simple, when you say it like that.

“If he sent you home…”

“Ronan was at my house first.” Panic echoes in my chest. The longest drive of my life, trying to get back to him. “When Ronan left, I thought something might happen. I thought—”

“You went back for him?”

For him. For me. To find out if the look on his face when he put me into the car and told me to go be with my family meant what I thought it meant. Because I couldn’t live with myself if Ronan hurt him or killed him and I did nothing for the man who made me feel—

He made me feel—

The memories crash in again. A gunshot. Leo falling. The heat of his blood. His wounded groan, the way he tried and tried to get up…

“Yes. I did.” I catch my breath. “My aunt Caroline always said…” Eva drops her hand into her lap. “Well, she said lots of things. About how evil the Morellis are. But she’s the evil one.” My hair stands on end. This whole thing is surreal. Unreal. It can’t be true, having this conversation with a Morelli. It can’t be right, that Leo almost died for me. Maybe I’m going into shock. Maybe I’ve been there for a while.

Eva’s jaw tightens. “The last time I was in a hospital was because of Caroline fucking Constantine. Now here we are again. History repeating itself.”

It’s dream-me who turns to face her, this perfect Morelli princess with shining black hair and red lips. “I know she did that to his back.”

Her eyebrows lift, and when she looks at me I can tell she’s seeing me. It’s not comfortable. I’m falling apart. “Leo showed you?”

No. He didn’t. My cheeks go hot at the memory. The shower. His fury. “I found out. He wasn’t happy about it.”

“I wouldn’t think so.” She shifts so she’s leaning against the arm of the couch, with a clear view of my train wreck self. “It’s the reason for his little vendetta against your family. Caroline started it.” A hard smile. “And then I made it worse.”

“How?”

A brief pause, and then she makes a decision. “I was young and reckless and…beautiful.” She gives me a small smile. “Like you. I met an older man, and I fell for him. This sounds so foolish now, but I thought we were in love. It didn’t matter that he was married.”

My heart twists at the clear anguish in her voice. It may have happened years ago, but she feels the pain as fresh as if it were yesterday. “I’m sorry.”

A short shake of her head brushes away my sympathy. “I should have known better, but I didn’t realize who he was. I didn’t know who hurt Leo before. He never told me. So I didn’t know he was only having an affair with me to get back at his wife.”

“You mean the man was…?” The words Uncle Lane die on my tongue.

“Leo never would have told anyone who hurt him, because he knew it would start a war. And no matter how much pain and anger he had, he wouldn’t put the rest of us at risk that way. I was already in love when I told him.” Her eyes turn distant. “I was so excited that I told him everything. And his face—he was fucking horrified. That was when he told me that Lane Constantine was the husband of the woman who whipped him.”

Tears sting at my eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

“The worst part is, I didn’t stop loving Lane. I couldn’t. It didn’t matter that he only fucked me to get back at his wife. How can you stop love when it’s unconditional?”

Most of her words have been hard. Hard like a whip. The question comes out forlorn, as if she’s really asking me. How can you stop love when it’s unconditional? I don’t know the answer. True love doesn’t have boundaries. It isn’t rational or kind. True love is brutal. It makes this beautiful woman yearn for a man who used her.

“I broke it off with him,” she says, her voice flat. “Of course I did. The irony is I think he might have fallen for me, too. He fell victim to his own games.”

I remember a smiling older man who always had time for the younger children. He didn’t even mind that Dad was such an absentminded intellectual the way Caroline does. It’s hard to imagine him seducing a young woman to get back at his wife, but I don’t doubt that it’s true. And then he died. No one knows who killed him or why, but the Constantines have always suspected the Morellis. This new information about the conflict in his marriage makes me wonder if that’s actually true. “Did he…hurt you?”

“Not like you mean. He never made me do anything. And he sure as hell never whipped me. He did try to continue the relationship. Calling. Emailing. Showing up at the university. Until Leo put a stop to it.”

I shiver at the thought of a younger Leo facing my uncle. Lane was always kind to the Constantines but I know he had powerful connections. “He confronted Lane to protect you?”

A grim smile. “Leo’s the reason we’re surrounded by an army of ex-Secret Service agents right now. So when I say we take care of our own, I mean that Leo took care of me. He took care of all of my brothers and sisters, all except Lucian, who didn’t need him.”

“Who took care of Leo?” The words slip from my lips.

“Our father was a cruel man. An abusive man. And when we all lived in that house, Leo took the brunt of it. No one took care of him, not ever.” Dark eyes meet mine. “Until you.”
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CHAPTER THREE


I’m burning alive.

Still. Again. Always. Heat crawls up my back and pushes in, hot blades on damaged skin, and I can’t stand it. I cannot stand it. A minute ago everything was black. I was dead.

This isn’t like being dead.

This is worse.

Panic seizes at my throat with a hard, bony grip. Hell smells like bleach and plastic and it feels like something wrong on my face. I claw it off but the situation doesn’t improve. No control over my breath. I’m drowning in fear and fire. Shouldn’t have let it in. Now I can’t get it to stop. The knives in my chest. The frantic search for air.

The pain. It hurts. It hurts.

The hurt clarifies its shape. Pressure. It’s pressure. From lying on my back. Never. I never do this, not even in my sleep. I never do. Someone put me this way and a new fear rages through tensed muscles that won’t release. It could have been Caroline. She could have kept me alive so they could torture me again and again and again, eternal torture, eternal penance.

Miles of flame over my head. I’ll never reach the surface but I try. Kick for it. Reach for it. I can’t open my eyes. They’re too dry. My stomach turns. Maybe they’re burned-out holes in my skull. My eyelids stick. Protest. I’m not ready to open them.

I open them anyway.

Fuck.

All-white walls batter my eyes and the rest is a one-two punch. A spear of pain through my chest, slim and sharp, and sandpaper sheets on my back, on my bed.

Not my bed. A hospital bed.

No.

No.

A tray by the bed crashes to the floor. I don’t remember getting up but I’m here now, standing, tearing at a hospital gown woven out of razors. My skin is already on fire. If this fucking thing touches me for one second longer, I’ll burst into a second layer of flame. I’ll be a pillar of ash. The fabric rips and I drop it. There’s more. Plastic. In my hand. I tear that off, too. My pants are the only article of clothing not killing me. An alarm goes off somewhere close by. The sound sets off another trip around the wheel. Pain crushes in. It’s more than I’ve felt. It’s more, and it’s bigger, and fear is a dog with its teeth clamped on the back of my neck.

I can’t shake it off. Can’t so much as lift my arms to wrestle it away.

Not again. Please, not again. Amen.

Two nurses run in, their blue scrubs blurred at the edges. They come toward me too fast. They’re not going to touch me. No one is going to touch me, not here, not now, when I’m already flayed and bleeding—

“Not another step.” My voice is gravel and glass. The backs of my knees are against the bed. Don’t remember backing up. Both of them stop and look up at me. Up. I must be tall. But I can’t remember—I can’t think—“Another step and I’ll kill both of you. It would be a pleasure.”

“Mr. Morelli,” the first one says. She’s got dark hair. The other one’s blonde. I don’t trust the blonde one. Not for a fucking second. “You can’t be out of bed.”

“The fuck I can’t.” My chest is caving in. One of my lungs isn’t working right. It feels weak, but I don’t remember that from when Eva brought me here. She was driving the car with a halo. No. That was a long time ago. Unless it wasn’t. “You took my clothes. You took—”

“Leo. It’s okay.” Eva comes through the door, both hands up, like I’m a dangerous animal who might do anything.

Another searing breath. I can’t place her. Can’t place her clothes. She wasn’t wearing that when she drove me here.

The blonde nurse puts out an arm to stop her. “Ms. Morelli, this is an unsafe—”

Eva’s shorter than the nurse but the other woman shrinks back at the look in her eyes. “I warned you this would happen. You chose not to believe me. Now look at him.”

Their heads swivel from Eva to me.

“Let me by,” Eva says. I want to be glad she’s here but I don’t know what it means. Whether this is a new nightmare or the same one starting over again.

Eva sidesteps the nurse before she can finish lowering her arm. When she gets closer, my sister puts her hands at her sides. The gesture makes her smaller. Less of a threat. Why? I’m not threatened by her. I’m not afraid of anything. It’s only my heart that’s out of control. Only my body that’s turned to the side, trying to protect itself. I’m not doing that. I’m on fire. Burning down.

“Eva. What—”

The question what year is it dies before it can reach my lips, taken to heaven by the angel who steps through the door.

Haley.

It’s Haley, in a blue sweater that matches her eyes and dark leggings and flats that look like something Eva would wear. Clothes I’ve never seen her in. Her eyes wide with hope and fear and something else.

I move Eva out of the way. Push past the nurses. It hurts like a motherfucker to walk. Every breath is worse than the last one. It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters except getting to her. Haley moves another half-step into the room and then I’m on top of her. One step back, on instinct, because I’m taller—I can tell how much taller now. Her hands splay out on the wall like they did that night, the first night I saw her. An angel. A sacrifice.

A shattering relief.

That relief rolls into me and detonates. Cuts through the fear and pain like a bullet. Like a rushing wind.

My knees hit the floor first and she’s there, she’s there, I can feel her.

I put my palms on her hips, press my face to her belly, and breathe in new clothes and the scent of her skin. The relief is beyond measure. Relief that I’m here, in the present, and not in the hell of the past. Relief that she’s here. She’s alive. She’s alive. Haley’s hands come down on my head. My shoulders. She touches me softly. Like I’m not a monster.

New pressure builds around the knife wound in my lungs. It’s bigger. More expansive. It moves up into my throat and aches there. A balled-up tension I haven’t felt in a long, long time. The kind that can only be released by crying.

There are more important things to do than cry.

I get to my feet again, skimming my hands all the way up her arms to her shoulders, to her neck, to her face. Not a scratch. She doesn’t have a single scratch. I kiss her forehead, her temples, her cheekbones. Small talismans against danger. No one will ever hurt you here, or here, or here.

“Leo, you—” Her voice is tight, like she might cry. I love the sight of tears on her face. But there’s nothing to cry about right now. “You can’t do this. You’re—”

Someone in the room starts to say Mr. Morelli and Eva cuts it off with a hiss. I don’t care. I don’t care what anyone says, or what anyone does, because Haley is warm and soft under my hands. I can feel her heartbeat. The floor tilts with the weight of my relief but that doesn’t matter, either. I have us both crowded against the wall. I’ll keep them away from me. I’ll keep them away from her. We’ll be safe.

We’ll be safe.

I kiss her hair, the top of her head. Haley puts her hands on my chest. It hurts like a bruise, that soft touch. It breaks something. I get my hand to her chin—more pain, I don’t care—and tip her face to mine so I can see her. Tears deepen the blue of her eyes. They’re bright and scared and relieved.

Kissing her mouth is the only way to keep living.

Haley lets out a sob against my lips when I do it. She tries to turn her head. “Leo, you’ll hurt yourself.” She pushes against my chest. Less of a bruise, more of a knife. It drives a low noise from me and Haley’s eyes go wide and white. “Did I hurt you?”

“Let me.” It’s the most desperate plea of my life, the most I’ve ever asked of another person. Please. Let me prove to myself that you’re alive.

I kiss her again. Harder. Deeper. Haley stops fighting and I feel the moment she gives in, her body relaxing against the wall. Every taste of her is holy water on the fire I’ve become. The flames recede into a manageable burn.

I know now.

I remember.

The roaring hurt resolves into two distinct halves. My chest is an aching bruise under a slice in my skin that stings and twists. That must be where Ronan’s bullet went in. The thousand cuts on my back are the result of some tripwire being disturbed in my brain, in the nerves. Probably getting shot. The way I landed—

The way I woke up—

Haley puts small hands at the sides of my neck, searching and tentative. When I don’t tense up, when I don’t do anything but take another deep taste of her mouth, she curls her fingers into my hair and holds on tight. The holy water of her kiss becomes rain. Becomes a flood. It sweeps away the panic and pain and makes room for something else.

Something hazy and thick. Like being drunk. Like being drugged. Is Haley doing that? I kiss her harder to find out. Every place she touches me is a miracle. Every place I touch her is worship. She makes a small noise into my mouth. I could drink that forever.

Eva clears her throat from somewhere close by. The sound is lost to the rain in my head. It’s coming down in sheets. It’s putting out the fire. Eva tries again, and then she puts her hand on my shoulder, a place she knows won’t hurt.

“Sit down before you fall down, brother mine.”

Good idea. This place has a fucking terrible floor. I’m not going anywhere without Haley. I bring her with me away from the wall and Eva points. I’m going to tell her I don’t need directions to an obvious bed in the middle of the floor but it turns out I do. I only make it there through sheer force of will, using Haley to keep my balance. Sitting down is a controlled fall. Haley’s hand stays firm in mine, her grip tight.

Eva gets closer. Yes. I recognize those dark clothes. Those are what she wears in the present. Every landmark is another gift. The room turns in a slow rotation, but Eva stays where she is. Haley stays, too.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I ask the question as the room shudders and tilts.

Eva gives a casual shrug. “I heard you were about to croak, and I wanted to see if you’d written me into your will.”

“Ha, ha.” My mouth doesn’t work right. Words slurred. “I know better than to give you a dime. I’d be dead before I hit the floor.”

Haley leans into my line of vision, eyes wide, eyebrows raised. Shocked at Eva’s joke, no doubt. I laugh at her. The sweetest, most innocent Constantine there ever was.

I pull Haley down into my lap. With both my arms around her, the room slows to a stop. Rights itself.

Haley slips her hands around my neck, blue eyes searching my face. Behind her, Eva gestures one of the nurses forward. “Now,” she says. “Before they wear off.”

Before what wears off?

Doesn’t matter.

I’m too busy deciding whether Haley’s eyes are blue like the virgin Mary’s robe or blue like the sea to care when the dark-haired nurse lifts my hand away from Haley and rests it on the bed. Painkillers. That’s what Eva was talking about. They didn’t work for a minute there. Nothing but Haley could touch that fire. Now it’s a distant crackle and pop.

“I should get out of the way,” Haley murmurs, stroking my cheek.

A pinch at the back of my hand. It won’t be long now. “You’re not going anywhere, darling. I want to look at you while I pass out.”
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CHAPTER FOUR


Haley

Leo keeps one hand on my waist and his night-dark eyes on mine as long as he can. The nurse puts an IV in his hand, hidden behind my back, and their voices float over my head. Names of drugs. Intervals and plans. Eva consults. None of it matters as much as feeling him breathe. In and out. His lungs are clear. The doctors fixed him. Saved him. Gave him back to me.

I know when the fresh painkillers hit because Leo’s pupils expand. The black pushes at the gold flecks in his eyes. It’s heartbreaking, watching it happen. He’s experienced enough at pain to keep most of it out of his expression. This close, I see all the small, tense places in his face relax. I see the hazy relief in his eyes. Leo rests his forehead against mine. “A shame.”

“What’s a shame?” I run a hand over the back of his neck.

“I want to keep looking at you.” His words lose their shape at the edges. “You’re the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

His eyelids flutter on prettiest and close on seen. Leo rests his head on my shoulder, and his whole body relaxes. The hand at my waist travels a slow path to the bed, and there’s nothing to do but wrap my arms around him and hold him up. He’s so tall. So strong, so solid. All lean muscle and determination, and now I’m the only thing between him and a hard, graceless fall. Every heartbeat hurts. It’s not the same as watching him close his eyes before. It’s not. He’s still breathing, still warm. Someone has washed away all the blood and the scent of his skin is there underneath the unmistakable hospital soap.

I don’t know I’m crying until my chest catches. He’s getting heavy, but that’s fine. I’ll just sit here holding him until the end of time.

“Hey.” Eva’s on the other side of the bed now, empathy and relief taking turns in her expression. “He’ll crush you if you let him.”

I clear my throat and blink away the next tears preparing to fall. “I’m okay with that.”

A smile quirks the corner of her mouth. “You’re okay with that or you’re already trapped?”

“Both.”

I can’t lay Leo down without dropping him, so Eva kicks off her shoes and climbs onto the bed. Lucky for us, he sat down close to the pillows. The nurses step in when we’re finished. Their movements around the bed seem choreographed. They seem like a closed door between me and him.

“There’s food for you in the waiting room. Come on.” Eva pats my arm. “Let them do their jobs.”

It feels wrong to leave the room. Painful in a way it shouldn’t be. I try to shake it off and fail. “You trust them now? They didn’t listen to you before.”

“Some things you have to see with your own eyes. At least she had the balls to argue with me.”

We go back to the waiting room, which has become a private space. All the other patients on the floor have been transferred. The rooms on either side of Leo’s house two security guards each. No one comes in or out without them knowing about it, and Eva, too.

I haven’t been able to pay much attention to all that.

My limbs feel heavy with relief and too light from leaving Leo. The couch catches me when I fall into it. Two takeout bags wait on the coffee table. Eva gets her coat and puts it on.

All my emotions fight each other to be the biggest one. Relief that Leo’s alive delivers a knockout blow to the sudden fear that came with seeing Eva put her coat on. Heartache from the memories of Leo’s face tackles relief and spreads itself across my chest in an aching layer. New anxiety about something happening between stepping away from Leo’s room and arriving here brushes over my lips. Numb. The rest of me should be numb, but now there’s a mini-riot inside my heart.

Eva reaches for the first of the buttons on her coat.

“You’re leaving?”

“I’ll be back.” Her dark eyes meet mine. “Things I need to take care of. His head of security will want to be here.”

“Who’s his head of security?”

Eva cocks her head to the side. “You never met Gerard?”

A laugh bubbles out of me. So much I didn’t put together. “I thought he was Leo’s butler.”

She finishes buttoning her coat and sighs. “You probably won’t listen to me if I tell you that you should come with me. My place isn’t far, and you haven’t slept.”

The thought of walking out the doors of this hospital without Leo is a punch to a soft place. “I’ll sleep here if I need to.”

Eva narrows her eyes, considering. “What time did you get here last night?”

“Ten after seven.” One of the nurses in the emergency department shouted it while they were taking Leo away from me. That’s the only reason I know.

“If I come back here in the afternoon and you haven’t slept—”

I put my hands up. “I’ll nap. I promise.”

“Eat first.” Eva puts her hands in her pockets. Outside in the hall, her security team assembles. They must have her car waiting already. “I’m leaving a separate team here for you.”

Part of me thinks I should protest. A team of people for me, a Constantine. It was my family that did this to him. That started all of this. But I know, looking at Eva, that it would be a waste of breath.

“I’ll call you if anything happens.” One of the first things Eva did after we finished talking was put her number into my phone. It still doesn’t seem real. Eva Morelli, a contact in my cell phone. That I have the phone at all is a small miracle. I don’t remember putting it in the pocket of my leggings, but I must have.

“Good.” She squares her shoulders. “It’s my favorite breakfast place,” she says on her way out. “Let me know what you think.”

Her favorite breakfast place. The paper bags are thick and heavy, the tops folded over neatly and stapled shut. Each one contains a takeout container that has a familiar shape but feels expensive. Thick, recycled cardboard instead of Styrofoam. Once they’re both out on the table, I lift the lid on the first one.

It’s pancakes.

The most beautiful pancakes I have ever seen. A stack of five, fluffy and perfect. They’re separated from a cloud of scrambled eggs by a cardboard ridge. The container has a special place for a little dish of maple syrup.

I don’t see how it could get any better until I open the second part of breakfast. Half the container bursts with fresh fruit. Strawberries. Grapes. Raspberries. All of it has been dusted in sugar, which is the only way to enjoy fruit at breakfast. The other half is a perfect display of breakfast meats. Four slices of crispy bacon. Two sausage patties cut into tiny triangles and artfully arranged.

Maybe I am hungry.

One of the guards brings me a cup of coffee and a bottle of orange juice while I eat.

It’s just past nine in the morning when I finish. A hollow pit opens in my gut. The food does nothing to fill it.

Leo’s going to be okay. He made it through the surgery. He’ll rest while the painkillers are working. I can get updates from the nurses whenever I want now that Eva’s been here. But I’m achy and tired.

And anxious.

Because.

Leo’s not the only one I’m worried about.

Cash and Dad have no idea where I am. And I have no idea what’s going on with them. I’ve been in the endless night of the hospital, but now it’s a new day, and—oh, god. I’ve been a terrible sister. A terrible daughter. A daughter who sat in this waiting room eating upscale takeout when she could have been doing something, anything, to check in with her family.

I scramble for my phone, abandoned on the round table, and hit the button to dial Cash. Ronan could be back at our house. He could have them both locked in my dad’s workshop.

It takes three rings for the call to connect. “Haley?” Cash’s voice is strung tight with worry. “Are you okay?”

Hearing Cash’s voice knocks me back on the sofa. Ronan didn’t leave Leo’s house and continue his killing spree at mine. Unless—“How’s Dad?”

“He’s fine.” Confusion creeps into his tone. “Tell me if you’re all right.” He curses. “I never should have let you go to that house.”

“You couldn’t have stopped me,” I point out. I’m so glad Cash didn’t try. I was meant to be there. I had to be there, with Leo. What the hell am I doing here, anyway? I should be with him now. “Is Dad really okay? Is Ronan still keeping you there?”

“He never came back after…” A pause. Cash is probably trying to tell if it was yesterday, only yesterday, that he drove me through the shattered gates of Leo’s mansion and left me there. At my request. On my orders, really. “He hasn’t come back yet. But Caroline has someone new.”

“Someone new like Ronan?”

“Yeah. A new body man. Even more dangerous.”

My heart drops. “How do you know he’s more dangerous?”

“I’ve met him.” Cash gives a soft sigh. “I went to Caroline’s to find out where you were.”

“Caroline’s?”

“Ronan was in Leo’s house. I figured—” My brother clears his throat. “Caroline’s man thought I would know where you were, so he tried to convince me to tell him. But I couldn’t, because I didn’t know.”

He says this last part so carefully, his tone slow and measured. He didn’t know. Cash doesn’t want me to tell him. The implications are not great.

“She’s got him looking for you now, Hales.” A deep breath. “All Caroline’s rage is focused on you. So you can’t come home. I think it’s better if you don’t call, either. It’s not safe here.”

I can’t go home, but I can’t go anywhere, really. I can’t leave Leo. I won’t. There’s no way to explain this to Cash. No way to tell him that my need to be with Leo isn’t as simple as love. I’m not sure I would call it that if he pressed me. It feels like a spell. Like gravity. Some power much larger than I am, pulling at my bones, pulling at my heart.

“I won’t come home,” I tell him.

Cash pauses, and I can feel how much he wants to ask me where I am. Who I’m with. What happened at Leo’s house. Giving him the answers would put him at risk. If Caroline’s man comes back to our house—

“Dad’s burning breakfast.” Cash’s announcement, so familiar, so normal, interrupts my thoughts and breaks my heart all over again. “Stay safe, Hales. Okay?”

“Okay. I—” The call disconnects before I can tell my brother I love him, before I can tell him to give the message to Dad, before anything. Next time I’ll say it sooner.

I throw out the takeout bags. It was too much food for one person. I ate it all. It feels good to have eaten, but something’s still not right.

Being away from Leo is not right.

Halfway down the hall, a bank of windows lets light in from one side of the hall. It reminds me of Leo’s house. Of the windows looking down over his courtyard. The angle of the sun as it comes through those windows. I won’t be able to stay there, either. I’ll have to try to fix things with Caroline.

Now’s not the time to think about that.

Leo’s room is quiet. The nurses are outside at their station. They’ve turned off the sound on the machines by his bed, so there’s only the soft whirr of air circulation. In the middle of all this calm, he breathes.

Slowly. Evenly. Like nothing is hurting him. I guess it can’t be, with everything they’re pushing through his IV at this very moment. He sleeps on his good side. The one without the gunshot wound. The nurses wanted him to lie on his back, to give his chest time to heal. It was too much to ask of him. Unconscious or not.

Leo is a powerful man. Physically. Financially. Every other way. But right now he’s vulnerable.

A small armchair is the only other furniture in the room and I drop into it, glad to be off my unsteady legs. My hands shake from the phone call with Cash. From all his warnings that it’s not safe at my home, and maybe not anywhere else.

It’s safe here. That’s the one thing I know for sure. Because the man who dreams in the pristine hospital bed made it that way through the force of his money and his will and his power. So that his family would be safe, even if he wasn’t.

I’ll be the one to watch over him now. He won’t wake up alone again. I won’t let it happen.

I try my best to stay awake. But I’ve eaten pancakes, and the morning light is soothing on Leo’s face, and he’s all right. He’s okay. He’s not in pain.

For once, he’s not in pain.

The rhythm of footsteps in the hall—security going back and forth, back and forth—lulls me to sleep.
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CHAPTER FIVE


Leo

It’s three days before I can bring myself to refuse the painkillers.

The name of the medicine won’t stick in my head. Nothing will. All my energy is taken up by remembering where I am. When I am. Haley spends more and more time in the chair by my bed, though I don’t ask her to. She’s the first thing I see when I wake up.

It’s four days before I can convince Eva that I’ll be fine without the meds.

It’s five days before they’re gone, and I can feel everything.

Being shot hurts like hell. It teases at the pain from my back, the two of them setting each other off. But at least I’m awake now, and aware. Gerard brings clothes from home. He drops the bag, obviously packed by Mrs. Page, onto the windowsill. “Next time you try to kill yourself, I’m not leaving.”

Maybe it’s the lingering effects of being shot, but Gerard’s bold admission makes my throat tight. “Then I would fire you.”

“Fire me, then. You paid me well enough that I don’t need the money. Either way I’m staying.”

On the sixth day, I get out of bed and grit my teeth through a shower and putting on a new set of clothes. Gerard has only brought plain T-shirts, no dress shirts, probably on Eva’s instruction. His shadow appears at the door. I must’ve made a noise pulling the T-shirt over my head, but he doesn’t comment. “Lucian called,” he says instead. “He’s on his way.”

Christ. I don’t bother asking why my older brother is making an appearance. To make a pest of himself, I’m sure. “Is she still asleep?” I ask Gerard.

Haley is resting across the hall. It was a discussion, getting her to agree to a nap. In the end I forced the issue. She’s been by my side without fail, but now she has to sleep.

“Yes.” Gerard watches me pick up my phone.

It hurts. Everything still hurts. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to meet with my brother in a hospital bed. Let’s find a waiting room, or better yet, some fucking coffee. I need caffeine if I’m going to face my brother right now.”

“There’s no reason to rush into—”

“This isn’t rushing.” The one concession I’ll make is walking to the door at a measured pace bordering on slow. Any faster and my stitches stretch in a hot line. Gerard steps to my side in the hall and we go down to a larger waiting room at the opposite end. “This is family bullshit. If you’d rather sit it out—”

“No.”

“Then save the objections.”

The two of us take our seats at a round table by a window. There’s an empty foam cup with dark dregs of coffee inside. It looks like it came from a vending machine, which means I won’t be drinking it. I wouldn’t admit this to Haley, but I’m a coffee snob. Only French roast for me. I scroll through my phone and pretend the walk here didn’t tax me. That my chest isn’t throbbing. That my entire back isn’t sparking with nerve pain.

None of that matters. My focus now has to be on making plans. This game between me and Caroline started a long time ago, and now the pieces have been knocked around the chess board. Now Haley’s part of it. That was Caroline’s mistake. And mine, too, if I’m honest.

I used her, and I ended up getting attached.

Which has put me in the position of protecting a Constantine from her own family.

I will. Of course I will. But with distance between us. That wild emotional scene when I woke up before was the result of painkillers and shock. The sense I had of the world shifting into balance must have been an illusion. The relief I felt—

It was a feeling for another man. Not me. I don’t love people like that.

I can’t. It’s too dangerous.

Scenes like that can’t continue. They won’t. For Haley’s sake. She wants her freedom. Of course she does. Birds always want to fly away. I can’t keep her safe if she’s roaming the skies.

I’m still thinking of Haley when Lucian arrives.

His voice carries down the hall, but the words aren’t clear. I don’t need a transcript to know he’ll be greeting the security with mild barbs at the number of guards in the hall. Someone points him in our direction. Gerard maintains a carefully neutral expression.

My oldest brother appears in the doorway a few moments later. He’s dressed for the office, and he’s alone. “I have to say, Leo, I am fucking offended.”

“Glad to hear it.”

Lucian strides across the room, unbuttoning his jacket, and takes the chair across from me. “You’re in the hospital for days and you don’t so much as call?”

“I wasn’t feeling up for visitors.”

Lucian purses his lips. He is the last person on the face of the earth who can give me shit about being allowed to visit. “What did you do to Caroline Constantine?”

The words crowd to the tip of my tongue. Let’s start with what Caroline Constantine did to me. But the secret has scarred over. I won’t tell Lucian unless I have to. “I took a meeting with her.”

“Don’t bullshit me, Leo.” A flash of true irritation in his eyes. “She didn’t send someone to murder you in cold blood because of contract negotiations.”

“She obviously didn’t like the outcome.”

He looks tense. There are bags under his eyes as if he hasn’t been sleeping. “If you don’t tell me what the outcome was, then I’ll have to expend valuable resources in order to—”

“Caroline wanted me to dissolve the contract with Phillip. I wasn’t about to do it for nothing.”

Lucian scents blood in the water. A gleam comes to his eyes. “A buyout?”

“A payout. I whipped her bloody and sent her away.”

Gerard makes a sound that could be disapproval, but remains stone-faced.

Lucian rubs a hand over his mouth. My brother looks me up and down in the familiar way I’ve always hated. Like he’s trying to see into my brain, to see what made me do what I did. I watch him discard the first few things he’s planning to say. “Which painkillers do they have you on?”

“None.”

Lucian narrows his eyes. “Whose choice was that?”

“Mine.”

“How much does it hurt?”

He wishes he knew. “It hurts less than having to listen to your questions.”

He laughs, sounding slightly awed. “Such a temper.”

I resist the urge to cover my face and shut him out. Shut everything out. That’s why they call me the Beast of Bishop’s Landing. It’s easier to rage at everyone. They stop probing for my secrets that way. “Is there a reason you’re here?”

Lucian shakes his head. “I’m here to help you with whatever foolish plan you have before you get yourself killed.”

“Sorry, big brother. I managed to stay alive without you.”

“And what about the rest of the family? What about Eva? Or Sophia? Or Lisbetta?”

“Lizzy’s at a boarding school in fucking Austria. She’s fine. She’s safe.”

“We need to talk strategy,” Lucian says. “I’ve sent my people to your place already.”

“I have enough people.”

“Obviously not, if Caroline’s bulldog walked into your house and shot you.”

Gerard stiffens next to me. It would be a terrible reflection on his work if he hadn’t stopped Ronan. “I let him come.”

For the first time, there’s a flare of anger in Lucian’s eyes—and something else. Regret? Grief? The Morelli family knows coldness, not emotions. “You did what?”

“I’d had enough, so I sent Gerard and the rest of the staff away and let Ronan come.”

His jaw tightens. “You don’t have enough people covering the grounds as it stands. And now you’re sending them away? If you still want to die—”

“I don’t.”

“Regardless, you need people to—”

“Unnecessary.”

“Leo.” His hand balls up into a fist on the table and unclenches. “Don’t make this difficult.”

The way he says this is so strange it takes me a moment to sift through the meaning. His words are an old threat. The kind he used to make when we were children, if he was around to make them at all. But his tone is all wrong.

More like please, just let me do this one thing for you.

Our father didn’t bother beating up Lucian, because Lucian doesn’t feel pain. He tried to keep it secret but we could all see. It didn’t give my abusive father any joy to beat the shit out of someone who laughed his way through it.

So he turned to the rest of us.

I tried to deflect most of the attention, especially away from my sisters. Lucian could have done more to protect us, but he distanced himself from the family. Part of me resents him for that. The other part of me is jealous he could.

“Fine.” I don’t have the energy to argue. I don’t want him to know that either. “How are the rumors in the city?”

“About you?”

I gesture vaguely to the hospital waiting room. “About all this.”

“Quiet, and Eva played it close to the vest. The next time you get shot, you could do me the courtesy of letting me know.”

“You want me to call in sick? Sorry to disappoint, but I don’t work for you.” True, if only technically. Everything we do is funneled through Morelli Holdings, but I keep my day-to-day largely separate from Lucian’s. Separate office. Separate address.

“I thought you might be dead. It’s unusual for Morellis to disappear off the face of the earth, and I thought—” The briefest pause. “We might not be close, but we’re brothers.”

Lucian sits across the table in his six-thousand-dollar suit as if this is the boardroom at Morelli Holdings. But there’s no mocking smile on his face. No wild gleam in his eyes, the way there is when he’s watching people scene at his club. I don’t share things with Lucian as a general rule—none of us do, which is why Eva didn’t call him. And why it took him so long to find out I was here.

He looks for all the world like he might have been worried.

He looks like he might still be.

I turn my phone around and push it across the table to him, a movement that costs me more than I let on. “This is what I have planned for the trip home.”

Lucian glances down and scoffs. “Not if you want to make it there alive, it isn’t. Not now that Caroline wants you dead.”

This is the moment to tell him about Haley, if I’m going to. To tell him that it’s not just me Caroline will be after. To tell him that another Constantine’s beating heart is my highest concern.

I don’t do it. I can’t trust him. He’s been my father’s right-hand man for so long. He turned his back on his siblings when we needed him. Haley’s too precious to risk.

“Make it a better plan, then.”

He pushes my phone back to me and takes out his own, then starts peppering Gerard with questions about vehicles and backup teams and if there’s anywhere on the grounds to house more people or if they should be stationed down the road at a nearby property. I’m half-listening to Lucian’s plans. Without the painkillers, it’s harder to sleep. I’m bone-tired. No one ever talks about how tiring it is to survive a close-range shooting. So cowardly on Ronan’s part. A knife would have demonstrated real commitment to the act.

But if he were a more dedicated man, then Haley might be dead, too. My heart seizes at the thought. Twists up and wrings itself out. The thought of her skin turning cold turns my blood to ice and grief. Lucian’s and Gerard’s voices cut out completely at the stark pain. I push it away. Haley is alive. We are safe for the moment.

All this hospital bullshit is turning me into someone I don’t recognize. Someone truly at the mercy of emotions. Maybe it’s not so bad that Lucian’s here. At least with his condition, without the constant shouting of pain, he can think clearly.

I prepare all the words. There’s someone else. Haley Constantine. Asleep in the room across the hall. Phillip’s daughter. I need you to protect her, the way you never protected me.

Lucian pauses in his back-and-forth with Gerard and peers at me. I must have let something show on my face. “Something to add?”

Now. I could tell him right now. He might have some way to help. An old instinct puts a big hand over my mouth. He was more like my father than any of us. Trusting him is an enormous risk. I’ve never done it in all these years.

I would do it for Haley. I would trust him for her, if I was sure it would save her, if I was sure—

I’m not sure. Fuck. My bullet wound hurts with every breath. The scars ache. My head pounds. If I tell him, then Lucian will know how I feel. He’ll know that Haley’s my weakness. If he has even one-tenth of our father inside him, he’ll use her to get at me.

“We need a strategy.” A throb of pain as strong as a punch almost makes me lean forward over the table. Almost. “We need to stay ahead of Caroline’s people.”

My brother studies me like a science experiment. “I’ll have Trenton keep a lookout in the city. Extra security at the house, like I’ve said. The others—”

He means our other siblings. “I’m handling it.”

“You manage the security for Eva, but—”

“For all of us, Lucian. All of us except you and Tiernan.”

Lucian blinks, and for a second he seems stung. Then his expression drops back into the seriousness he reserves for important Morelli business. “That’s quite a bit of extra work.”

“There was no one else to do it.”

I’m right, and he knows it. Arranging security for six adults in different households can’t be left to some indifferent outside company. Not when your last name is Morelli. So I’ve been the one to do it all these years while my father ran Morelli Holdings and taught Lucian how to take his place. I’ve been the default head of the household while my father and brother started wars all over the city.

“Well.” Lucian clears his throat. “We should have a meeting about it. Divide the workload.”

“It’s not something you can forget about. Or drop at a moment’s notice. Or ever let out of your fucking sight. It’s not something you should offer to do unless you mean it, Lucian.”

“I fucking do,” he snaps.

“We’ll meet first,” Gerard cuts in. He leans toward me like he’s afraid I’ll pass out. The pain is reaching its peak. “We’ll discuss it and come back to you with options.”

“Fine with me.” Lucian straightens up. “In the meantime—”

“I don’t know what Caroline will do.” I hate how I sound. Hate that a sliver of uncertainty has crept into my voice, but I meet Lucian’s eyes in spite of it. “That’s the X factor in this plan. I don’t know what she’ll do. She’s a wild animal wearing fucking pearls.”

“Nothing for the time being,” Lucian promises. “I’ll make sure of it.”

“Then the two of you can work out the details. Email them to me and I’ll approve.” And let me get the fuck out of this room before I burst into flames or fall asleep on the table. I stand up without making any noise in response to the pain. An achievement. Gerard asks a low question, and Lucian answers. I think they’ve stopped paying attention to me until I get to the door.

“Leo.”

Lucian’s watching. He’s always watching. It’s the second-most unsettling thing about him. “Is it bad?”

I can only assume he’s talking about the pain, but I don’t care to find out. It’s all bad. It’s fucking terrible. The pain. The need to protect Haley. The way she’ll hate me when I do it. Barring a nuclear missile, we’ll be safe at my house. The question is whether it’ll ever be safe for her to leave. I won’t let her go until it is. Maybe not even then.

Haley doesn’t know yet that she’ll be my captive.

Despite all I’ve done to her, she’s still an innocent. An innocent who will hate me when she realizes I’m not going to set her free, even if it’s for her own safety.

She’ll hate me.

I only stay long enough to answer his question.

“Worse than you could imagine.”
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CHAPTER SIX


Haley

The way we leave the hospital is nothing like the way we came in.

Leo is dressed, for one thing. No one has had to cut through his shirt and tear it away. He wears his gorgeous black overcoat, brought from home. He’s walking, for another.

We’re surrounded by dark suits for a third. No paramedics with blue gloves or nurses in blue scrubs. Just Gerard on Leo’s right, and me on his left, and a six-person team that escorts us to a staff elevator outside the waiting room. Another man guards the outside, and the door opens to reveal a woman on the inside, her face a professional mask.

I want it to be overkill. I want it to be too much for the situation.

I know it’s not.

My body sure as hell knows it’s not. I’m pretty sure my blood pressure skyrockets the second we step out of the waiting room, and it doesn’t go back to normal. I wasn’t even the one to get shot. I was only a witness. No—can’t think about that now. I shake the memory out of my head and keep moving.

A row of black SUVs waits for us at a secluded exit at the side of the building. They’ve set up a tent to cover us as we go from the door to the third SUV in the lineup. Leo rolls his eyes at the tent. “This is the last time I let you plan anything with Lucian,” he says to Gerard.

“We had your approval,” Gerard points out.

“I missed the part of the proposal where we became paranoid.”

Gerard says nothing, but my heart pounds. Leo’s dry jokes don’t hide the way he scans the sidewalk, the street, the SUVs. The way he keeps his hand firmly on the small of my back and steers like he can’t stand to be outside. A bodyguard holds the door open, and Leo helps me in without looking at me. He’s tracking a car as it goes by on the road.

I can’t take my eyes off him.

It hurts to see the way his jaw tightens as he climbs into the SUV and the series of quick breaths he takes. It hurts more that he’s still so beautiful. His eyes are a glittering dark against skin made paler by the days spent inside. Leo’s body might be wounded but it’s a wounded masterpiece.

The bodyguard closes the door and the row of SUVs moves out.

Leo pulls away from me.

I only notice because I’m watching him like a lovesick heroine from one of my books. Maybe I am lovesick. Maybe that’s what this pain is, and what this relief is. Maybe I’m overtired from sleeping on hospital beds and the couch in the waiting room.

Or maybe it’s because I know what I have to do, and Leo isn’t going to like it.

The city rolls by outside the windows and Leo shifts to put more space between us. “Is it too much?” His eyes meet mine at the question. “To sit in the car, I mean.”

“It’s tolerable.”

“Is there anything I can do to make it easier?”

“No.”

Leo doesn’t want to talk, then. I swallow my questions and look out the window. He’s obviously in pain. The bullet wound in his chest isn’t done healing and his back will bother him from touching the seat. That’s what this is. He only seems like a different man because we’re in one of those weird transitions between worlds. Hospital to home. And after that—

He’ll still be the man who touched my face and told me he wanted to be better for me. Leo said that while he was bleeding out on the floor. While he thought he didn’t have any time left. He tried to say he loved me.

My heart misses a beat and my throat goes tight. I didn’t expect him to wake up and finish the sentence. What he did when he woke up finished the sentence. The way he was, all wild-eyed and afraid until he saw me, finished the sentence.

I don’t need him to say it to know how he feels.

I steal a glance at Leo, but he’s watching the road ahead of us with resolute concentration.

Maybe I do need him to say it.

I slide my hands into the pockets of the borrowed coat from Eva—it’s a deep pink with a white inner lining that’s soft as clouds—and say nothing.

The other SUVs split off from the line around us, joining back up at intervals I can’t keep track of. By the time we’re on the road to Leo’s house all of them are back. I count four turning off ahead of us, and then we’re going through the gates, too. The metal that Ronan destroyed has been replaced and two bodyguards wait, one for each stone pillar. My heart, which had settled slightly on the ride, picks up the pace. People line the driveway. The grounds. Far away, at the edge of the forest, men patrol.

If these are the guards being so obvious, there are others I don’t see.

The SUV stops in front of Leo’s castle-house. Gerard is already there, heading for the front door. He opens it. Speaks to someone inside. There will be more people inside, won’t there? The first time I came here, two guards waited for me on the steps. Now there are four.

It doesn’t make me feel safer. It makes my pulse tick up into a register near panic. Good. That’s exactly the mood I want to be in at this moment—a panicked one. I take a deep breath and try to ignore the foreboding pressure around my chest. This many guards means the two of us are in real danger. It also means I might be trapped. There will be no running out to the garage and commandeering a car to flee the scene.

Not that I want to flee the scene. I don’t.

Leo climbs out first and offers me his hand. It’s on the tip of my tongue to refuse him. He’s still injured. He shouldn’t be helping me out of the car. But my heart wrenches again. Any time I put my hand in his could be the last time. These people can’t protect us from everything.

I take his hand and climb out into a bitter winter day. The sun glances off the snow, blinding. It’s too much after the hospital. Leo doesn’t seem to mind. He’s concentrating on going up the steps and into the foyer.

I was right. Six security guards have taken up position in the foyer.

Leo sighs. “We’re not doing this.”

“This is the plan you approved,” Gerard says.

“No, I approved extra security for the grounds. Has the upstairs been cleared?” Leo asks. One of the men behind Gerard nods. “In the last ten minutes?” The man nods again. “Two men in the foyer. A sweep on the upper floor once every two hours. Whoever you have at the other exits and entrances can stay, but I want everyone else out of sight.”

One of the guards looks like he wants to argue, but the moment breaks and they all scatter. In seconds they’re hidden behind doors and down hallways.

Leo heads for the stairs. I stay by his side, and as we go past, Gerard opens his mouth to ask a question. “Later,” Leo says, before Gerard can speak. “Later.”

My pulse thunders in my neck all the way up the stairs. I’m not sure Leo should be taking the stairs, but I don’t comment. What I have to say when we get to the top is hard enough.

Leo closes the door to his bedroom behind us and stands there for a long moment with his palm on polished wood. His face is different when he turns away. He’s let his guard down. His hands work at the buttons of his coat, and he shrugs it off to reveal his clothes underneath. A plain, black shirt that I know is the softest cotton imaginable. It shouldn’t be possible for jeans to look so expensive, but his do.

He moves past me to the walk-in closet and comes back without the coat.

And then—

Leo changes again. It happens so fast I could blink and miss it. The shutter comes down over his face. It falters. He takes in my coat, my hands in my pockets, my proximity to the door. “What do you think you’re doing?”

I swallow against a dry mouth. “Leo, I should go.”

“The fuck you should. What are you talking about?”

“I know it seems bad.” My words tumble out on top of one another, and once again, I’m the girl with her back against the wall, facing off with the Beast of Bishop’s Landing. Only now I know he can be hurt. He can be wounded. “It is bad. But I have to talk to Aunt Caroline. I have to make her see reason.”

Leo stares at me like I’m a stranger. Like he’s never seen me before. Like I didn’t hold him in my arms and beg for him to live. “There’s no talking to that bitch.”

Tears well up in my eyes. Damn it. I wasn’t going to cry, but it’s all so close to the surface. “I know it was Caroline who hurt you. She’s the one who made those scars on your back.” I gulp down a sob and stifle it. Suffocate it. I’m not doing that. I won’t. “You told me yourself that you almost died. And now she tried to kill you again.”

The horror in Leo’s eyes transforms. It sharpens until it could cut me and bursts into flame. He stalks toward me and the hairs on the back of my neck rise. My body stills. There are three options in the face of a deadly predator. Flee. Fight. Freeze. I couldn’t run for the door if I wanted to. I don’t know how I ever did it before.

Leo stops with inches to spare. I’m not afraid of him, I’m not, but I’m trembling under my pink coat. Okay. I am afraid. But not of him. Not only of him. Of the way I feel right now, shaky and lightheaded and on the verge of tears from a love that feels completely out of control.

He waits, and I stand there like a fool, staring at the front of his shirt. There is a bandage underneath. A bullet wound. From putting his own body between me and a gun. A tear slips down my cheek and falls to the carpet. I’m too hot in the coat, too hot standing this close to him. Now that there’s a closed door between us and the rest of the world, I’m torn between bravery and the urge to fall apart and let him catch me.

My own fallen angel takes my chin in his hand and tips my face up, his grip hard and possessive. “Look at me.”

“I am looking at you.”

But I’m not. My eyes are still caught on his shirt—on the fabric concealing where he was shot. Leo gives my chin a terse shake. “Okay,” I whisper, meeting his eyes. Gold-streaked darkness waits for me, clear as the night sky. His gaze is sharp as a shot. Pain glimmers there, hidden behind the fiery beauty of those eyes. It’s not concealed behind a haze of painkillers. My pulse races at the contact. The heat of his fingers on my face is second only to the burn where his eyes meet mine.

“You,” he says, his tone deliberate, “are not going anywhere.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Haley

Leo’s grip tightens on my face until it’s a breath away from pain. Another tear slips out. Just like me, to fall to pieces as soon as there’s an ounce of safety.

Only I should know better than that. I do know better than that. Leo might love me but love hasn’t softened him. I didn’t expect it to soften him, would never expect that. All my thoughts tangle up in a knotted mess. How am I supposed to think, when he’s so beautiful and so mean and I’m so relieved he’s alive?

“What do you mean?” It’s a mad stab at bravery, questioning him when he’s touching me like this. It reminds me of his dining room. Of the way he made me so humiliated and so hot and how I have not gotten over it. “I’m trying to help you.”

“By getting yourself killed? No.”

“You’re not thinking straight because Caroline hurt you, and you don’t see that the only way to stop all this is to talk to her. I could talk to her. We’re family, so there’s a chance—”

“I’m not thinking straight.” His eyes singe my lips, my throat. “You’re trembling and crying, and I’m the one who’s out of my mind.”

“I want you to be safe.” The words slip out on a choked whisper. “When you leave your house. I want you to be safe.”

Leo leans in and kisses me so hard a cry rises to the tip of my tongue. He pulls away with a bite and licks across my smarting lip with his tongue. And he stays close. Close enough to feel him say, “There is no such thing. Not for me.”

“There’s no—” The room beyond him blurs and becomes a wash of winter light and dark furniture. “There’s no such thing unless I go talk to Caroline.”

He drops his hand, and part of me collapses at the loss of contact. I don’t know how he does it. I don’t know how he’s so awful and wonderful at the same time. I don’t know how he makes me so desperate for him that I have to swallow another wave of tears. “Take off your clothes.”

My hands are already at the buttons of the coat. I’m in no position to bargain. I want him, and I want to save him, and there’s only one way I can think to do it. “If I do, will you talk to me?”

A half-step back gives him the room he needs to sweep his eyes down over my body. It’s the same assessing look he gave me the night we met. Like he sees right through me, right through the shaken bravery to the aching uncertainty beneath. “You’ll take off your clothes, and I’ll do whatever the fuck I want.”

It’s not fair that one command from him is enough for me to fumble with the buttons of the coat and rush to get it off my shoulders. It’s too warm to wear inside. Dropping it to the floor brings a sweet, cool relief. For a heartbeat. Then the heat is back, growing between my legs, spreading up my spine. This, at least, is familiar ground. This is the game we play. Leo does terrible things to me, things I should hate, and I pant for him and come for him and cry for him.

I wrestle my shirt over my head. The fabric gives me a fight. Leo puts his hands in his pockets and I know, I know, every movement he makes is carefully planned. He’s not going to do a single thing without weighing what it’ll cost him. And it is costing him. Leo’s good at hiding lots of things, but he can’t hide the shadows under his eyes.

My bra is next. Leo’s eyes trace a path down my neck, but his expression stays heated with irritation and resolve. It’s the first tiny bubbles rising to the top of a pot of boiling water. A simmer that’s always there for him. It’s real pain, not real anger. A front to keep people from knowing his secrets. It makes my hands shake anyway.

He’s so quiet, and my mind is not quiet. My thoughts are in a shouting match. One shrieks that I should run before he has the chance to stop me. Another comments that this is bullshit. If I wanted to run, I could have done it while he was unconscious in the hospital. No. I’ve been running back to him since that very first day. I recognize this feeling from when my mom died, and it doesn’t seem to matter that I’m older now. All I want is solid ground.

The soft leggings Eva brought me at the hospital don’t go easily and I shove at them, graceless and unseeing, until one of them catches on my ankle and I tumble into the carpet in a half-naked heap.

All the tears I was holding back burst out of me in an ugly sob. I wouldn’t let myself cry like this in the hospital. Couldn’t. Not with Leo’s sister there, and people constantly walking in and out, and the moment-by-moment terror that something would happen to Leo and none of the machines or the specialists would be able to stop it.

I walked into that place with a throat raw from screaming and shouting and begging to stay with him, and I left with a throat aching from keeping this contained inside a body that’s not big enough. My bones should’ve shattered from the effort. And this would be the moment I fall on the floor and cry, and it would be the moment that Leo sees everything and—

The carpet is a soft scrape against my palms. I push myself away from it like it’s the carpet’s fault any of this happened.

“Get up.”

Leo’s tone is as demanding as I’ve ever heard it. Mean and cold. The kind of cold that burns. “I’m trying to do what you said.” My fingers are useless on the leggings. They’re stuck to my ankle because I still have ballet flats on, and it’s so awful, so embarrassing. I can’t stand it. Can’t get these damn things off. “You said to take my clothes off, I’m trying to take my clothes off—”

He takes a step forward. And in the middle of all my pointless babbling, Leo crouches down in front of me.

It wrecks me, seeing him do it through all these tears. It breaks my heart. The motion is easy and practiced, as if he’s not in any pain at all. But he is. I know he is. No one should be this good at handling it. You shouldn’t do this, I want to tell him. I don’t. I can’t stop crying long enough to say the words.

Leo slips one ballet flat off, then the other, tossing both of them toward the door. The leggings untangle for him. They wouldn’t do that for me. He tugs them gently off my ankle and drops them on the floor.

And then he reaches for my face.

He swipes at my tears with the pad of his thumb, then brushes the other cheek with his knuckle. It can’t have made much of a difference. I still can’t stop crying. When he’s finished he takes my chin in his hand. My cheeks are so hot it hurts. He is so alive it hurts. Leo looks like he could have walked out of a magazine, even in a plain black shirt, and I look like a train wreck.

I am a train wreck.

“Darling.” The word could be a snap of his fingers. “I said get up.”

Leo pats the underside of my chin. Stands.

Walks away.

He’s out of sight by the time I’m on my feet. My lungs won’t take in enough air. It shouldn’t be this way. I shouldn’t need him like air.

But I do.

The order he gave me seems like a lifeline, so I cling to it to pass the seconds. I step out of my panties, carefully, and let them fall to the floor with the rest of my clothes. Water runs in his bathroom, the sound so muted I wouldn’t hear it if I weren’t listening with everything I have.

I can feel his absence in the air. It moves over my skin differently when he’s not here. It touches the naked, exposed parts of me in places that Leo hasn’t touched. Maybe this is the lesson. Maybe wanting him like this, and him withholding himself from me, that’s the lesson I’m supposed to be learning right now.

Or maybe I’m losing it.

The sobs become controllable but the tears are another story. I cross my arms over my belly and uncross them. Leo won’t stand for me hiding my body, but that doesn’t make it less awkward to stand here naked with my hands at my sides. It’s not cold in his house. The temperature is perfect, in fact, for a person to be naked. If there’s any discomfort right now, it’s from my own shame and embarrassment.

And my cracked-open, terrified heart.

It might be easier to bear it if I could put words to the feeling. But probably not.

Salt tears trail down over my skin. No point in wiping them away. Leo likes it when I cry—he’s punished me just to see it before, so in a very fucked-up way, this is perfect. In another way, it’s hell. If I’d had a choice between Leo with a strap and watching him get shot, I’d choose the strap every time. I’d choose the mortified orgasm every single time. Panic rushes in with my next breath and I blow it out as fast as I can. Ronan’s not hiding under the bed.

I resist the urge to check.

Many people have already done that, and I’m betting the consequence for getting it wrong isn’t a quick firing without a severance package. I saw Gerard’s face when he walked the halls in the hospital. I saw Eva’s face.

Nothing can get to us inside these walls.

It’s out in the world that’s the problem. Leo can’t stay here forever, and I wouldn’t want him to. I wouldn’t want Caroline to have that much power over him. She’s done too much damage already.

It’s a good thing Leo didn’t say to stop crying, because it’s beyond me. Everything is beyond me, including a decent explanation for why I have to leave. I have to go to Caroline. It’s the only way out of this.

No. That’s not right. There is no way out of this—a forever war between Morelli and Constantine, with a thousand overlapping grudges and arguments. The best I can hope for is a truce. A stalemate. Leo doesn’t think it’s possible. If I can’t convince him, how am I going to convince Caroline to leave us alone?

To leave Leo alone. To leave my dad and Cash alone. My stomach turns. What was it that Ronan said as he was leaving? There’s nothing left for you in that family. A small, foolish hope springs up. If there’s nothing left for me when it comes to the Constantines, then Caroline might listen.

Leo comes out of his bathroom and crosses to the walk-in closet. Every hair on my body stands up. I wish he would punish me. If he did, I would know he was all right. It would put me back into my body. And at the end, it would be good. Damn him, it would be so good.

He reappears a minute later, and as he moves from the hall to the larger room, the winter light falls over his face and his clothes.

My heart stops. My knees wobble. I should sink back down to the carpet. That’s what you do when you’re confronted by royalty. And Leo is a prince if I’ve ever seen one. A dark, vicious prince who refused to die.

The look in his eyes is one of satisfied surprise, as if he expected to find me still on the floor. “Side of the bed, darling. Don’t make me wait.”

I go before I can think. About the kind of woman I’ve become. About how close he came to death. About how it would have destroyed me. I go to the bed and bend over it. He makes a sound, low in his throat, like a curse.

His fingers are in my hair the next heartbeat. He’ll pin me here now. Hold me still while he—

Pulls me to standing. My head tips back in his hand, a shiver working its way down my spine. “Oh,” I say on another sob, this one escaping on a burst of anxiety and a bizarre relief. His hand in my hair hurts. And it grounds me. Leo’s breath whispers against the side of my neck. A feather-light kiss follows. The complete opposite of the sharp tug at the back of my head. He deals in opposites, doesn’t he? Stillness and motion. Silence and sound. All those rumors about him being a one-note man seem laughable now.

And I do laugh.

It’s a strange, unsettling noise, the laugh that frees itself from me. It’s panicked, but I can’t locate the source of the panic. That I need so much from him, or that I almost lost him? That I can’t sort out what he means to me, or that I already know?

One more kiss to the curve of my shoulder, paired with a tug to my hair. Leo reaches around from behind me. “You can’t do that.” Another sob breaks itself open and shudders out into the air. “Your stitches. You’re going to hurt—” He flips back the covers with his fingers still twined in my hair. “—yourself,” I finish.

“Get in.”

I don’t question it. I just do what he says and slide between the sheets. Part of me thought I would never see this bed again, with its immaculate bedding, white and shades of blue. Eva probably picked out the sheets. I crawl to the opposite side of the mattress and my cheeks heat all over again. This is worse than if he’d punished me, if he’d played with me. Putting me to bed is the meanest possible thing.

The hushed glide of cloth on cloth is just loud enough to hear over my own muffled sobs.

And then—

The mattress dips. Not much. It’s too expensive to have much give. Enough to know he’s there. The covers land coolly on my body and he tugs them into place.

I can hardly breathe. Leo’s big palm slides between the sheets and my skin and comes to rest on my shoulder.

He turns me over.

Pulls me close.

Oh my god.

He has one arm tucked under the pillows and holds me with the other, folded expertly around me so he can stroke my hair. I put a tentative hand at his waist, trying not to reach around too far, trying not to hurt him.

Leo doesn’t push me away.

He waits while I dissolve, crying into the pillow, into his neck, all over his shirt. I don’t hear what he says to me while it happens. All that matters is the hum of his voice and the way he touches me. Smoothing my hair. Rubbing small circles at the back of my neck. Running his hand over my arm in a steady rhythm that gradually slows.

It has to hurt, to move his arm like that. He does it anyway. Leo trades his pain for my comfort, over and over until I’m not crying anymore.

“You’re not going anywhere,” he says into the stillness, and there is such longing in his voice, such a ragged tiredness, that it almost takes me out.

I take a breath sharp with guilt. “It’s selfish,” I manage. “It’s so fucking selfish, Leo, but is there any way—if it wouldn’t hurt—”

He does it before I can put the need into shameful, pleading words. Leo takes his arm from under his pillow and slides it deftly under my body.

Then he turns over onto his back.

I’d cry again if I weren’t out of tears. Being curled against him this way—it’s an impossible dream. It shouldn’t be happening. I shouldn’t have asked. I’ll never ask again, never, not now that I’ve had this. So I have to remember. I memorize the way it feels to have an arm slung across his hard abs and my head on his shoulder. Memorize how it feels to be pressed against his side, so close there’s nothing but the thin layer of his shirt between us.

There’s one more thing. Just one more.

I adjust myself in as few movements as possible, but I have to know.

And—

There.

With my head on his chest like this, I can hear his heartbeat.

“If it’s too much—”

He shushes me, sharp and quick, and I take it for the gift it is. He’s giving me this. Leo runs a hand over my hair and then works his fingers through, untangling the knots he left before. It’s a lazy, familiar movement, but as the seconds pass, the more aware of him I become. Tension is strung through his body. It’s been there since the moment I opened my mouth to tell him that I should leave. That’s what’s been singing in the air all this time. Strain and worry and something else. That strain ebbs away slowly.

The way he touches me is its own distraction. It makes it hard to notice which parts of him are giving up all that tension. But even the way he relaxes is a cover. He’s trying to hide something from me, and he can’t.

Because I can feel his heart.

It’s pounding.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Haley

I wake up to starlight.

Clear, frozen starlight, coming in through the big windows in Leo’s room. My arm is thrown out over an expanse of empty sheets. The bed is cool, but I’m warm. I stretch and search for him. A tug at the center of my chest coaxes me out of bed. I want Leo with me.

I want to finish our conversation from earlier.

Faint light spills from the other end of the hall. That way, past the enormous bathroom and the equally enormous closet, is a small personal library and a reading nook.

I make two detours—one to the bathroom, where I splash water on my face and brush my teeth, and one into his closet. Rows of black shirts and pants line up on hangers, and the shelves display his collection of T-shirts. Long sleeves. Short sleeves. All of them made to a softness he can tolerate.

I skip all of them and pick one of his dress shirts. It feels a little more like armor. There’s more structure to it. I wrap it around myself and hold it in place.

My heart rises to my throat on the trip down the hall. We could have this discussion in the morning, but—no. If I put it off, he’ll be right. I won’t go anywhere.

The low murmur of his voice gets louder with every step until I move out into the light. It seems brighter because of the darkness in his bedroom, but it’s not particularly glaring. A lamp casts him in a pool of warm light and throws shadows onto the bookshelves on the opposite wall. Leo sits in an armchair, leaning on one of his elbows. A few inches separates his skin from the back of the chair. He’s not wearing a shirt.

“No,” he says into the phone. “I want them running scared.”

It’s outrageous, how good he looks without a shirt. My mouth waters. What am I going to do, lick him? No. Not now. He must hear me swallow because his eyes snap to mine. The dark pool of his pupils expands at the sight of me in his shirt. “Anyone who’s ever been connected to Caroline.”

Running scared.

Connected to Caroline.

The bottom drops out of my stomach. Leo watches dispassionately as I close my lips. They must’ve dropped open, because he’s talking about—

“Anyone in the family tree. Start with a wide net. Tighten it slowly, so they become aware bit by bit.”

He’s talking about my family tree. The one my father and brother are still part of. Caroline might know about my deal with Leo, but she hasn’t hurt my dad yet. Scared him. Scared Cash. But she hasn’t injured them. If Leo does this…

The words out of his mouth stop making sense, though he doesn’t lower his voice, and he doesn’t take his eyes off me. He wants me to hear this. He wants me to know, and something behind my heart crumples.

This isn’t the man who held me in his arms a few hours ago. Who turned over onto his back and hurt for me.

What he describes is too horrifying to make its full impact. Snipers and follow cars. Explosives and infiltrations. It’s the farthest thing I can imagine from a back-alley knife fight. Leo, in that terrifyingly reasonable tone of his, is talking about something so massive it requires project management. It needs personnel.

He pauses, listening, and I’m drawn across the room to him on wooden legs. They give out as soon as I’m at the windowsill across from him.

“No staff,” he says. “No one except their inner circle. Yes, I fucking mean it. No one touches any staff or hired help.” Another pause. “I want a report in the morning, first thing.”

Leo hangs up and drops his phone into his lap.

“You can’t do this.” My voice shakes but I clear my throat and try again. “Someone could get hurt.”

He glances down at the bandage protecting his bullet wound. “Yes, that’d be a shame.”

Every possibility spins out in my mind in an awful, dizzying rush. They all end in disaster. My father, dead. Cash, dead. Leo, dead. I don’t know how I’d survive any of those things. I’m not sure if I’ve survived Leo being shot in front of me. A numbness spreads across my face and my lips.

Leo’s expression is so cold. So imperious. I want the man who knelt in front of me and pressed his forehead into my belly. If he gave me a hint of that man, my heart might slow.

It’s five unsteady steps to him. It feels like a thousand miles.

And then I sink down to the floor, to my knees. Leo’s planted feet leave enough room for me to inch closer, my heart in my throat. I put my hands on one of his knees and look up into his face. He’s propped his head on his hand, as if he’s bored, as if I’m another piece of furniture. But I’m not. I see the fire hidden in his eyes. The old hurt has been replaced by new rage but he’s keeping it contained.

That scares me more than if he was letting it out.

“Please.” My lips don’t want to work. They don’t have any choice. “Please, Leo. I know Caroline hurt you, but the other Constantines—they don’t know about it. No one knows. Someone would have slipped up by now. Winston, or Elaine—they would’ve said something, given some hint. But no one knows.”

“She’s their leader.” A curt dismissal of everything I’ve said. “You strike at the source. Isolate it first. Terrify it. And then you crush it in your fist.” He shifts, plucking his phone from his lap and swiping at the screen. “Besides, you should be more concerned about yourself, not the family that left you for dead.”

I’m about to protest—my dad and Cash didn’t leave me for dead—when Leo holds his phone in front of my face.

At first, I don’t understand what’s on the screen. Then I do. Grainy security footage of a man in a black suit, outside a brick building with a white door. I recognize that building. It’s one of the dorm rooms at college. Men in black suits don’t belong there. Especially not men who are also wearing—boots? Thick, heavy boots that look made for wading through blood. He looks like a villain in a movie. The way he moves makes me think there’s a gun hidden beneath his jacket. Maybe more than one.

“You have a friend in this building.”

He’s not asking. I squint at the number above the door to be sure. The blood drains from my face, leaving my lips cold. “Theresa,” I say. “We worked together on a project last semester.” Oh, no. “She’s one of the people who stays on campus during winter break. But why—”

Leo moves the phone away, and it’s gone, out of sight. “That’s Caroline’s new attack dog. Apparently he’s searching for you.”

“I’m not—Theresa has nothing to do with—”

“What do you think he’ll do when he finds you? What do you think she’s ordered him to do to you?” Leo’s conversational now, casual. I hate it.

I knew he was looking. Cash told me. I just…never visualized it. I didn’t picture this man in that suit stalking around my friends’ dorm rooms. “I haven’t done anything to Caroline.”

“Darling, don’t be naive. Ronan saw you here with me.”

“He was shooting you.” My voice trembles. “He shot you.”

Leo studies my face, and it’s like he’s seeing me for the first time. “Was it Eva who gave you Caroline’s name?”

“She confirmed it, but I knew before then. I heard Ronan talking to you when I came. He said something about a grudge. He said her name. I knew it was her.”

Something flares in his eyes. “You’re still in shock, aren’t you? You don’t remember what else that bastard said.”

What else Ronan said. There wasn’t much before I rushed in. And Leo’s right. It’s hard to think of anything but the shooting itself. The weight of him in my arms. The desperate gasps. The pain on his face. But before that. Before—

Ronan had been talking about reconstructive surgeries when I got to the door. And it wasn’t just holding a grudge that he’d been talking about. No. The words come back with the force of that bullet.

I always knew Morellis were psychopaths, but whipping Caroline Constantine over a grudge makes you seem terrifying. Or like you have a death wish.

My eyes had slipped down to the bandage, but Leo’s waiting for me to look back at him. To see the truth in his eyes. “You whipped her?”

“Until her voice gave out. Until she was a bloody wreck. I should have killed her when I had the chance.”

I don’t want to know where he did it. Don’t want to picture it. Not for a second. But this thing he’s done, this answer to the pain she caused him—it can’t be undone, either. “When?”

“The day after I sent you home.”

He sent me home, and he whipped Caroline, and I can’t make all these pieces of him fit together. I don’t try. “Then she’s had time. I’m going to go talk to her.”

One blink and Leo is still, watching, and the next his hand is at my throat. My fingers splay out on his knee but he’s not choking, just holding. “You are not going to talk to her, because you are not going to leave this house.”

“I—” He stops my words with a flex of his hand.

“You won’t set foot outside this building unless it’s to visit the courtyard. Men on the roof will watch every step you take while you’re there. You’re my prisoner, darling, and you’re not leaving.”

“No.” He traces his thumb up under my chin and back to the side of my neck. Lazy. Toying with me. “No. You’re not doing this. You’re not keeping me here.”

“I am.”

My heart breaks, and in the ruins disbelief springs up like a weed. “No, you’re not. You can’t. There are too many ways to get out. You can’t stop me.”

“We are surrounded by countless bodyguards. Ex-military. Ex-Secret Service. They all work for me.”

Hate barrels in next, thick and heavy. When it crests it reveals itself for what it is. I’m pissed at him. I’m so pissed at him, and it’s for a hundred different reasons but one of them is the way he touches me. Like this. He knows it makes me wet. He knows it’s happening now, even in my shock, even in my pain. I’m wet for him. “What did you tell them to do, Leo? Did you give them permission to touch me?”

“Yes. If you make it to the grounds, any one of them has my blessing to drag you back inside. They’ll do it if you kick or scream or cry. Whatever’s necessary.”

His house seemed huge before. Now the walls close in. “You would let them do that?”

A breath of a sigh. “If you choose to force their hand, they will follow orders.”

He means it. There’s no mocking tone to his voice, no knife’s edge of cruel glee. These are the facts. He is keeping me here. “I wasn’t a prisoner before. We had a deal.” My chin quivers, and god, I hate that too, hate it as much as I hate the slickness between my legs. “I thought you were better than this.”

A flicker of hurt in his eyes, there and gone, a trick of the light. “I’m not.”

I search for a lifeline, but Leo is the only one who comes to mind. And he’s my jailer now.

“You gave me time before. You gave me twenty-four hours before I had to meet you, and I didn’t take it. Give me the rest of that time. I’ll talk to her. She’ll see it can end here.” Caroline won’t agree. I know she won’t. Not right away. But this is my only hope to fix this, to make it something we can live with. Escalating this war between our families won’t help anyone, and my dad and my brother are out there, unprotected. I’m being torn in two. If Leo gets hurt, my heart will break again. And if anyone goes after Cash or Dad, I’ll never forgive him. I swallow the last of my pride and lift my chin, giving him more access to my throat. A better grip. “Let me go.”

Leo lets a few seconds tick by. Long enough for my breath to catch on the hope that he’ll agree. That he’ll have heard me, and that he’ll understand—

“No.”

I stand up and wrench his hand away. Fury chokes me now, fury all tied up with despair. Sweat pricks at my hairline. I’m trapped here, and his words are as much of a prison as the walls. I can’t get out. Can’t get away from him, not if every person in his gorgeous, infuriating castle is also his eyes and ears. My own breath is a shaken rasp.

Leo moves to stand.

I shove him.

I put my hands on his chest, one of them right over the bullet wound, and shove. I shouldn’t be strong enough to move him but he doesn’t catch himself before his back makes contact with the chair.

I don’t care. Let him feel it.

He makes me want him, with his body and his eyes and every cruel thing he does. He can’t make me accept this.

“Fuck you,” I say into his face, his perfect face, expression caught between surprise and an emotion I won’t let myself name. “I hate you.”

When I leave him behind, he doesn’t follow me.
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CHAPTER NINE


Leo

The morning comes. I don’t know if I’ve slept. I fucking wanted to. Mainly out of spite. But spite isn’t a particularly good lullaby, and my bed feels ridiculously oversized without her. Without Haley, who has slept there all of twice.

In the emptiness I climb out of bed, run my hands through my hair, and start the oldest and steadiest part of my routine—testing the pain.

It’s different now, post-shooting. Before Ronan walked into my house and let me drag out my own execution until it failed, this test was a single, simple question: where am I on the wheel? At the bottom, when it’s only nagging? On the way up, when it has my spine in a vise and nothing is comfortable? On the way down, when it’s taking a fucking eternity to let up?

On days when it’s at the peak from the first moment of consciousness, at the very top of that wretched torture device I can’t help but imagine, I don’t get out of bed. Not until it releases me.

Now there’s damaged flesh to consider. Stitches tugging at the places where they dig into my skin. The use of my right arm is almost back to normal. I stretch it slowly, painfully, over my head and repeat the process on the other side. Today the wound has settled to a dull ache. It’s impossible that one hard push from Haley left a bruise. I can still feel her handprint there.

There are too many people in the house. I can sense them here while I shower and dress. Putting a shirt on is still an exercise in misery, but I do it nonetheless. My home was never a fully private space. It can’t be when you live with staff. But now it feels less so.

All those people, and the only one who matters is Haley.

Her absence from my bedroom confirms that she does, in fact, hate me. I stay longer than I should on the off chance that she reappears. Haley haunted my bedside at the hospital. Eva couldn’t get her to take a break.

She doesn’t come back.

I go downstairs without knocking on her door. Fine. It’s fine if she’s going to shut herself up in her room. Better than putting herself in danger because of a foolish hope that Caroline will suddenly develop a capacity for compassion. Or a soul.

My own soul is an ashen husk on the way to the dining room, where I eat food I don’t taste. It’s supposed to be a working breakfast. Gerard brings his phone and a portfolio with notes.

He keeps getting up. The third time he does it, I’ve had enough. “Is there something especially compelling in the hallway? I didn’t think an hourlong meeting was beyond you.”

“The team leaders have reports and questions.” He returns to his seat with an air of caution. “I can direct them to you, of course, but—”

“No,” I snap. “I don’t want to be bothered with that shit. Unless you and Lucian are incapable, in which case, tell me now.”

“We are not.” Gerard turns the page in his portfolio, his eyes still on me.

He watches until I stare back. “What?”

“You’re not thinking of going to the office, are you?”

“Well, yes, Gerard. My dearest wish is to get a bullet through the head on a crowded city sidewalk.”

He nods. “I wanted to be sure.”

“You can be fucking sure I’m not going back to the office until we’ve resolved things with Caroline.”

“All right, all right. I thought it might be the reason you’re on edge.”

“I’m not on edge,” I snarl at him. One deep breath doesn’t calm me. Neither does the second one, so I stand up with as much composure as I can summon and declare the meeting over.

It sets the tone very nicely for my return.

Haley doesn’t come out the rest of the day, or the next. I walk in loops around the house, opening doors I haven’t thought about in years and scowling at anyone who crosses my path. It’s not many people. Word seems to have gotten out about my mood, which is fucking fine, thank you very much. I sit through meetings with Gerard and halfheartedly run my business from my phone and I am perfectly fucking pleasant. Except for the scowling.

By the third morning a persistent ache in my stomach has made itself at home, and Haley’s door hasn’t cracked open once. I don’t ask about her. I don’t say a word. I put a business-appropriate expression on my face and go downstairs to my life.

Except I can’t settle. Can’t relax. It’s not the pain from the wound that makes every muscle tense. It didn’t cause last night’s nerve misfire, which pinned me to the bed for a solid thirty minutes. I’ve been given explicit instructions not to exercise, to let the torn skin heal, so there is only walking. And not thinking about her.

I was prepared for this. Knew the outcome in advance of making her my prisoner. Knew before I told her to her face. The reality doesn’t match up with my expectations.

I didn’t expect it to hurt this much.

I did not expect three words from a Constantine to cut so deeply. I’m the Beast of Bishop’s Landing. There’s not much that hasn’t been said to me in the way of fuck yous and evil bastard and, yes, I hate you. It’s different when Haley says it. Less sticks and stones than serrated knives.

On the third afternoon I lose track of time. In the back wing of the house, there is a room Haley’s never been to. That’s where I find myself. It’s decorated as a study, with expensive antiques and plush rugs. The reason Haley hasn’t been here is because I don’t come here. No special reason to avoid it. I just don’t visit.

Fine. Two reasons to avoid it. The first is the general uneasiness I feel when I’m at the back of the house, too far to see the front drive.

And the second is one of the shelves set behind the glass doors of a bookcase shaped like an arch. The bookcase is a centerpiece on the far wall of the study. It’s slightly disingenuous to blame the shelf for what it holds, but it’s tainted by association.

Any-fucking-way. It doesn’t matter. I’m not here to go through the items on the shelf. I’m here to stand at the window and watch the winter sun burn down into the trees. All the security is fucking up the snow. They keep themselves relatively hidden by the tree line, but they’re constantly tromping through it on the way to and from their quarters on the lower level. When I bought this place, it had a bizarre collection of cellars, not a true basement. The renovations cost a small fortune.

Worth it, I guess. I’ve never had the occasion to use that housing. Gerard, Mrs. Page, and the chef have small apartments carved out of the first floor, inside a wing I separated out for the purpose. Also in that wing is an apartment that hosts a rotating cast of maids and kitchen staff who work in weeklong shifts and don’t need permanent space.

The last of the sunset careens below the horizon. Far above, the sky is already a deep blue. It’s the color of silence. Of waiting.

I wish she would talk to me.

Here, in my own head, I can begin to admit that I’d rather hear Haley tell me how much she hates me in sickening detail than never hear her voice again.

The door opens, letting a thin seam of light into the room, and I sucker punch the hope that it’s her. It’s not. I can see in the reflection that it’s Mrs. Page. I can tell she’s having second thoughts. “I’m sorry to interrupt.”

I turn away from the window and make an effort not to scowl at her while I cross the room. There’s no chance of a smile, not today, but there is a carefully cultivated neutral expression. “You’re not interrupting. I was on my way out. What is it?” Out in the hallway, I close the door with my right hand. The movement doesn’t make me want to scream, which is an improvement. Not that I would scream. Not that I would ever give anyone so much evidence of my ability to feel.

Mrs. Page stands in the center of the hall, the corners of her mouth turned down. “I’m sorry to have to come to you with this, but I’ve been trying for three days.”

It raises my hackles, and I bite back the sharp words on the tip of my tongue. “Trying what?”

“I suppose I should ask if there’s something Haley would like for dinner. If there’s something we could make for her. She wouldn’t take the tray that was sent up.”

Mrs. Page has held a lit match to kindling. Fury spikes like a fever. I get a stranglehold on it but it’s difficult. It puts up a fight. I’m never as angry as people think I am. I play the part when it works to my advantage.

Now it’s real. Because I’ve heard what Mrs. Page didn’t say. Those unsaid words are written on her face. Her worried eyes tell the whole story.

“It’s not just this tray, is it?” I sound so fucking calm. Another coverup. Mrs. Page will never know how strong the urge to destroy is in this moment. She pinches her lips shut. It’s an impossible situation she finds herself in, I’m sure. Lying to me is not an option. She doesn’t want to betray Haley, either. So I press forward. “It’s all of them.”

A tiny nod. “I’ve tried—” Her voice quavers, and I’m not sure what it is she’s most afraid of. Mrs. Page has many options to choose from. “I’ve tried sending them at different times. I’ve tried different amounts of food. She liked the miniature waffles, but—” She shakes her head. “She doesn’t even bring the trays inside her room. I took dinner up personally, and she just said no, thank you and closed the door.”

My vision dims, and I force one semi-normal breath into my lungs. I’m not going to stroke out over this. I am not. The next breath is slightly easier.

Mrs. Page puts a hand on my arm. “Leo?”

Sight comes back in a rush. Her face is pale, colorless. I don’t know what she saw on my face just now. I have no desire to know.

“I’ll talk to her.”

“I—” My housekeeper thinks better of what she’s about to say. “Thank you.”

The tenor of fear in that thank you makes me wonder if she’ll try to stop me. But Mrs. Page turns before we get to the stairs and disappears down another hall, probably to tell Gerard that she’s set me off.

She hasn’t. What has set me off is three days of hell and the growing sense that it might be hell for all eternity. I have reached the limit of my patience. I’ve reached the limit of my tolerance. There are almost no limits left.

The carpet deadens my footsteps on the long walk to Haley’s room, where I never wanted her to sleep again. I hope she hears me coming. I hope she throws herself at me. I hope she shouts and screams and we fight until I can make her understand what this is doing to me. Until she understands why I would live like this forever if it meant keeping her safe.

I knock on her door harder than I intended, and everything I’d planned to say disappears in a puff of smoke. “Come down to dinner.”

My heart beats twice, and it’s the slowest clock on the face of the earth. I’m ready to take the door off its hinges when she answers. “I’m not hungry.”

“Bullshit. You haven’t eaten in three days.”

“Why do you care? You got everything else you wanted, so I’ll keep this one thing for me.”

Everything else I wanted. Everything else I wanted. “Open the door or I’ll break it down.”

Quick, soft footsteps on the other side. The door jerks open and swings wide. Haley’s already halfway back across her room, planting her feet in front of the bed.

She refuses to look at me in the most infuriating way possible. Because, yes, she’s looking in my general direction, but at me? No. Haley stares into the middle distance with her arms crossed over her chest.

My jaw crumbles under the pressure of grinding my teeth. It takes work to undo it. To speak. “Come downstairs and have dinner.”

It wasn’t so long ago that I heard her crying in this room. That I stalked out of the darkness and scared her. That I made her blush by reading a filthy scene from the book her brother packed for her. Every time she looked at me, she was looking for a chink in the armor. A subtle sign that I wasn’t the monster she imagined. I know, because I’m the one searching her face now. Any sign, any sign that she might not loathe me would be enough.

Haley says nothing.

“Mrs. Page told me about the trays. They won’t stop coming, no matter how many times you refuse them.”

Still nothing. She waits, silent and still. I can’t help but feel a little pride under a cascade of sadness. I know this trick. I taught it to her.

Haley looks soft and beautiful in the lamplight as she ever has, in dark leggings and a shirt the same dark pink as the coat she wore to come home from the hospital. It brings out the blue in her eyes. No shoes. She hasn’t been planning to leave. Her plan involves wasting away in this bedroom.

“You’re eating dinner with me. It’s not a request.”

Her eyes finally meet mine, and they’re flat. Disgusted. She’s looked at me many ways before, but never like this. “I don’t share meals with strangers.”

“Jesus, Haley, we are not strangers.”

She blinks at her name, turning her face an inch to the side. “I don’t know you.”

“You know everything.” My control frays and by the end of the sentence, by everything, I’m shouting. I regret it instantly. I fucking hated it when my father would yell. Haley doesn’t react, but I know the non-reaction is its own tell. Her chest rises and falls in shallow breaths. Otherwise, she’s frozen. I take a step into the room, hating myself, hating that she hates me, and above all hating Caroline Constantine for starting this in the first place and then royally fucking it up for me. One more step. Another. If she took one step I’d be within her reach. “Darling—”

Haley turns her back on me. “I’m not coming to dinner.”

Hope dies. One minute it was alive, now it’s not. It’s a burned book. A flower killed by the frost. “Fine,” I say to her back. “Then you can damn well starve.”

She doesn’t turn around. My entire body pulls toward her, but I ignore it.

I leave. I don’t look back.
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CHAPTER TEN


Haley

Leo is obnoxiously right.

I’m hungry.

It’s not true that I haven’t eaten in three days. The first day, I was sick with anger, so I didn’t have any food, but I did drink my weight in tea. I added enough sugar to sustain a person for a long time. On the second day, I found the snacks. A tiny collection in the bedside table. A bar of sea salt chocolate, a package of gourmet jelly beans, and a sleeve of buttery crackers.

But now it’s past midnight, the snacks have run out, and the adrenaline rush of seeing him that way has made me ravenous.

It’s crossed my mind to push the button and call Mrs. Page, but it’s late. She might think it was an emergency and get Leo. Then we’d be nowhere. Instead I open the door to my room and listen.

No footsteps in the hall. Nobody breathing in the dark. Nobody waiting to see if I’ll come out.

I ignore the pang of disappointment, which is probably a side effect of hunger, and pad out into the hall. The ballet flats are soft enough not to make any sound on the trip forward into the hall. It’ll be a longer journey to wherever the kitchen is, but this way, I won’t have to go past Leo’s door.

The truth is, I don’t trust myself to go past his door and keep going. The scent of his skin in my room today lit up every nerve ending in my body. It felt like taking a breath of air after days underwater. Hormones. Adrenaline. It’s not because I’m foolish enough to keep loving him.

It wasn’t a waste, staying with him in the hospital. Not a waste of my time, or my heart, or anything else. I’m a good person. That’s why I did it. I’m a good person, and he’s—

Not.

A lie if I’ve ever told myself one. He’s not an evil person, just cruel and unreasonable.

It feels disloyal and wrong to think that. I shake the thought out of my head.

I pause at the top of the grand staircase and look down into the foyer, with its lights dimmed for the night. A lone bodyguard waits at the bottom of the steps.

He looks young. My age. Maybe a little older. I’ll take my chances with him. I can’t stay here anyway—the longer I stand here, the better the chances I sneeze and startle him, which would not be great.

A quick retreat back into the hall, and I try to make my footsteps more audible on the way to the stairs. The man at the bottom turns his head right away. He reaches toward his back. They’re all carrying guns. My heart beats faster. I understand why they have to have them, especially now, but I wish they didn’t.

“Hi,” I whisper down the steps, giving him a shy wave.

“Miss Constantine. Good evening.” His face is tense and serious. Right. Because he’s been given specific orders about what to do if I try to run for it.

I let him get a good look at me. If I was going to run, I wouldn’t do it in ballet flats. “Can you point me toward the kitchen?”

His brow furrows. “Give me a moment, please.” The bodyguard turns away and murmurs something into his earpiece. I thought he was too young to be ex-anything. Now I don’t know. I’m still second-guessing it when he turns back around. “I’ll take you there now.”

As soon as my feet hit the floor, his hand is on my back, steering me across the foyer. Another bodyguard crosses paths with us on the way. I can’t help craning my neck to see where he goes, and I’m right—he’s the replacement. The second man takes his position at the foot of the stairs, looking like he was always there.

My bodyguard for the moment drops his hand. “This way.” We go to the end of the hall and turn left. I’ve never been past Leo’s office, but this guy has, and he’s confident about it.

The kitchen turns out to be halfway down the hall behind a set of swinging doors. It’s nowhere near the dining room. There must be a smaller kitchen next to that, or a staging area…something. Something only a person as rich as Leo would have. The bodyguard pushes open the door with one palm and scans the space, then beckons me through.

With the low lights, I thought I was going to be alone. There are two people here. Gerard, and the chef. Both of them look up at me. Neither looks surprised. “Miss Constantine,” says Gerard.

“Haley. Please.” I run a hand over my hair. “Call me Haley. And I was wondering if there was anything to eat.”

The chef laughs, easy and bright, and some of my awkwardness dissipates. He extends a hand across the big stainless steel prep table in the center of the space, and I step forward to shake it. “Timothy. I work nights here. What would you like?” He turns back to a set of two restaurant-sized fridges and opens one, the lights picking up the auburn in his hair. “We probably have most of what you could want.” I can’t tell how old Timothy is. He looks young, but he doesn’t seem young. He also doesn’t seem new here.

I don’t know if that’s good or bad. Maybe he’s loyal, too, and they’ve already sent a message to Leo telling him where I am.

Gerard appears at my side with a wooden stool in his hands. He sets it in front of the prep table as Timothy says, “Any ideas?”

“Eggs. And toast.” It seems right to start with breakfast.

“Bacon?”

My stomach growls. “Yes. Please.”

Timothy makes more than I could possibly eat, and it’s not until he pulls out three plates that my selfish, hungry brain realizes they’re going to eat with me. Good. Fine. I’ll have a weird midnight dinner with Leo’s head of security and his night chef. All of this has to be against some rule Leo’s made for me, like don’t go down to the kitchen after you called me a stranger.

My face heats at the memory. You know everything. I don’t, though, do I? I don’t know everything there is to know about Leo Morelli. If I did, maybe I wouldn’t feel like such an asshole right now. If I did, maybe I wouldn’t feel like taking the stairs two at a time to his room and pounding on the door until he let me in. Maybe, if there was no mystery left, I wouldn’t want him.

It’s bullshit. It’s all bullshit. And I know it.

“Eggs. Toast. Bacon.” Timothy slides a plate in front of me, along with silverware wrapped in a cloth napkin, and I’ve been so preoccupied with thinking about Leo that I didn’t notice them making places of their own. Gerard sits to my left, Timothy across, and in the warm circle of soft light coming down from an overhead lamp, the prep table doesn’t seem so oversized. “If you changed your mind, that’s okay,” Timothy says, a quirk at the corner of his mouth. “You look a little pissed at the eggs.”

“I’m pissed at Leo.” My hand curls around the fork I’ve just unwrapped from its napkin. Metal bites into my palm. It’s definitely not the smartest idea I’ve ever had, blurting this out to two of the people on his staff, but here we are. I stab one of my over-hard eggs with the tines of my fork while my face burns. “I don’t know how anyone can stand to work for him. He is—” The words stick. “So mean.”

I look up from the plate and catch Timothy raising his eyebrows at Gerard, who nods.

“Yeah,” Timothy says. “He can get mean. But you have to understand where he came from.” He takes a bite of his own eggs—scrambled—like this is normal mealtime conversation. “Sometimes that’s how you get out of a place like that.”

My heart aches, and I will it to stop. Not here. Not now. “I didn’t come down here to feel sorry for him.”

Timothy points his fork at me. “And he wouldn’t want you to. That’s not what this is about.”

“Then what is it about?” What is any of this about, really? A bunch of people who can’t decide whether they love each other or hate each other? It’s obvious Gerard and Timothy both know why I’m here in Leo’s house. Everyone probably does, but from the casual way they’re sitting here with me, they don’t care. “You’re fine with him keeping me here against my will?”

They share another glance, which I pointedly ignore. Timothy cooked breakfast in the middle of the night. As far as I can tell, Gerard hasn’t tattled to Leo. I’ll put up with the glances.

Gerard clears his throat. “Have you ever met Bryant?”

There is only one Bryant in Bishop’s Landing, and maybe the world, that anyone cares to know about. Leo’s father. “I know he hurt them. Leo and his siblings—I know how he was with them.” Half-true. Leo’s hinted. Eva said their father was violent. Hearing those things doesn’t mean I know anything.

“He didn’t tolerate weakness.” The way Gerard says this gives me a sinking feeling. He’s speaking from personal experience. “I worked for him for years. Bryant thought it was better to beat weakness out of people, including his children. For him, kindness was the greatest weakness. It was a mortal sin.”

“You don’t work for him now.” It feels terrible to eat bacon, terrible to eat at all during this conversation, but I’m too hungry to stop. “Why not?”

“Leo offered me this job five years ago. I wanted out, so I took it.”

“And you’re happier now, working for him? You don’t feel like you chose the lesser of two evils?”

I put another forkful of food into my mouth. I don’t taste it. My mind can’t wrap itself around this thing Gerard is telling me. That he wanted to get away from the father, so he went to work for the son. It doesn’t seem far enough, especially now, especially with Leo keeping me here.

“There was a conflict.” Gerard puts down his fork and folds his hands over his plate. “Between the person Leo wanted to be and the person he had to be in order to survive his father and keep his siblings alive. Being vicious and unpredictable were his two most effective tools, and over time, they became a reflex.” He sighs. “He tries, Haley.”

“Well, he’s not trying now. He won’t let me leave here. He won’t let me do anything to stop this.”

“He thinks he’s going to hell, you know,” comments Timothy.

I blink at him. “What?”

“You grow up with a guy like Bryant, and things get twisted. Believe in Bryant’s version of sin, and you’re going to burn for all eternity for trying to help everyone. Believe the priest, and you’re down there for a laundry list of shit. Murder. Greed. Lust. It was a game he couldn’t win.”

Leo wanted me to make the sign of the cross over him when he was dying. Some part of him hoped for God to save him. I thought he wanted to be saved from the pain and the fear.

Maybe it was hell.

Maybe it was his last chance to try, even if he thought he was doomed. I never had that brand of fear. My dad took us to a Unitarian church a handful of times. It didn’t last. He loved his work, and he loved us. I never doubted his love. It wasn’t lack of love that made him forget to cook dinner or come rushing in late for the school play.

It wasn’t like that for Leo. There was no sure thing.

“Could I—” My eyes sting, but I am not, I am not, going to break. “Could I have some water?”

Timothy gets up and retrieves three bottled waters from the fridge. He passes one to Gerard, puts one by his own plate, and untwists the top on the third. That’s the one he hands to me. He goes back to his food like this isn’t hellish to talk about. Maybe for him it’s not. Maybe he’s used to it.

Gerard takes a deep breath. “I think you already know that Leo drew his father’s attention whenever he could. It served two purposes. The first was distracting Bryant from the other siblings. The second was to hide.”

“That he’s good,” Timothy adds. “He has a temper, yeah. He still…reacts strongly to certain things. He’ll snipe at me, or Gerard, but I’ve never seen him lay a hand on a housekeeper or one of my staff.”

“The day Ronan came, he sent me away.” Gerard swallows. “I shouldn’t have gone. He insisted. He wanted me to take Mrs. Page to her sister’s and get everyone else out of the house in case it went badly. And then he told me that everyone’s salary would be paid for a year. He thought he was going to die, and he wanted me to know that we’d be taken care of.” Gerard clears his throat again and takes a deliberate bite of toast. “He’s always been that way. Leo has always taken care of anyone his father hurt. Not just his siblings. The staff at the house. Anyone who comes to him. It’s a long list, and that’s not including the bastards.”

I almost choke on the water and get my hand up just in time to stop it from splashing over my chin. “Bastards?”

Timothy looks me in the eye. “Every so often, Bryant would want a maid. There were a few pregnancies over the years. Bryant was content to throw those women out of the house and forget about them, but not Leo. He took care of everything. Still does.”

“How do you know all this?” Gerard has a reason. Timothy is the chef. I can’t for the life of me picture Leo down here having a heart-to-heart with Timothy about his childhood.

The chef cracks his knuckles over his plate, and then the open expression drops off his face. His dark eyes narrow into a sharp glare, and the second he sets his jaw to scowl, I see it. His auburn hair doesn’t matter. The resemblance is obvious.

His Morelli face disappears with a wink.

What.

What.

“But if you’re half brothers—”

He holds up a hand. “I don’t want any part of the family life. All I needed was a job. He gave me exactly what I wanted.”

Being kept here isn’t what I want. I don’t want to be powerless over this situation. I don’t want him to handle everything for me.

I don’t want to be Leo’s prisoner.

Do I?
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


Leo

On the fourth day I’m beside myself.

Walking out of that room was the most foolish thing I’ve ever done. I should have taken action to break Haley out of whatever this is. I should have provoked her. No one is better at provoking people than I am, and instead I let her get to me. I let her silence and her anger get to me.

The hate on her face is all I can think of, not least because I woke up this morning with my back on fire and the bullet wound throbbing in a way it hasn’t done for days. It took an hour to get out of bed. At the end of that hour, I saw myself in the bathroom mirror and knew better than to go downstairs.

Mrs. Page sends up trays of simple food and I make a point of eating all of it while I pretend to work. I’m still being fucking pathetic when Gerard strolls in at ten after six. I’ve witnessed another sunset without Haley. I shouldn’t give a fuck. I never intended to care. My thoughts are about to careen down that path again, uncontrollable as a wild dog.

“Is she still shut up in her room?”

Gerard takes in the question without so much as a blink. I meant to demand a report on security or my attack plans. Fuck. “Miss Constantine has been in her room all day.”

The phrasing is a tell, damn him. “But not all night?”

“She came down to the kitchen asking for something to eat around two. Timothy made her a meal, and then she went back to her room.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me?” The pain in my back eases under the rush of relief. “In my own fucking house, Gerard, and you’re going to—”

“There were instructions not to wake you,” he says smoothly.

Fresh irritation rolls over my relief. The nerve of Haley Constantine. Refusing meals and then creeping downstairs in the night to pester the staff. Refusing me and then going in search of someone else. “The next time you find her wandering around, I want to know about it.”

“Yes, sir.”

I stand up and toss my phone into the armchair. “Was there something else?”

“Mrs. Page wanted to know if you planned to have dinner in the dining room or up here.”

Honestly, fuck this. Fuck not seeing her face. Fuck not breathing her in. And fuck letting her do this to me. “That will depend on Miss Constantine’s plans. I’ll go ask her about them myself.”

Gerard steps out of the way and I stalk past him. My home is large, but the walk from my room to Haley’s is over before I can settle my racing heart. I raise my hand to knock, braced for an argument, but at the last moment I see it.

The door is cracked.

I put my hand flat against it and push it open. Haley sits in a low armchair by the windows, looking out. She glows pale and luminous in moonlight reflected off snow.

At first, she doesn’t notice me. I see the moment she does. I’m outlined in the doorframe, silhouetted by the light, and her body reacts first. Her shoulders go up. She does not turn away from the window.

Fine. I’m not waiting. Not this time. In a few long strides I’m around the bed, feet planted in a spot next to her chair. Haley stares out the window with a tight jaw.

“I would like it if you would have dinner with me tonight.”

Her lips part. “No.”

It’s not rage that explodes down my spine then. It’s something else entirely. I reach down over her and Haley presses herself flat against the chair. It makes it easier to wrench it around so she’s facing me, eyes wide, the hollow of her throat dipping with every breath.

“This is bullshit.” I cage her with my hands fisted on the arms of the chair. She looks at me like an animal caught in a trap. An animal with a gleam of fight in her eyes. “You are my captive. You’re not going to refuse me.”

“I’ll refuse you whenever the hell I want.”

I bend down until I’m close enough to kiss her. I want it so much it hurts to breathe. Or maybe it’s the fucking bullet wound. “This game you’ve been playing was cute, darling. It was fucking cute. And it’s over now. You lost.”

Haley’s pretending she doesn’t want this. But I see the way she tilts her chin. The way she bares the smooth flesh of her neck to me like I might want to bite it. Like she’s inviting me to bite it. “You lost, not me. You’re the one who’s obsessed with your own prisoner.”

I take her face in one big palm and pull her head up. I need to see her eyes. She has to see mine. “I. Cannot. Live like this.” It’s not what I planned to say. Nothing like what I planned to say. “It’s killing me not to see you. It’s killing me not to touch you. I’m beginning to think the only way to end this is to bend you over that bed and strap you until you come to your senses.”

“See?” Her voice shakes. “All you want is to hurt me.”

“Yes.” It takes all my restraint not to yell it, so there’s none left to keep my hands still. I release her face and dig both hands into the front of her shirt. “I want to hurt you. I want to make you cry. I can’t sleep at night, thinking of it. You keep me awake all fucking night.”

“Do it, then,” she challenges, voice rising. Haley is slouched down in the armchair, her knees apart, her body dangling from her shirt. She put herself in that position. She can’t help herself. “Hurt me. Strap me. Do whatever you want.”

“No,” I growl, hands trembling, muscles tensed around this endless, cutting need. “Because you would love it. I know you, darling, and you are a slut for it. The pain. The humiliation. The release. I’m not giving you a damn thing until you let me in.”

“I won’t,” she says, her tone icy.

Something breaks. I swear I can hear it. “Fight with me,” I shout into her face. “Fight with me, for the love of Christ.”

A frustrated howl rises in the back of her throat. My heart ratchets up with it until I think she might shriek but instead Haley grabs for me. Fights against gravity. She throws herself against me from below and kisses me, spilling that scream onto my tongue. I can’t stand for the taste of her. For the vicious little nips against my lip. I end up on my knees between her legs, her hair falling around my face. I shove it back just to touch her.

Haley breaks away, her hands still on my shoulders, and lets out a breath that sounds like a sob. “I hate you for this.”

I kiss her again. Hard. Harder. Until she whimpers and I let her up for air. “Hate me, then. It doesn’t change what you are.”

“Which is what?”

I wrap my hand around the back of her head and turn her so my mouth is against her ear. “Wet, darling. Soaking wet. I don’t have to touch you to know it. I can smell you.”

Haley shudders. “It’s not because of you.”

“Liar.” I twist my fingers into her hair and give her head a shake. “Fight me, and I’ll fuck you like your body is begging me to.”

Even now, she’s arched in my hands. Even now, she’s showing off her tits to me. Even while she shakes her head no, even while she denies it, her spread thighs press tight against my waist. “No.”

“Have you already forgotten? You’re finished refusing me. Now open your mouth and tell me what the fuck your problem is.”

“That you’re keeping me prisoner.”

I put both hands on her face and make her look at me. “I’m keeping you alive.” Every word is an effort. A slog through torture. “There’s no other way to keep you alive.”

“I don’t believe you.” Haley’s voice breaks into a ragged whisper. “I don’t believe you for a second. This isn’t about keeping me alive, this is about staying in control.”

A laugh fights its way out of me. “Does it look like I have control to you?”

“Yes.”

“I have nothing.” Another laugh that feels like it’s on its way to becoming something else. Something soul-rending. “Not a fucking thing.”

“You have everything. You have money. You have an enormous castle. You have people to protect you.”

“And none of that matters,” I say through clenched teeth, “if the one person I need to see would rather starve than look at me.”

“Prove it, then.” The silver sheen in her eyes matches the heated wobble in her voice. “Prove that I’m worth anything to you. Fight me back, Leo. Fight me and win. Fight me—”

I cut her off with a kiss that’s so deep it pushes her all the way back into the armchair.

Haley pushes back with everything she has. Her hands on my shoulders. Her hips against mine. I see it then. Taste it on her. The same desperate need I’ve kept bottled up for days and nights now. She fights harder, and understanding sinks into my bones. I got shot, but she saw it happen. Tears aren’t enough of a release for all that anger and fear.

“No,” she says, pushing away so she can breathe. “I won’t fight you.” Her hips work against mine, fast and frantic. “I won’t get anything out of this.”

“You don’t have any choice.” I take her in my arms before she can argue. It’s steps to the bed. I let her fall and pin her as soon as she lands. “I’ll make you like it.”

Haley grabs for the hem of her shirt, trying to push it down. A crystal clear question.

I answer by shredding it with my own two hands. Exposing her skin, and the delicate bra she’s wearing underneath. She resists me when I make her sit but can’t stop me from taking the bra, and then I turn her over and strip off her leggings and panties in a series of hard yanks.

Haley tries to crawl away and I drag her back. I will do this all night, if that’s what it takes. She digs her nails into the comforter and kicks out at me. Her heel makes contact with my gut and the pain ricochets up to the bullet wound. In the time it takes for me to breathe, she scrambles across the bed, throws herself off the other side, and runs.

I chase her.

She’s not three steps down the hall when I catch her, looping one arm around her waist and the other around her throat. Every one of her breaths is audible in the quiet space. I shove a foot between her legs and make her spread them, locking her back against me by the neck.

“Who is it you’re hoping to find out here?” I muse into her ear while I drag my fingers between her breasts and over her belly and lower, to where my fingers meet sweet, soft flesh. She’s dripping. “Is it that you want to be fucked in front of the staff? All you had to do was say so, darling. It can be arranged.”

I feel her swallow under my palm. “I’m so pissed at you.”

“Likewise.”

“For what?”

“For denying me this.” I push two fingers into her opening and Haley’s knees give out. She’s impaled on my fingers in the middle of the hall. Trembling. Her pussy pulses around those fingers. “You’ll know exactly how furious I am when I’m finished with you.”

I take away my fingers and she makes a desolate sound. Haley juts out an elbow, aiming for my gut, but I catch the blow with a laugh and shift my grip so I have her by the hair. I take her down the hall and into my bedroom that way, with her scrambling to keep up. I can feel what she needs. It’s as palpable as if she’d spoken the words.

So I drop her on the floor.

Slam the door shut.

When I turn back, Haley rushes me.

I catch her in the middle of a half-formed punch and haul her up my body until her legs lock over my hips. Not all the way around—not enough to hurt me. My chest cracks open and I kiss her with the same intensity. All my skin is pulled tight with the effort of keeping it together while relief and animal lust sledgehammer my rib cage. My cock hurts more than the bullet wound. It’s already leaking precum. I’m going to die of needing to fuck her.

Haley isn’t the only one with a pent-up storm of emotions. Not by far.

Walking us over to the bed is only slightly complicated by the fact that I can’t stop kissing her. Biting her. Sucking her lip between my teeth. I spread her out on the bed, open her legs wide, and lean down to rake my teeth over one of her nipples. “Don’t fucking move,” I tell her, and she puts her palms flat on the comforter. The same pose as the library, only there are no books, and there is no dress. Only Haley’s heaving chest and her pink, wet pussy, open to the air and to me.

I straighten up, and she worries her lip with her teeth. “Don’t go.” Haley gets a slap to the pussy for that. She gasps and brings her knees up, then thinks better of it and puts them back down. “Asshole,” she says, and spreads her legs.

My heart stops to walk away from her, but I do.

She’s not running away again.

What I need is in the closet. Haley hasn’t moved when I come back. I’m too close when she sees what’s in my hands and scrambles to sitting. Her feet are inches from the floor when I get my hand around her neck and shove her back down to the bed. Ah—this is what she wanted. The struggle. She tries her damndest to keep her hands free, but I pin her wrists and bind them with a specially made length of leather. It has a loop on one side.

“Fuck you,” Haley whispers as I bring her arms over her head. To chain her in place, I have to stretch out to reach the attachment on the bedframe. My bullet wound protests. I tell it to shut the fuck up. On the way back to my side of the bed, I bite my way down her body hard enough to leave marks. “Fuck you,” she pants.

“My pleasure.”

Haley’s big blue eyes stay on me for every second it takes to strip off my clothes. The ache in the bullet wound is nothing compared to the ache in the rest of my body. Her eyes slide down to my cock.

“You’ve taken me before. Don’t look so shocked.”

Her eyes meet mine again, and it’s not shock I find there.

It’s hunger.

“I hate you,” she says, her voice thick.

“I’ll fuck you for that.”

With both hands on her hips, I drag her to the edge of the bed. I could cover her mouth with my hand to stop her from saying it again. It hurts. Every time. But then I push her thighs wide apart and her glistening flesh gives me a better idea.

For the second time in an hour, I find myself on my knees. The first long lick of her pussy turns Haley’s I hate yous into a moan.

Once I’ve started, I can’t stop. She’s so wet, and so sweet, and so vulnerable. There’s nothing she can do to get away from me, and her body loves it. Loves when I drive my tongue into her opening. Loves when I suck her clit. Loves when I slide two fingers inside of her and hook them. Her first orgasm of the night sets her tears loose.

I hope she cries the whole time.

She’s writhing on the bed by the time I’m forced to my feet by my own insistent cock. Haley halfheartedly tries to get one of her feet up to kick at me, to keep playing the game, but I push it back down. The hardest thing I’ve ever done is to wait until her eyes focus on me, bright and hazy.

“I’m not going to be gentle,” I warn.

Her lips move, but nothing comes out. I’m too lost in the task at hand to wait for more. I lever Haley’s hips into the position I want and notch the head of my cock to her entrance.

Oh, fuck.

My head drops forward and a full-body shiver overtakes me. I’m barely touching her, and she’s already trying to pull me in.

“Big breath.”

I don’t wait for her to do it before I drive myself home.

She’s so tight my vision goes dark at the edges. Haley’s sobbing but it’s not pained. It’s relieved. Like the viselike relief I feel right now. It’s hard for her to take me, the same way it was in the library. She has to work at it. Put her hips into it. Her eyes squeeze shut.

“Look at me,” I order her. I can hardly see. Her eyes are the only point of focus, shining with tears and want. They are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

And those eyes are the first clue that I’m wrecking her with these long, hard strokes. Her lips part and she makes a sound like begging, again and again and again. I’ve been feeling it—her voice, wrapped around my cock—but the overwhelmed panting…

It makes me angry.

No. No. Another series of thrusts brings clarity. It’s not that she’s making me angry. It’s that I’ve sensed something, I felt it, and it is so rare and powerful that I pin her with a bruising grip on her hips.

A safe place.

I want something else. Want something more.

I pull out and Haley gasps, “No, no. Please don’t leave.”

Her other nipple wants my attention, so I bend down to bite it. Haley picks up her head to watch me. “Save the begging,” I tell her when she’s finished squirming from the pain. “You’ll need it.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Haley

He walks away again, and tears run down my cheeks. Leo should be too much for me. His body. His cruelty. But the soreness he’s left between my legs is so delicious it makes more tears well up. He’s a challenge. That’s what he is.

I pull at my bound wrists. It’s useless. There must be a way to move my body but he’s fucked me so hard, and with such precision, that I can’t think of anything but him.

Leo strolls back into my line of sight and all of me goes hot. I inch my knees apart before I know what I’m doing. A dangerous smile flits over his face.

I don’t know how he exists. I don’t know how a man so beautiful and so mean walks the earth. I don’t know how I keep looking at him. But I do, up until the moment he takes me in his hands and turns me over.

Roughly.

It takes a second to get my bearings, and in that second, Leo pushes a pillow under my hips and angles me higher with his hand. “Up. Now.”

The edge in his voice is pure impatience, anger bubbling underneath. He didn’t look angry when he was fucking me before. He looked absorbed in it. Lost in it. I’ll never forget him shivering for the rest of my life. But I’m an aching collection of muscle and blood and nothing makes sense right now.

I thought we stopped fighting.

Maybe we never did.

You’ll know exactly how furious I am when I’m finished with you.

Goose bumps race down my spine, and I tug at the belt—the leather—whatever it is that binds my wrists. Leo laughs. I can’t twist my neck enough to see him clearly. Only the shadows at the edges of his body as he rises behind me, the bed shifting to accommodate his weight. “You remembered,” he says.

My teeth chatter from nerves. He puts both hands on my ass and tests the flesh there. “I don’t know what you’re—”

“You only want to hurt me,” he repeats. “Your words, not mine.”

His thumbs trace slow circles and I tense up, waiting for him to spank me, or strap me. “You said you wanted to. You said you wanted me to cry.”

“Correct.” Leo lays his hands flat and spreads my cheeks. The air in his bedroom didn’t seem cool before, but it does now. It turns me to ice in all but two places. My face, and between my legs. “You’ll cry now.”

Something cool and slick makes contact and I startle against my bindings. “No. No, no, no. Please.”

“Enough of that,” he snaps. “You’ll only make it harder on yourself.” He drags me back by the hips until his legs form the other side of my cage. I can’t move now. At all. My ass is presented to him, and there’s nowhere to go.

His fingers circle that place and press in without preamble.

Instant tears.

I remember this, from the library, but it’s harder to take now. A thousand times more intense. He works his fingers inside me with indifferent pressure. As if he doesn’t care that he’s stretching me. As if he doesn’t care that I need more time to adjust. As if he doesn’t care how wet he makes me, how horrible it is to be wet for this.

Leo makes a sound in the back of his throat. “I thought you were going to fight me. If you are, you’re doing a terrible job.” He adds another finger and all of me tenses. “Good girl.” He glides his other hand between my legs as he says it and laughs again. A mean laugh. A satisfied one. I understand what he’s going to do the moment before he does it.

Four fingers.

“Please. Oh. Please. I can’t do this—I can’t, please.”

It takes me to the edge of fear, that stretch, and I hear myself trying to breathe. Leo circles my clit with his fingertips. “You should thank me,” he comments. “I’m under no obligation to help you.”

“Thank you,” I gasp, and the answering growl he makes scares me more than anything else. He has very little control left.

I’m the one who pushed him.

I’m the one who took it this far.

It’s so hot, and so bad.

Leo takes his fingers out, leaving me empty. His hands settle on my hips and I feel brittle. Taken to my limit. He’s going to go past it. “Here’s how furious I am.” His voice is level, reasonable, but I can hear the thundercloud behind it. “You’re going to take all of me in that ungodly tight hole, and I’m not going to touch your clit again until you deserve it.”

“No,” I hear myself say. “Don’t wait. Touch me now. Please. Leo, please—”

He ignores me. Spreads me open again. And this time, the pressure obliterates everything else in my mind except a beating pulse of panic.

“You’re too big.” My voice has turned high and thready. “It won’t work. It won’t work.” When I begged him before, in the library, he took the choice away. When I couldn’t help him break through, he hurt me as a gift instead of making me do it myself. Oh, no. Oh, no, he’s doing it again.

The pressure grows and my pussy aches. For him. I only want him, which is as sick and twisted as anything on earth. With my mind untethered like this, the truth is obvious. I want him. I want to hurt for him.

Because I can feel what it’s doing to him, taking me this way. I can feel the taut trembling of his muscles as he holds himself back from destroying me completely. I can hear the hitch in his breath.

Leo sinks into me another inch and I lose all sense of time and place. My tears are trails of heat across my skin but they’re separate, somehow, from the mortified sobs that shake my body. He’s not stopping. Oh my god, he’s not stopping. This is what it is to lose this fight. It’s to be opened completely. No more secrets. No more hiding. He’s taken the option to hide.

It feels so good, and it hurts so badly.

“Please, you can’t,” I beg. “Please, please, please.” It’s world-ending, this invasion. World-shattering. I can’t fathom it.

But.

I have the heady, drunk sensation of power. He’s hurting me, yes. He’s keeping his promise, yes. And yet he trembles for me. For this.

I’m going to scream from the size of him, from the pressure and the pain and the unbearable need for him to touch me. Leo brushes my hair away from my face. “No,” he says. “Not yet.”

Not yet what? I swallow my scream in case that’s what he meant. Maybe we’re both shaking so hard that every tremor tugs at my wrists. I can’t tell. He strokes my hair, and it seems impossible for him to be touching me so many places at once. He’s everywhere. Everywhere.

“I fought back.” Casual. Light. “How does it feel?”

“Hurts,” I choke out. “It hurts. Too much of you.” My muscles clench.

He groans and another flash of fear lights me up like an electrical fire.

His fingers play at the skin just above where he’s entered me. “Relax, darling.”

“I can’t.” My breath seizes. My toes curl. I can’t. I can’t.

“Well, you’ll have to try harder than that.” He’s disapproving and my heart sinks. I want to please him. I want him to say good girl. “I know how far you’ve stretched.” His thumb, I think, brushes against the meeting of us and the thing that takes the most effort is trying not to die. “I can see how much it hurts.” A low sound, almost a growl. “Your tears make me want to fuck you senseless. Take a breath.”

I do it and my head clears. Air is so good. Air is the only good thing. Leo is the air.

“Do it again. There. See?” His thumb moves back and forth over that place while I breathe, and then it’s replaced by another shock of cold. Whatever he’s using is all over him and all over me. I dig my toes into the comforter. I’m past fighting. I’m past everything but him. “Your body will get used to me. You’ll take it as it comes.” A laugh that makes him pulse inside me—fuck, it hurts. “You have no choice.”

My next breath becomes a moan.

The worst part is, he’s right. The pressure never lets up but the howling intensity backs off a few steps. At first I can only tolerate the invasion, only live through it moment by moment.

And then.

My body reacts.

I’m helpless to it, and to him. The heat between my thighs becomes molten and desperate. But Leo has stopped me from being able to create any friction against my clit. His hands hold my hips too tightly to move, and his body blocks my thighs from closing, and I’m tied up.

I’m tied up.

The orgasm hits me like a whip, so sudden that I do scream. Leo curses, the string of words beautiful in his voice, and it’s because I’ve clamped down on him. Tight. Hard.

Panic.

“Good.” He forces this through gritted teeth. “Good. Let me in. Ride it out. Scream if you have to.”

It happens again. The waves keep coming. So do I.

Leo chooses this moment to lock his hands around my hips and take the rest of me.

I see stars. I had no idea there was so much left of him, no idea how it would feel to have him seated all the way inside me. The pain is so all-consuming that it turns into not-pain, into something like pleasure, into the pleasure of being owned in a way that’s so primal it exists outside of time. Outside Constantine and Morelli and everything that brought us here.

“That’s it,” he soothes. “You did it, darling. That’s all of me. Yes. Cry. You deserve it. You did so well.”

The dark prince drags himself out of me and takes all the air from my lungs, too.

His second thrust burns as much as the first one, which I didn’t think would be possible. I didn’t think of anything at all, clearly. He’s merciless about it, picking up the rhythm until I feel him break.

Leo fucks me so hard he can’t stay upright. One strong hand comes down near my head to brace him. There’s no consideration for me anymore. I’m a sacrifice. I’m the conquered one. The bound prisoner.

It makes me come again and a feral noise tears from him. Sweat glows where our skin touches. He’s so far gone that he’s letting me see this. No—feel it. I can’t see anything. My eyes have failed me. My mind goes next. I remember that this is bad, that this is dirty, that this is wrong.

“Not a fucking chance, darling.” Leo reaches between my legs and strokes, his fingertips dragging through an embarrassing slickness. Every word is broken by small catches in his breathing. “Don’t shut me out. Open. Open. Good girl.”

My whole being centers on his fingers, finally on my clit, finally, god, finally. Leo drives into me at the moment I come for him again. What I did before—that was crying.

This is release.

He fucks me all the way through his own orgasm. I’m about to lose my mind, lose myself, when there’s an added stretch and pulse. The heat of his spill inside me lines up with the kisses he presses against my spine. Vibrations from his voice move through my chest, through my heart, but I can’t tell if it’s words or the pure, unfiltered sound of relief.

It was violent, what we did. Violent motion and violent release and I don’t understand how intense it is until it’s over. Leo rests his cheek on my back, panting.

It occurs to me that I’m a tearstained mess with Leo’s cum inside me. The thought floats away before it can land.

An amount of time passes. Awareness comes in and out like the signal on our old satellite TV. Leo’s heavy, but he’s mostly holding himself up. I’m sore, but this is the best I’ve felt in days. My feelings are still complicated. This moment feels very, very simple.

“You promised me a bath,” I tell him.

Leo eases out of me, and I miss the warmth of him as soon as he’s gone. “I keep my promises.”

“In the library. You said we could come here and take a bath.”

“Are you listening, darling, or have I fucked the ability out of you?” He’s at the side of the bed now, setting me free. Leo kicks something back into place under the bed and slings the leather over his shoulder. I push myself up.

“You did for now.” I’ve already forgotten the beginning of the question.

I move to swing my legs off the side of the bed and fall to the comforter instead. Leo scoffs. “Helpless Constantines.” He bends down and lifts me into his arms.

My head feels heavy, so I lean it against his shoulder. “You’re not allowed to do this,” I scold on the way to his absurdly oversized bathroom. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

He pauses at his walk-in closet and tosses the leather inside. “It’s a little late to be worried about me getting hurt.”

I’m having a huge amount of trouble concentrating on anything but his heartbeat and the warmth of his skin. “Hurt more, I meant.”

“I would hurt more for you.” Leo sits down on the ledge of his bath and turns on the water. He holds me so easily. It has to be causing pain. Has to be a strain on his wound. I mean to tell him that. I really do. It’s just that I can’t pick my head up from his shoulder.

It’s just that I don’t want to.

The water runs, and Leo lets me rest in his lap. He smooths my hair and runs his fingers over my cheek. “I’m still kind of pissed at you,” I admit.

He waits a beat, his shoulders tense. But when I don’t say anything else, they let down again. “Be pissed at me tomorrow. I’m busy keeping a promise.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Leo

Haley wakes up slowly the next morning, blinking in the light, mild confusion on her face. She takes me in. I’ve been sitting at the edge of my bed. “Hi,” she says, wariness a shadow in her blue eyes. I have no doubt she’s still deciding whether to hate me. I’m not naive enough to think some light bondage would resolve that. “How long have you been up?”

I’m showered and dressed, though not without a fresh ache in the bullet wound. New pain woke me up early. It was insistent enough that I couldn’t fall back to sleep. The sex last night probably should have been gentler. Slower. But fuck that. “A couple of hours.”

She furrows her brow and tugs up the comforter. I wouldn’t mind seeing her face like this, cheeks pink from sleep, every day for the rest of my life. “Is something going on?”

“Eva’s coming over. I thought you might want to get dressed.”

Haley screws up her lips. This is the part of the fight that didn’t get vanquished by fucking. I can see in her eyes that she’s running through the pros and cons of retreating back into her room.

“You have two options.” She peeks over the blanket. “You can come downstairs and join the household with me, or you can stay upstairs for one more day. If you choose upstairs, you’re staying in this room. The guest room is already locked.”

“My clothes—”

“Are in my closet.” I had her things brought to the door after Haley fell asleep last night and moved them into the closet myself. “Everything from the vanity in the bathroom has also been transferred.”

“You’d let me stay up here all day?”

“Alone? No. I’ll be coming up to make sure you eat.” I’ve choked her with her own dessert before, on the floor of my dining room. Watching her blush and gag made me so hard I think it made a permanent imprint on my brain. “I’m not afraid to put you on your knees, darling. Whatever it takes.”

Haley blushes, her cheeks a deep pink.

Maybe I’ll do it no matter what she chooses.

“I’ll come downstairs.” She splays her hands over the comforter at her chest, as if that would ever keep me from exposing her.

Not now. The things I want to do to her would take longer than we have. “Good. We’ll have breakfast in the dining room in twenty minutes.”

I don’t choke Haley with raspberries between my fingers at the breakfast table, though I badly want to every time she lifts one to her lips. In the morning light, with her wet hair swept back in a low bun, she’s different than she was last night. In one way, this is to be expected. I did fuck her ass to the point of tears. In another way, it scares the shit out of me. Her careful conversation while we eat makes me think she’s wavering.

One step in the wrong direction, and she’ll be looking at me with ice in her eyes and a disgusted curl to her lip. My chest already feels bruised and broken. Several times, a wild instinct becomes a jagged rock in my throat. Tell her. I am technically capable of honesty about how it might be a killing blow if she hisses that she hates me one more time.

I wonder if Haley knows it. She puts down her fork at the end of breakfast and scrutinizes me. “Am I supposed to be somewhere specific today?”

“There’s tea waiting in the den. I have a few meetings before lunch.”

Her eyes light up. Haley loves the den. Of course she does—I designed it to be comfortable. Of all the rooms in this house, it’s the one I put the most thought into. It’s in the left wing because people are more likely to turn right when they enter the foyer. The shelves hold a considered collection of books. I made Eva test thirty separate sofas before I had the furniture custom-made. “I’ll read, then.” This on a soft exhale, as if she’s been waiting her entire life for a day like this one.

Bitter, with clouds rolling across the winter sun. It’s the ideal day to spend by the fire, curled up with a book and a blanket.

At the door to the dining room, she turns toward the den. Her swift footsteps carry her away. But then she pauses and turns back. “Lunch?”

Christ. If this girl, with this hope in her eyes, decides to hate me, it will be my undoing. “I’ll come get you when it’s time.”

She smiles. The wariness is still there. The indecision. But it’s a real smile. One that I return despite the nagging nervousness that won’t release me.

Haley turns away first, and my phone buzzes in my pocket. That will be the alert from security that Eva is arriving.

I’m standing in the lobby when one of the guards opens one side of the double doors and Eva sweeps in like she was blown here on a stiff breeze. She’s not alone.

“Leo!” Daphne crosses the lobby with a quivering chin and I have only enough time to make a plan—I’ll have to bend, so she doesn’t try to hug me around my waist—before she’s there. Her arms close around my neck in a tight grip. A layer of chill clings to the wool of her coat. It must be truly frigid out, if she could get this cold walking from the car to the foyer. “Are you okay? Tell me. Are you okay?”

Eva is busy smoothing down her hair and unbuttoning her coat. “I told you he was fine.” She meets my eyes over Daphne’s shoulder, asking a silent follow-up. Are you okay?

“I’m more than fine.” This is not the full truth. The pain in the wound hasn’t faded to background noise yet. “I won’t be if you choke me to death.”

Daphne squeezes harder, her arms shaking, and then releases me. She puts her hands on her hips and looks up into my face. “You can’t go to the hospital like that without telling me, Leo. It’s bullshit.”

“I would have texted you, but I was unconscious for the ride over.”

Gerard comes out of a side hall and takes Eva’s coat. She says something to him I don’t hear and nods at his answer.

“Hi, Gerard,” says Daphne.

He holds out a hand for her coat and waits while she takes it off. “Hello, Daphne.”

“Gerard,” she says sweetly. “If Leo gets shot again and I’m the last one to know about it, I’m going to hold you personally responsible.”

It’s the first threat I’ve ever heard from Daphne’s mouth. From Eva’s raised eyebrows, same for her.

Eva and I both burst out laughing at the same time.

It hurts to laugh. The stitches are almost dissolved, but there’s a strange tug in that spot. I ignore it. Because it also feels good. Like an old door finally unlocking.

Gerard doesn’t laugh. “Understood, Daphne.”

Daphne glares at Eva, then at me. I do my best to contain the rest of my laughter. It’s an impossible task. “You guys are the worst.”

I put my arm around her shoulders and tuck her into my side. “I’m sorry. You’re just not a terrifying Morelli demon. You’re too sweet for threats.”

“Maybe I’m not.” Daphne leans her head against me, and my heart twists. I wouldn’t let Eva call her until it was time to leave the hospital. I didn’t want to scare her. “Ever think of that? I’m old enough to throw some elbows.”

She might be twenty-three and graduated from college, but part of me will always see her as the eleven-year-old who came home crying from school. Daphne grew up in the Morelli Mansion the same as I did, so she came in with dry eyes. It was luck that I happened to be on my way out. I was twenty at the time but still living at the mansion, trying to buy Sophia and Daphne and Lizzy some more time to grow up. By then I’d largely convinced my father that coming for them was more trouble than it was worth. So I was attending college and house-hunting, but the expression on Daphne’s face canceled all my plans.

My sister waited until she was all the way inside her bedroom, as far as she could get from the door, before she burst into tears and told me what that little bastard from her class said to her. The collar of her navy uniform sweater was stretched out from where she’d been tugging at it. Daphne was sweet then. Just like she is now. She made me promise I wouldn’t cause him any physical damage. What I did was worse. That prick is probably still looking over his shoulder for me, but he never fucked with her again.

Anyway. I unclench my jaw and rub at her shoulder. Daphne can be intimidating if she wants to. I won’t stop her. But I’ve tried to give her a choice in the matter.

“Go snoop through Leo’s stuff,” Eva tells her. “We have things to discuss.”

Daphne drops her head back against my arm and groans. “When are you going to realize I’m an adult?”

“It’s a private conversation, sister mine. You can come sit through our security review when we’re done.”

“Ugh. Fine.” Daphne has never been one for looking over reports and making calls. She gets on tiptoe to kiss my cheek and goes. “I’ll be in the den,” she says over her shoulder.

I have a moment of uncertainty about that—Haley’s in the den, and the two of them will talk.

“Leo.” I had been staring after Daphne. There’s nothing to be done about whatever conversation she has with Haley. “Your office?”

“Yeah.”

Gerard meets us on the way with a Diet Coke for Eva and coffee for me. He’s gone before I can tell him to come back for the review. The fireplace crackles in my office as Eva and I go in.

She kicks off her shoes and takes one of the armchairs by the fire, folding a leg under her as she sits. I abandon the coffee on my desk and sit across from her. Eva checks to make sure the door is closed, and then she takes a long breath. “How are you really?”

“I’m really fine.”

Eva narrows her eyes. “You look like it hurts.”

“It’s a bullet wound, Eva. Of course it hurts.” I don’t tell her that the pain was down to almost nothing until this morning, and it’s not the same as before. I’m not going to tell her. She’ll insist on a follow-up visit and I’m not going to be the asshole who’s continually surprised when getting shot isn’t a walk in the park.

“Any fever?”

“Funny. You never told me you went to medical school.”

Eva glares. “Do. You have. A fever.”

“No.”

Her shoulders relax, and she takes another sip of her Diet Coke. “It’s time to talk about Haley.” My entire body prepares for battle, abs tensing, arms aching. Eva lifts an eyebrow. “Jesus, Leo. Cool it.”

It’s difficult but not impossible to do a passable imitation of relaxation. I can’t sprawl in the chair. I can only lean on one elbow and prop my head on my fist. “Go ahead. Talk to me about Haley.”

“Send her home.” Eva jiggles the can. She doesn’t do that unless she’s nervous. “She is a Constantine. She belongs with her family.”

“I’m not going to do that.”

“How long are you going to let her stay?” Real concern has crept into her eyes. “Is there a timeline?”

“I’m never letting her go.”

“Leo. Letting?”

I roll my eyes. “I’ve done worse than keep a Constantine safe.”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

“Yes.”

“Forever?”

I’m not often angry with Eva, but the questions have brought on a flare of irritation. My heart pounds, though there’s no reason to be on alert. This place is crawling with security. There is no imminent threat here. But with Haley out of my sight, I can’t be calm. Especially not with Eva sitting there with her Diet Coke and her reasonable tone, telling me to tear my life apart at the seams.

“I am never letting her go. Not ever.”

Eva lets out a whispered sigh and stares at me.

“If you’re waiting for me to give you a different answer, don’t. It’s a waste of your time.”

“You’ve fallen for her,” she says softly. “Haven’t you?”

I don’t say anything. I don’t bother to hide my face.

Eva laughs, a short burst of disbelief. Her eyes focus on some point behind me and I wonder if she’s seeing the hospital in a different light. I told myself it was the painkillers.

It wasn’t.

“There’s no—” Eva unfolds her legs from the armchair and leans into it. She blinks up at the ceiling, and when she looks back at me, her expression is deadly serious. “There’s no happy ending for you two. You know that, right? Caroline will never let you ride off into the sunset with Haley.”

“That’s not up to Caroline.”

My sister rubs her free hand over her face. “Gerard said you did serious damage.”

Of course he did. Gerard saw Caroline leave after I was done with her, and he’s the one who went to Eva the day I was shot. He’s the one who made her stay home while they lined up the necessary security to come to the hospital.

“Yes, well. She did a bit of her own.”

“She’s going to come for you.” Eva’s face pales. “She has an excuse. You’re holding her niece prisoner. The rest of the world doesn’t know what she did. They would think she was justified in killing you.”

It’s my turn to laugh at her. So hard it hurts. So hard my eyes burn. “Eva, I’m the Beast of Bishop’s Landing. The rest of the world already knows she’d be killing a monster.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Haley

I’m only a chapter deep when I feel eyes on me.

“Hey, Daphne.”

She waves from the door of the den. “Hi. I didn’t want to interrupt. I can find somewhere else to wait if you’d rather be alone.”

“No way. Come sit.”

Daphne flops onto the couch and sighs. “Leo and Eva are having a private conversation. It’s bullshit, if you ask me. The two of them keep all kinds of secrets and everybody else has to wait to know anything.”

“He said they were meeting this morning, but if it makes you feel better, he didn’t tell me what they were going to talk about either.”

She flips a throw blanket off the back of the sofa and tucks it around herself. “It does.”

I close my book and let it rest on my lap. “But not really.”

Leo’s younger sister chews at her lip like she’s weighing whether to change the subject.

In the silence, selfish thoughts crowd in. I could ask her to do something for me. I could ask her to send a message to my dad and Cash letting them know I’m all right. Cash said he didn’t think it was a good idea to call, so I haven’t. A text message is too risky. But Daphne is relatively unconnected, I think. They wouldn’t have her number.

But—no. Daphne’s my age, and as far as I can tell, she’s not wrapped up in this the way I am. The way Leo is. Putting her in the middle won’t help anything, and on top of that, she hero-worships him. Asking her at all would mean explaining the full situation to her. There’s a reason Eva and Leo sent her here. I wonder if it’s to protect her from the reality of him.

Telling her I’m here against my will would shatter her hero illusion like a cheap snow globe.

“He didn’t tell me he was in the hospital,” Daphne says finally. “Eva didn’t tell me until the day before he was supposed to leave. He could have died and I wouldn’t have known.”

My heart races. I want to tell her that it would have been better not to know, but that wouldn’t be true. I can’t tell her that it would be better for her to have seen it. Whenever my mind wanders, it always ends up back in his office, on the floor with him. The alternative is imagining him dying alone. It’s all terrible.

“I know it was a Constantine who did it.” Daphne balls up her hands in the blankets. “A person paid by the Constantines, I mean.”

“Yeah.” I can still see Ronan’s hand on the gun. “It was.”

Daphne looks toward the fireplace, the light alive on her skin. Leo was standing in firelight when Ronan pulled the trigger. He is beautiful always, but the warm glow loves him. It loved him while his blood covered my clothes and his body searched for a way out of the pain. It loved him while he was dying.

Curling my hands around the book gives me something to hold on to. Daphne looks at me again. Looks me up and down. It reminds me of Eva. “You’re a Constantine.”

I nod.

“He didn’t tell me that, either. He just said your name was Haley. But it’s obvious, isn’t it? You have the Constantine look.”

“That’s about all I have. I’m not from the part of the family with money.” A pang in my chest, thinking of our house with its run-down siding and burn marks on the ceiling from my dad’s experiments and the little bedrooms, each one smaller than Leo’s closet.

“Why do you all hate him so much?” Daphne’s question doesn’t hold any venom. It’s not a barb. She wants to know.

“I don’t hate him.” I say it without thinking. I only know it’s true after the words are out of my mouth. “And…I don’t know about the rest of my relatives.” Family seems like too intimate a word for what Caroline and her children are to me and my dad and Cash. “It’s complicated.”

Daphne’s expression stays curious and open. “Complicated how?”

“I think sometimes hate is really a cover for fear.”

“He’s not that scary,” she huffs, flicking her eyes toward the ceiling.

When they come back down to mine, one corner of her mouth is curved up.

I’m the one who breaks first, dissolving into laughter and dropping the book in the process. Daphne laughs at me, and it sets me off again. My abs ache but I can’t stop. Finally I stare into the fireplace and think about plagues and avoidable car accidents. It half-works.

Over on the couch, Daphne wipes at her eyes. “Fine, fine, fine. I know he’s terrifying. He thinks I don’t know, but I do. Everyone in Bishop’s Landing knows. But that’s not all there is to him.” She meets my eyes. “You know?”

“I do.”

She purses her lips. “What’s your deal, then? Is it still complicated?”

That’s what I said to her when she asked me why I was here. The first time I met Daphne was in this room, and she was a complete surprise. Not just because she was hanging out in Leo’s house like it was a comfortable home and not the castle of a vicious prince, but also because she was kind. It went against everything I thought I knew about the Morellis. Daphne, it turns out, isn’t the only Morelli capable of kindness. Eva could have kicked me out of the hospital, but she didn’t. And Leo—

Leo didn’t have to let me go home. Even once. We’d signed a contract. He could have kept me with him.

And if he had done that, if he had kept the news that my father was missing to himself, he might not have met with Caroline. If he hadn’t met with Caroline, he might not have hurt her.

“Yes.” Daphne’s been waiting too long for an answer while I get lost in my own head. It’s pointless to think about what would have happened or what might have happened, because all that matters is what did happen and what is happening. “It’s more complicated now, I think.”

Daphne nods, and my chest goes tight. I don’t want to have to lie to her if she asks me how it’s more complicated. I don’t want to have to tell her the truth. “Eva said you were here with him.”

My lungs lock up and it’s hard to take a breath. “Please don’t—” I look her in the eye. “I can’t talk about what happened.”

No one, aside from one paramedic in the ambulance, has ever pressed me for details about that day. The thought of repeating them out loud makes me sick. There’s no way to describe how much blood there was, and how quickly Leo was drowning in it. I was so fucking useless in that moment. I didn’t even think to put pressure on the wound. It was by far the most horrifying thing that’s ever happened to me. Not the fact that I witnessed a shooting. The fact that I was helpless.

And now I’m sitting here telling Daphne sage bullshit about hate and fear like I didn’t tell Leo I hated him to his face. He called me his prisoner, but that’s not all I am. Like everything else, it’s more complicated than that. He knew it would be.

What Timothy said in the kitchen comes back to me in a hot rush. Leo’s life has been doing things that people hate him for doing. Timothy called it a game he couldn’t win. Timothy, the bastard Morelli who lives in Leo’s house and who Leo has never mentioned to me, not once, because Timothy wants nothing to do with the family. If I had to bet money on it right now, I would bet Leo hasn’t told anyone about him. Not even Eva.

Caroline put him in another impossible situation. She’s been doing that since he was fourteen. Leo couldn’t ask his parents for help because it would have been showing weakness. It almost killed him. He thinks he can’t let me out of the house now because Caroline might hurt me. Or worse, she might kill me. Or worse…

“You don’t have to tell me.” Daphne looks stricken. She’s half up off the sofa and I realize I’m bent forward in my chair, both arms locked over my stomach, barely breathing.

“I’m sorry.” I stand up and pace in front of the fireplace. It gives my lungs more room. Not so constricted. The fire is too hot, so I leave it for the windows and look out over the courtyard. Sun has broken through the clouds and turned the snow to diamonds. Another line of clouds is coming in. The light won’t last.

“No, I’m sorry.” Daphne appears at my side and puts a hand on my arm. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Of course you want to know. He’s your brother.”

“He’s my favorite brother.” She pats my arm and leans against the sill, looking outside with me. “But that’s not—I don’t have to know what happened in the room. That’s not what I meant to suggest.”

“It would be reasonable, though. To want that. I just don’t have the words.”

“Honestly?” I can see her glance at me out of the corner of my eye. “I don’t think there’s anything you could say that would be worse than my imagination. But don’t try to prove me wrong. I mean it.”

A laugh escapes me, releasing some of the crushing pressure of remembering. “Deal.”

“I was only going to say that I’m glad you were here.”

I turn to face her because it’s so bizarre, hearing her say that. “You are?”

“Yes.” She’s serious. “He stood between us and danger so many times. There were days he would pick me up and carry me to my bedroom. I had this pink CD player in there and a bunch of albums, and he’d tell me to put on my headphones and not come out until I’d listened to every song. So—” Daphne presses a knuckle to her eyes and takes a deep breath. “So he didn’t deserve to go through that by himself. I’m glad someone was there. I’m glad it was you.”

“Why, though?” Me, a Constantine. Me, from the family that caused him so much pain in the first place.

Daphne shrugs. “He wanted you here. Leo doesn’t let anyone in he doesn’t want.” She stretches her arms above her head and runs both hands through her hair. “After this conversation I think we’re legally obligated to be friends.”

It makes me laugh. “You want to be friends?”

“You say it like you’re so surprised. Do you have your phone?”

“I do, actually.” I take it out of my pocket.

“Okay, put my number in. My name is spelled D-A-P-H-N-E and you know how to spell Morelli.” Daphne cranes her neck to make sure I put in her number correctly, and then she demands mine.

“Haley.” Her thumbs tap at the screen. “I’m just going to put C.”

“Probably a good plan.”

“No, a good plan is if you promise to text me.”

“I will,” I promise. “About what?”

“If anything happens, obviously. If Leo and Eva are going to hide stuff, then we need a team of our own. But you could also text about anything, if you’re ever lonely. Or if you want to buy one of my paintings.”

It makes me laugh. “Of course I want to own one of your originals. I’m a little short on cash.”

“Just steal Leo’s credit card,” Daphne says with a wink.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Leo

Eva and Daphne stay for lunch. Haley comes with me to see them off, and I have plans for how she can spend the time between lunch and dinner until I turn to her and catch her yawning. She looks like she’s on the verge of rubbing at her eyes.

“Upstairs,” I tell her.

Haley blinks. “For what?”

“A nap.”

“I don’t nap.” Nap turns into a second yawn and Haley blushes. Fucking. Adorable. That this woman would blush at being caught in such a simple, sweet lie makes me want to kiss her until she falls to her knees in the lobby and then take full advantage of her mouth, fuck the security. “I don’t know why I’m so tired.”

I could say the same to her, but I don’t. I’m not in the habit of sharing that kind of information. Haven’t been for a long time. It might be a relief, admitting it to Haley—that an odd exhaustion weights my eyelids.

Instead I hold her gaze until she blushes a deeper red. Until I can see the memory of last night in her eyes. “Two hours.” I don’t care if she naps for three, or four, as long as it cures her longing for sleep. “I’ll send up your clothes for dinner.”

The light in her eyes dances. “Are we going somewhere?”

“I expect you to look presentable in my dining room.”

She laughs a little, and I hate the tiny edge of uncertainty in her voice. I hate the nervous pressure that builds in my chest. We understood each other last night, but it’s different in the light of day. It thins the air in the room.

“Two hours,” I repeat, and Haley nods. Her eyes slip over my cheek and down to my hands in my pockets. Her big, blue eyes come back up to mine and my heart stops. She’s looked at me like this before. In the library. One last look at your favorite thing, I’d said, and her eyes stayed on me for so long my skin lit up with a whispering sensation, a breeze over heated flesh. That feeling stayed with me until I sent her away and walked out into a bitter wind.

I hold my breath.

Haley drops her gaze away from my face and backs up half a step, then another, and then the air in my house is that same icy wind. She goes up the stairs with a yawn. On the top step, she looks back over her shoulder. I can’t read what’s in her face.

An invitation?

I’d follow her to bed right now if she asked me.

I take three steps toward the staircase and stop.

One last look at your favorite thing.

The book.

I fucked Haley for the first time in front of a first-edition Jane Eyre. That book saw me make her bleed and cry. Its pages were open for one of my first orgasms in years that didn’t remind me of Caroline. It was like Haley had replaced her in my memory, wiped her away through blood and sacrifice.

So where the fuck is that book?

I made a call that night. Woke people up while my heart seized and gasped from sending Haley away. Even if I never saw her again, the book would. It would be hers. It should have been mine by now, to give to her.

My phone is in my hand before I turn the opposite direction, toward my office. The person I talked to that night was an assistant in the Rare Book Division. I have email confirmation of the conversation. His number rings three times before he answers.

I cut off his greeting mid-sentence on the way into my office. “Leo Morelli. I want an update on my purchase.”

“Mr. Morelli.” There are no birds in the tree outside my window. “Let me put Mr. Bowman on the phone.”

I’ve worked with Mr. Bowman before. It’s not ten seconds before he’s on the line. “Leo.”

“I hope your assistant hasn’t made a mistake.”

“He didn’t.” A breath. “I wanted to tell you personally that there was another buyer for the piece you had inquired about.”

“No, there wasn’t.”

“An earlier buyer.”

I shove my free hand in my pocket to keep from smashing the window. Let it cut me. I don’t care. “If you sold it, I swear to Christ—”

“I held the piece.” Jeff’s tone is so level that the sick disappointment cools a bit. “His request came only a few hours before yours. I thought it was odd that you hadn’t followed up, so I told him there was a hold on the purchase.”

“You still have it.”

“Yes.” He shuffles some papers in the background. Jeff has more to say, and he doesn’t want to say it. “All the requests are date-stamped and filed. We have provisions in the policy for bidding on an item, but—”

“I’ll outbid him.”

“He has made clear there is no upper limit.”

What the fuck. Haley had tears in her eyes when she looked at that book, and I teased her for crying about it. I’m sure as hell not going to cry, but a howling rage has opened up in the pit of my stomach. No one outbids me. No one takes control from me like this.

“Send me his number.”

“I’m happy to broker a resolution, Leo, if you’d rather—”

“The number, Jeff. It’s on my screen by the time I finish this sentence, or you have my word that I will pay you and all of your staff a visit that will—” A subtle vibration announces a text message. “Thank you.”

“I’ll wait for the results of your conversation.” I’ve never had cause to threaten Jeff before. Never had to wear the Morelli mask on my visits to the library. An apology sticks in my throat. “The buyer’s name is Hades. I have his first name here, if you’ll wait—”

I end the call and dial the number waiting on the screen. It rings, and rings, and finally a rough voice answers, giving a name that’s not the one I’m looking for. The words that come out of my mouth don’t register. It’s a series of threats and demands, my mother tongue, and it wears the stranger down. I’m soaked through with adrenaline and something that must be panic. It feels like rage.

There’s a long pause.

And then—

“It’s extremely unusual for a person to convince my head of security to disobey orders. You have my attention, for the moment.” The voice on the other end of the line is a glittering sheet of ice. Smooth and cold and unshakable. Like nothing I’ve heard before. This is how the Constantines wish they sounded.

I do not let the resulting shiver creep into my voice. That frigid calm isn’t enough to put out the human fire that I currently am. “You should hire a man who’s not so easily swayed.”

“Lucky for you, he’s the only one in my household who can risk suggesting that I get out of bed for a phone call.”

I’m not seeing the courtyard outside anymore. “So sorry to have woken you.”

A low, dark laugh. “I wasn’t sleeping. Now tell me the name of the relentless son of a bitch who made my wife cry.”

Jealousy spears through me at wife. “Leo Morelli.”

“You already know my name is Hades, if you’re calling this number. Make it quick, Leo. What couldn’t wait an hour?”

“There’s a piece we’ve both made a claim on at the New York Public Library. A first-edition copy of Jane Eyre. The only one in their collection.” My hand balls into a fist in my pocket. I’ve never wanted to own anything as much as I want this. My need for it is so wrapped up in my need for Haley that my spine feels like a column of flame. Pain ripples out along the nerves and rolls around my ribs. “It’s supposed to be mine. I’d prefer to settle this in a civilized way, but I’m willing to murder every motherfucker standing between the two of us and then some, if that’s the cost.”

I can’t breathe by the time I’m finished speaking. I’m on the top of the wheel, my pain having peaked in a violent, hurried way. My bullet wound throbs along with it.

A thoughtful silence lasts a few more beats. “How long has it kept you awake at night?”

“The book?” I discover I’m gripping the windowsill, knuckles white.

“The pain.”

My body freezes so abruptly, so completely, that my heart forgets to beat. No one, no one, has ever been so blunt. And over the fucking phone. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Hades scoffs. “Don’t be coy. I can hear it in your voice.”

“How.” If there’s a way to hide it, I have to know.

“The two of us are acquainted.” He doesn’t mean me and him. He means him and pain.

I’ll never know what possesses me to tell this asshole the truth. “Eighteen years.”

“It’s constant, yes?”

“Yes.” My grip on my phone is so tight the casing bends. I haven’t told anyone that the difference between places on the wheel is shrinking. That the lesser pain is getting more painful.

“And it’s particularly difficult as we speak.”

“Yes.” I mean to keep my mouth shut but I hear myself say, “The nerve damage keeps getting worse. I have my doubts that it’s compatible with life.”

“I see.” During the silence I fight back the urge to ask him if he’s solved this. If there’s a way out other than death. I don’t have it in me to hear the answer. “This book. It means something to her?”

How does he know? “She wept to see it.”

“My Persephone weeps for the joy of books like your—”

“Haley,” I supply. I don’t know who I am anymore.

“Like your Haley. I chose a number of them at our last visit to the library, not long ago. I can choose another. She won’t miss Jane Eyre.”

It comes back to me then. The guard, Eugene, telling me they’d had other visitors. He described this man’s wife as a little moon who never left his side. “You’re the prick with the strange eyes.”

Hades’ laugh is a sweep of wind over a snowy mountain. “I’m wounded. I have other features as well, such as being a ruthless terror.” It has the tenor of a joke. I’m not sure it is. “For the future, you should know that only my brothers threaten to kill me without fatal consequences. I’ll excuse it, but only because you remind me of those insufferable bastards. I’ll also inform Mr. Bowman that I’m no longer interested in your book.”

“Thank you.” It feels foreign in my mouth. As foreign as the casual discussion I’ve just had with a perfect stranger about the secret I’ve been keeping for more than half my life. “I’m…sorry to have upset your wife.”

“Between you and me, she was crying before our conversation. Now she’s had to wait for her reward. Don’t interrupt me again.”

The call goes dead, and I come back to my senses to find my fingers curled in my own hair, my head tipped back so I can stare at the ceiling of my office. I feel simultaneously lighter and weighed down to the floor. I ease myself into the armchair by the fire and blink at the flames.

A minute later, I get another message. It’s from Jeff. Haley’s book will be here by sunset.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Haley

The box is on the end of Leo’s bed when I wake up. Black, decorated with a creamy white ribbon that feels too nice to throw away. Once it’s in a safe spot on the bedside table, I get up the courage to open the box.

My cheeks heat as I slide the thick, cool top away from the rest. The fact that he’s not here, the fact that he sent clothes—the fact that he let me tumble into his own bed for a nap—I feel…

Shy.

Inside is a layer of tissue paper the color of the ribbon. I hold my breath. Let the flat of my palm rest on the sheets. Like the box, the layers are smooth and perfect. Anything could be underneath. It could be lingerie—small lengths of lace meant to expose me to him. It could be a set of the comfortable clothes I’ve been wearing since we came home—since we came to Leo’s house. Or it could be something more. My pulse flutters at my throat. Not because I’m afraid of one option or another, but because all of them contain their own possibilities.

It would be like Leo to make me sit primly through dinner with my nipples visible. It would also be like him to dress me in plain clothes and make me sit across from him in his beautiful ones, here in his castle.

I lift the paper away.

Leo has gone with door number three.

Nestled in the paper with its black frame is a gown in dusty rose. It feels like petals, soft and silky, and the moment I take it out of the box it unfurls to the floor. A gasp gets away from me and I check the door—still closed. I didn’t dare to dream about gowns like this growing up. My dresses for official Constantine events were borrowed and flawed and never mine.

This one was made for me. It was made out of a dream. A near-translucent layer of lace skims the pink. The whole thing is glittering and gauzy and feminine. I can hardly put it down.

But I have to, because Leo wants to see me wearing it.

And because he’s chosen something so lush and elegant, I’d imagine he wants to do dirty things that end in begging and tears while it’s on my body. My face burns.

Mrs. Page is the only one to come in while I’m getting ready. By the time she arrives, I’ve already found the matching underthings in the box. She brings shoes. The housekeeper is quiet as she zips me into the dress. I catch her eye in the mirror. “Beautiful,” she says. “He’ll be pleased.”

I hope so. And I’m nervous. I’m nervous for the conversation we might have while I’m wearing this dress. I’m nervous for the conversation we might not have.

Descending the staircase takes all my concentration. The last thing I want is to trip and fall. Honestly, nothing would be more embarrassing. So I don’t see Leo waiting at the bottom until I’m nearly there.

He waits with his hands in his pockets, light from the wall sconces flickering in the dark depths of his eyes. I’ve never seen a tuxedo so perfectly fitted to a man’s body. I’m jealous of the way it touches his skin. He’s a prince whatever he wears, but the black-on-black of his shirt and jacket takes my breath away.

One corner of his mouth turns up. If I didn’t have the railing in a death grip and the hem of my dress swept up an inch, I’d put a hand to my heart. Devastating. He’s devastating. In so many ways.

Leo holds out a hand to me. “Come down, darling. Unless you’d rather stand there all night.”

Oh. I’ve stopped moving. And there are witnesses. The usual security team is in the foyer, all of them facing forward with neutral expressions, but I can feel their attention on me. On us.

I let go of the railing and take his hand. He guides me down the last few steps and tucks my hand into his arm. Next to him, it’s impossible to feel anything but small. And safe, in spite of myself. Leo leans down, his breath brushing the shell of my ear, and murmurs, “You’re stunning. It’s killing them not to look at you.”

“Do you want them to?” I keep my voice down as he leads us out of the foyer and toward the dining room.

Leo’s glance is a quick burn over my skin. “No. I’m not in the mood for a fight.”

We turn the corner into the dining room, and this time, I manage to stifle my gasp. I cannot be the woman who walks around gasping at everything. It’s just—the room. The room. It’s always beautiful, but now it’s been transformed.

Our table by the window is a dark masterpiece set off with cream and accented with roses the color of my dress. They’re scattered over the table in a floral constellation, and all of it is lit by candles. Candles on the windowsill, and holders on the walls. The only regular light glows softly in the center of the arrangement on the sill, enhancing the candlelight.

“Do you like it?” The question draws my eyes back to his face, and my heart thumps. All this time I’ve been looking at the decorations, he’s been looking at me.

“It’s…” I put my hand to my chest. “It’s lovely. It’s more than lovely. I love it.”

He’s brought me here for a candlelit dinner before, but this is entirely different. There’s no sarcasm to his elegance when he pulls out my chair for me.

Lightheadedness is setting in.

Because he’s crushingly handsome. Because this feels special, and separate. Because there’s a heaviness between us—the weight of the things we’ve said, and the things we haven’t.

Leo looks at me from his seat and takes a breath. He doesn’t know what to say, either. This makes the room feel like it’s tilted at an unfamiliar angle. “Did you read anything good this morning?”

“Not really. Not because I didn’t try. I’d only read a chapter when Daphne came in, and then we were talking. How did your meeting with Eva go?”

“Well,” he answers. It doesn’t sound like the full truth, but I’m overwhelmed with awkwardness and don’t press. This man has taken every virginity from me. I wanted him to. But right now we’re on a very complicated first date.

We tiptoe our way through the salad course and its miniature salads. Leo tells me he doesn’t like salad, and I tell him I don’t either. He says he’ll tell the chefs. I ask him what he does prefer for a starter, and he says he likes fresh-baked rolls with butter. It’s hard to be this way with him. Each surface-level question gets heavier and heavier. I’m running out of them. One semester away from a college degree, and I still can’t keep up my end of this conversation.

The soup course arrives.

It’s a silky butternut squash, delicately spiced. The first bite goes down with a wintery burst of flavor, and I steal a glance at Leo to see if he likes it too.

His spoon hovers over his bowl for a few moments. Then he lowers it again, brow furrowed.

“What hurts?”

Leo flicks his eyes up to mine. “Nothing.”

“Liar. Tell me.” The awkwardness cracks open and I take my first full breath of the evening.

He huffs out a sigh. “It’s painful. To lift the spoon.” I wait. “It feels different today.”

The bullet wound. “I won’t think less of you if you skip the soup.”

His eyes flare and intensity floods back into the room, into my body. “I want the soup. It’s my fucking favorite soup.” Leo lets go of the spoon, his other hand coming up to rub his forehead, and there it is, at the surface—the toll of being shot. Of recovering. Of being in pain. “I can’t do this.”

I put my own spoon down, heart racing. “If you want to go back upstairs—”

“I can’t let you think I take any pleasure in this.”

“In dinner?”

“In keeping you captive.”

My heart bangs at the front of my ribs, two-fisted and painful. I’m lost for words. Leo is not.

“I regret it. Keeping you here. I regret the way I told you. I thought—” He rests his hand on the table, a fist that opens and closes. “I knew you would hate me.” Leo’s voice breaks on hate. I should stand up and go to him. It doesn’t seem possible. My legs feel useless and wobbly even sitting down. “I knew you would hate me for it and I thought it would be easier if I made it happen sooner.”

My mouth is dry as a fallen leaf. “Was it?”

“Fuck no. It’s torture.” This, from a man in so much pain already, steals what’s left of my breath. “You have every right to despise me.” My palms itch with the guilty memory of shoving him—hurting him. “I deserve it. But I don’t want it.” He closes his eyes—a second, maybe two—and I’m frozen in my seat. When he opens his eyes, they’re shining with pain. So much of it. So deep it stuns me. “I’m a mean, selfish bastard, Haley, and I don’t want you to hate me.”

I can’t speak.

“But I’ll live with it.” His eyes glitter, and I see how he pays to say this. The currency is pain. “I will live with you hating me. Because this torture is nothing compared to how I would feel if anything happened to you. I couldn’t live with myself if you—if you were hurt. I couldn’t take it. Anything but that.”

Me. I’m the thing that can break him. Losing me is the line he won’t cross because it would shatter him. And he thinks he’s selfish for that, after everything.

“Leo—”

“I would take it back.” He says this in a rush, like the words are finally too much to keep inside. “If I’d known that taking revenge on Caroline would put you in danger, I wouldn’t have done it. I would take it back right now if I could.”

“No—please. Please don’t regret that.” I’ve never thought of myself as a bloodthirsty person. I am one right now. “What Caroline did to you was—” Sickening. It makes me sick to think about, and maybe I’m a coward for always pushing it out of my mind. “She’s a monster. I will never blame you for doing what you needed to do.”

Leo looks down at the table, his chest heaving, and for a dizzying moment I think I’m going to witness him break down completely. When he looks back up, the naked sorrow in his eyes wraps around my lungs and crushes them. “It wasn’t what I needed.”

“It’s okay if it was. I would have wanted to do the same.”

“No.” A ghostlike smile works over his face and disappears. “I got no satisfaction from it. No sense that anything had been…settled. I waited so long for revenge. So fucking long. More than half my life. I was sure that when I got it, when I’d forced her to hurt as much as I did, it would fill this—this void.” He puts a hand to his stomach, and I swear I can feel it too. A bitter, empty darkness. “But it didn’t.” The words slip from him, breathless and agonized. “And now I think nothing ever will. This is just who I am.”

“That’s not true.”

“What’s true—” He lets loose a huge breath. “What’s true is that I didn’t invite you to dinner to ruin it by asking for pity.”

Leo takes his spoon in his hand and curses under his breath, his face dark with the effort of keeping himself in check. He angles it toward the bowl and begins to lift it. Before he can, his arm goes rigid and trembling.

One shallow breath. It reminds me of when he was stabbed, when his pain was bad and he held my hand to the back of his neck and wouldn’t let go.

The spoon falls from his hand and into the bowl, and soup splashes, landing on the front of his shirt.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Haley

My heart breaks for him, so cleanly there’s an audible snap.

I expect him to hide his face. I expect him to get up from the table and walk out. Close himself in his bedroom and lock the door. But Leo meets my eyes with an expression so unguarded it shocks me. Exhaustion and despair darken the gold in his eyes. His next breath is a sigh. His next breath says I have nothing left.

I see him.

All of him. This is the true Leo. The one beneath his outer show of power and control. The one beneath the anger he wields like a weapon. It’s a painful, conscious choice for him, to open up to me like this. The risk must feel unimaginable.

Because that’s the thing about Constantines and Morellis and anyone else who moves in a world of money and reputation. It’s especially true for Leo, beginning in childhood. The illusion must be protected at all costs. To reveal that you’re a person like everyone else is to lay yourself bare.

Leo is not an illusion.

He’s broken and sometimes cruel, but he is real.

He could be mine, if I let him.

I rise from my seat, taking the cloth napkin with me, and go to him.

Leo pushes his chair back from the table. I don’t get to my knees between his. With his dark eyes tracking every movement, I ease myself into his lap. My heart has never beat so hard.

This is beyond anything we’ve done. Any conversation we’ve had.

Leo puts his good arm around my waist, and I feel it then.

His hands are shaking.

I dab at the soup on his shirt, but it’s already disappearing. Leo’s jaw works as he lifts his hand from the table and lays it over mine. My throat closes, aching at his trembling hand. He could have tried to hide it from me. Could have pretended it wasn’t happening, that he’s nothing but an angry beast, but he took the final risk instead and showed me, openly, that he is human. That he is heartbroken. That he doesn’t know what to do.

Who else has he done this for? Eva, because he had no other choice.

But not like this.

He squeezes my hand on top of the napkin once, then twice, his eyes still on the table. The shaking subsides. It’s an incredible effort to stop it. But when he has it mostly under control, I slip my hand out from under his and drop the napkin on the table. Because I need to look him in the eye for this.

Leo doesn’t resist when I put my hand under his chin and tilt his face to mine. His black-gold eyes blaze with resignation—and with hope. I know you hate me, his expression says. Please don’t.

“Maybe I should hate you for everything you’ve done, but I don’t.” Leo’s shoulders sag and his arm tightens around my waist. “I can’t. I said it to hurt you, and because I thought…I thought you couldn’t be hurt.”

A wry smile flashes over his face, but then it falters. “I’d have thought almost dying would have shown you I’m not invincible. I have terrible weaknesses.”

“That’s not what weakness is.” All the things I’ve learned about him rearrange into the full picture of his fear. “Stepping in front of a bullet for another person is not a weakness.”

“My family would disagree.”

“Your father would disagree. Eva didn’t show up at the hospital with red, swollen eyes because she thought you were weak. You’ve always been the strong one and I’m sure she was terrified that it killed you.”

He swallows. “I thought it did.”

I’m the worst. I’m the selfish bastard in the room, because all this time, I’ve been focused on how it was for me in that room. “I hoped you didn’t remember most of it.”

“I remember everything.” Everything is more than the shooting. More than Ronan. More than Caroline. Everything. “I let him in because I knew it would be better if I was finally dead.”

“No.”

He shrugs. “I was certain. There are provisions in my will to send my money where it needs to go. And—” Leo takes another deep breath and my heart hurts, it actually hurts, and there is so much honesty in his voice that I’m going to cry. “I didn’t think I would ever see you again. Dying seemed preferable to that.”

One blink, and tears spill over my cheeks.

“But then you came into that room—” His eyes move over my tears, my lips. “Even then I thought it would be better to die if it meant Ronan let you live. At least then you’d be sure you were—” Leo grabs for my hand and looks away, and I swallow a full-on sob. “At least if you saw me die, you would know you were safe from me.”

“I didn’t want to be safe from you. I wanted to be with you, no matter what Ronan did.” The repressed sobs move through me in a shudder, and Leo looks back into my eyes.

He lifts his hand—deliberately, and I know it hurts—and smooths my hair back from my face. “I know. I saw it in your face, after he—” His jaw works. “After. How afraid you were, and how hard you worked to hide it. So I tried my damndest not to die. Since Caroline, I thought I would welcome death, but that wasn’t the case. I wanted to stay with you more than anything. And I couldn’t. Then to find out I lived—” A smile breaks over his face and fades away. “I’d already done enough to haunt you for the rest of your life. And I knew I’d have to do it again. I’m sorry,” he whispers.

“I’m not.” I wipe at my tears with the back of my hand, furious at his parents and Caroline and the world. “I’m not sorry for any of it. Except that you ever thought I would be better off without you. Never say that to me again.” New tears sting my eyes. “You’re a mean, demanding asshole who never lets up for a second, and you’re also the bravest, most selfless man I’ve ever met.”

He runs his palm over my back. “Careful. You might trick yourself into thinking I’m a good person.”

I scoff at him. I can’t help it. “I don’t want you to be good. A good person would never be so filthy in bed. You’re fucking depraved, Leo.”

His mouth turns up into a grin that’s so dark and full of promises that my entire face heats. “But your pussy loves it.”

“I love it too.”

All it takes is one hand in my hair, and it doesn’t matter that I’m on top, that I came here to soothe him. He’s the one with all the power. He’s had it all this time. Heat races down my spine and between my legs in recognition of it. He kisses me so gently then, deep and soft, and uses that moment to push the skirt of my gown out of the way. Leo slides a hand under the fabric, the pads of his fingers pressing into my bare flesh, testing until he reaches my naked hip bone.

He breaks the kiss by pulling my hair. His control is absolute. So is his grip. Leo holds me in place, close enough to kiss me again, while he explores under the gown for confirmation. The gold in his eyes flares bright when his fingertips meet the soft wetness he’s been searching for. “And you call me the filthy one.” He clicks his tongue. “The panties I sent weren’t good enough for you?”

He pushes my thighs farther apart, pushes his fingers inside me, in the space between heartbeats. “I thought you would like it better this way.”

“I do.” Leo’s expression is playfully solemn, but what hitches the air in my lungs isn’t the pad of his thumb against my clit. It’s the raw emotion in his eyes. It’s habit for him to keep his walls up, to keep himself locked behind his anger and his power, but he’s consciously keeping them down. For me. “But you know what this means, don’t you, darling?”

“That you’re going to fuck me?”

“That there’s a price to be paid for coming to dinner missing articles of clothing.”

I can’t focus, not with him slowly finger-fucking me under the dress, not with his thumb winding me up. “Tell me what it is. I’ll pay it.”

“You’ll work this sweet, wet pussy down over my cock. And you won’t make me wait.”

The air around us bursts into hot flame, or maybe it’s just my skin. I scramble up off his lap and he puts both hands on the arms of his chair. He could be a prince, a king, but he lets me see the bare need in his face. He doesn’t bother to put on his mask of anger and indifference as I work at his belt and his pants until his cock springs out, thick and hard.

I bundle my gown into my fists and am about to climb on top of him when Leo stops me with a hand between my legs. He slicks his touch through my folds, his eyes on where fingers meet flesh, then flicks his gaze back to mine. That’s how he makes me straddle him—his hand on that hot place the entire time. I fit my knees beside his strong thighs in the chair and angle myself over him. Leo uses two fingers to spread me open. I can’t get enough air, and I’ve simultaneously never taken a breath so deep in all my life as when he puts a hand on my hip and guides me down to meet him.

Sinking down onto his length inch by inch feels as new as the first time. The stretch is just as intense as it was in the library, but there’s no pain, only a slow unraveling of the terrified knot that formed around my heart the day he was shot. It wound tighter and tighter after we came home.

All that fear, all that hope, and he was the solution all the time.

“Fuck, darling. Keep holding your dress so I can see.” My hand trembles around the fabric. Leo watches as I take the rest of him and seat myself fully against his hips. He shudders, pleasure rich and dark in his eyes, hands clenching at my hipbones. “Good girl. Now drop it. I want your hands on me.”

I reach for his shoulders and find myself unable to stop. I want skin, I want pulse. I stroke the sides of his neck and run my fingertips under the neck of his shirt. I skim the pads of my thumbs over his cheekbones. His lips. His jaw. He must feel how much I need this, because he helps me, taking the uncoordinated rhythm of my hips and making it steady under his palms.

Touching him with my hands isn’t enough. I need him to know, need to tell him how I feel. I chase my touches with kisses. Please stay with me, I beg the curve at the side of his jaw with a brushed kiss. Please don’t ever leave, I plead to his bottom lip. Please, I pray to his tongue, kissing him as hard as he kisses me. Be mine.

Leo wraps a hand around the back of my neck and traps me in place so he can kiss me back. It’s a claiming, his kiss, but he’s not done when he pulls back. No. He’s not done. He peels down the neckline of my gown, peels down the bra underneath, and toys with my nipple until it rises against the cooler air of the dining room.

Then he leans forward and bites.

He’s left other marks with his teeth.

These are different.

Leo makes it hurt, makes it sting, and I grind down on his cock in a wild attempt to escape the pain. Or to increase it. I can’t stop pulsing around him, can’t, can’t, can’t, and he makes a noise against my skin that’s a brutal prayer. It answers mine. I’m not leaving, that sound says, because I will never leave what belongs to me, and you are mine.

It overwhelms me. It undoes me. I wanted to keep my makeup nice for him, I didn’t want to be a mess, but a fresh wave of tears spills out of me. Leo licks the marks he made and holds me closer so I can ride him and cry at the same time. I bury my face in the shoulder of his jacket and he runs his hand over the nape of my neck and fucks me back.

“Come for me like this,” he murmurs into my ear, and yes—yes. This means as much to him as it does to me. The sheer feeling in his voice shoves me over the edge into a gasping, sobbing orgasm and he curses low into my ear and comes too. There’s so much of him, so much heat, and he holds me hard against him while his cock jerks inside me.

I collapse against him as he catches his breath, but Leo’s not finished with me. He maneuvers a hand under my skirt and finds my clit with his thumb. “No,” I say into his neck. “I can’t take anymore.”

“But I can’t get enough,” he says. “I need to feel it, darling.”

Then I don’t have any choice but to come again while he’s still hard, still inside. I’m sticky with him, hidden under my dress.

He gives me time to come down, then lifts me off his shoulder and dabs at my face with his napkin. Puts my dress back in place. Leo helps me to my feet and escorts me around the table like a true gentleman. He slides my chair out for me, but I hesitate, looking back over my shoulder at him. “Your cum is going to get all over my dress.”

He smiles, a beautiful, sharp thing. “Good.”

I sit.

It’s only when he’s back in his seat that I scan the room and my heart gives a startled punch. “Leo, the door’s been open this whole time.”

He raises his eyebrows, pretending surprise. “We can only hope no one saw.”

It’s so polite in such a dirty way that I laugh, which of course gets more of him on my dress. I don’t care at all.

Dinner is three more courses, fancy and delicious and nothing compared to him. He’s gorgeous in the candlelight and darkly funny while he steers us through the conversation until I’m drunk on the sound of his voice. He watches me eat a miniature chocolate cake for dessert with rapt attention. A maid comes to clear the dishes, and I brace myself for the long walk back to his bedroom.

Instead, Gerard comes in with a slim black box in his hands. He gives it to Leo without a word, then disappears again.

“For you.” Leo offers me the box. He leans his forearms on the table as soon as it’s in my hands, but he catches himself and sits up straight. Like he doesn’t want me to know how excited he is for me to have this.

“You’ve already given me a lot tonight.” I run the ribbon through my fingertips. The gown. The dinner. The truth.

“It would be impossible to give you more than you deserve. Open it,” he says.

I untie the pink ribbon—it matches my dress—and put the box on the table to slide the top off. A layer of cream tissue paper. I don’t know what to expect. Jewelry, or—

It’s not jewelry.

It’s a copy of Jane Eyre. An old one. And if I didn’t know better, if I didn’t know it was impossible, I’d think—

“It’s the one from the library.” Leo’s voice is soft and proud. I look up and catch him wearing a quietly satisfied grin. “A keepsake. It’s nothing.”

I can’t stop staring at him. I don’t dare lean forward, because my tears will get on the book. I don’t dare touch it.

“You’re everything,” I tell him.

He waves me off, then gets out of his chair and comes around to mine. “I disagree. We can discuss it upstairs, in the bath.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Haley

Leo turns cleanliness into something so filthy I’ll dream of it forever. His fingers. His mouth. A clean, dry washcloth between my teeth and small waves sloshing at the sides of the deep, deep tub.

He wants me in that tub, then the shower, and by the time Leo towels me off and takes me back to the bedroom I’m delirious with pleasure and the open, determined expression on his face.

I’m so tired, following him to the bed. Sore like I was after the library. Sore like I was after his bed.

I could fall asleep on my feet.

Until I see the man.

A movement in the hall catches my eye. Not just a movement—an outline through the door. Leo left it open when we came in. He was kissing me, his hands fisted in my hair, and closing that door didn’t seem like a priority.

It does now as the curve of a shoulder moves past the frame. A dark suit. Shadowy, except for the glint of his eyes.

I freeze, stopping so fast my hand comes away from Leo’s, my heart in my throat. He turns back, eyes searching mine. “Darling, what—”

“There’s someone in the hall.”

He takes my hand again and draws me in slowly. Like he has all the time in the world. Leo folds both his arms around me and kisses the top of my head. “It’s one of the guards. They sweep the upper floor once every two hours.”

Right. Right. Because we’re swimming in guards. Drowning in guards. There is so much security that Leo ordered most of them to stay out of sight. I feel ridiculous, being so on edge…and guilty.

“Chris,” he calls toward the door.

A moment later the shadow reappears. “Mr. Morelli.”

“Let Haley see you.”

He leans into the light and becomes a brown-haired man with muscular shoulders and a serious set to his face. He waves. I wave back. “Anything else?” he asks.

“Close the door.”

I let myself lean into Leo’s chest for another minute. It feels like stolen time, like he might let go at any moment and become the Leo I met on a dark street, but he doesn’t. “How did you know his name?”

“They rotate shifts every few days. I memorized the names and times of everyone who patrols this floor.” So he would know the name of anyone who happened to walk by the night he took me back to his bedroom naked. Leo tips my face up to his, amusement in his eyes. “They follow strict nondisclosure agreements. Nothing leaves this house.”

But leaving isn’t what’s on my mind when he takes me to bed, and it’s not on my mind when he folds me against him and lets his arm drape over my waist. It’s not what makes me ignore the feeling that he’s only lying here so I can fall asleep—that he’s not planning to rest himself.

Leo wakes me up the next morning with slow strokes down my spine. I can smell him, clean and fresh from the shower.

“Why are you always up so early?” My question goes mostly into the pillow.

He traces a path across my lower back. “I’m not very good at sleeping in.”

I open one eye. “It’s early, though. Really early.”

“It’s almost nine.”

“That counts.” He keeps touching me, and if he’s going to do that, then honestly I’m not getting out of bed. Except…there’s something I need to ask him. The sleepiness clears from my head as my pulse ticks faster.

I roll over onto my back and face him. “I want to ask you for something and it’s probably more than you can give.”

“Not possible.” Leo spreads a palm over the blanket across my stomach. He’s so warm. Heat pools under the blanket. “Ask.”

I push away the fear that it is too much, that he’ll say no because things are still the same outside the walls of this house. Constantines and Morellis are at each other’s throats. Caroline could be planning anything, doing anything. Which is why I have to ask. “Do you think—would it be—” Not the most promising start. “I was wondering if my dad and Cash could stay here.” Leo keeps his eyes on my face and his hand warm on the blanket, over my skin. His gaze is bright this morning. How, when he keeps getting up so early? “We have all these people here to protect us, and they’re out there with—” A lump of guilty fear presses at my throat and I swallow it away. “They’re out there with nothing.”

Leo leans in, slides his hands around my face, and kisses my forehead. A hot, branding kiss. Then he’s up, adjusting the cuff of his shirt. “If they’ll agree to it, I have the space.”

“You have to tell me if it would be more dangerous,” I say in a rush. “If having too many of us here would make it harder for you to be safe.”

The corner of his mouth turns up. “I doubt the number of Constantines I’m involved with will change much. One is all it takes.” His eyes rake over my body and the blanket, the curves of it against my skin. “Find me when you come down.”

“So I can tell you their answer?”

“So I can look at you.”

Leo strides to the door, and I can’t stand it—I can’t stand to watch him leave. “Is that all? You just want to look?”

He turns his head, grin wide and dark. “No, darling. It’s not.”

My skin hums with this new reality while I get dressed and make my hair decent and put on a little makeup. All of my clothes now live in Leo’s walk-in closet. He hasn’t been explicit about what it means that he had it rearranged like this. What we are doesn’t seem to fit into words. I’m forbidden to leave his house. That hasn’t changed. But I don’t want to rail at him anymore. I choose leggings and a top in cream. Maybe that’s the most fucked-up thing—that I’m not angry.

I want to be here. I want it so much that it clouded my mind. In the haze of the hospital I’d decided that only putting myself in Caroline’s path would make things safe for us. Now I know better. What we need to do is stay out of her sight for now. All of us, including my family.

My phone waits for me on the bedside table. I take it into Leo’s sitting area by the big windows looking over the driveway and tuck myself into the chair where I begged him to let me go. It’s a little strange, the placement of his bedroom. With all his secrets and his intense need for privacy, I would have thought he’d want space in the back of the house. The windows here are obviously treated so no one can see in from the outside, but it still feels exposed.

Cash’s number waits on my screen. I dial it with my heart in my throat. We haven’t talked since the hospital.

The call connects with a fumbling clatter, like he’s dropped the phone. “Hales?”

“Hi.” I get up from the chair and pace to the window. Why did I ever think I could sit for this? “Hi, Cash. Is everything okay? I’m sorry I haven’t called.”

A beat. “Everything’s fine here.” Lie. This can’t be anything but a lie. He sounds stressed and tired, and even if Caroline hasn’t sent anyone to the house, Cash will be waiting for them to show up. “Tell me you’re all right.”

“I’m more than all right.” I skim a hand along the windowsill. “I’m—very safe. I’m in a really safe place, Cash. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Don’t—” His sigh is worn, heavy. “You wanted to talk to me about the place you’re at?”

“I wanted to invite you to stay here. You and Dad. I don’t think it’s safe out there.” Down on the driveway, one pair of guards comes out of the enormous garage. They switch places with another pair crossing from the house. “Caroline could—” The words refuse to come out. She could hunt them. She could hurt them. She could kidnap them. Make them disappear from the face of the earth. An image of my dad and Cash bound and gagged, Caroline’s new hit man looming over them, brings tears to my eyes. “She’s dangerous,” I say finally. “Where I am is extremely safe. The safest place you could be.”

“With him.” Flat. Not really a question.

“Yes. But I promise you, he’s not like people made him seem. He’s keeping me safe and he offered for you to come here too. There’s plenty of room, and—”

“No shit. That prick lives in a goddamn castle.”

It’s venom in Cash’s tone, and something else, too. Jealousy. My heart aches for my brother. After our mom died, he got the idea that if Dad had had more money, that if he’d been more like the other Constantines, he could have saved her life. My older sister, Petra, became withdrawn and silent. I was livid and destructive. And Cash—Cash could have died of grief-stricken envy.

“He does. That’s true. He has a huge house and a lot of money, and that’s what we need right now. That’s what we all need. To be safe from Caroline.”

“No.”

I’m not expecting such a blunt denial and it rocks me back on my heels. “Cash—”

“We can’t trust a Morelli.” His disgust is a slap. “You’re already with him. You’re already marked by the Constantines. And you want us to come live in his house? Damn it, Haley, what’s wrong with you?”

“He’s not—”

“Don’t give me some bullshit about how he’s not what I think he is. Leo Morelli is exactly what I think he is. A Morelli psychopath who’s probably only protecting you because you signed some sick deal with him and he wants more of it.”

My face is hot with Cash’s hatred. He thinks I’m dirty for staying with Leo, damaged for doing what I had to do to keep Dad from losing his life’s work. I can’t imagine what he’d say if he knew I liked it. That I want it. The floor tips and I brace myself against the windowsill. I’m not dirty. It’s not filthy to want Leo the way I do. It’s not wrong. Not wrong the way Cash makes it sound.

“You wanted me to stay here,” I breathe into the phone. “You can’t hate me for it.”

“Hales, I—fuck.” I can see him now, a hand in his hair, pulling it tight. “I don’t hate you. I hate him. For making you trust him. You can’t trust those people. You know that. They’ll only turn it against you.”

“And what about the Constantines? Can you trust them?”

Silence.

“No, you can’t,” I answer for him. “Caroline is coming for us all.” Nothing I say is going to convince Cash that Leo isn’t a monster. It was the role he had to play to keep himself alive, and everyone else he loves. Cash can’t understand that. He never will. We might as well have grown up on another planet. “I wish you would come. I obviously can’t make you. But if you change your mind…”

Cash sighs again.

“If you change your mind, you know where to go. You know where I went.”

“Do I?”

“Yes. You’ve been here. Tell the guards at the gate you’re my family. You’ll have to tell them a code word, too. Fallen rose. They’ll let you in.”

He doesn’t say anything.

“Did you hear me?”

“I heard you. Come to the gate and tell them fallen rose.”

“Hey.”

“What?”

“I love you, Cash.”

“I love you too, Hales.”

“You’ll think about it?”

“Dad’s still asleep. He was up late last night working in his shop. But when he’s awake, I’ll talk to him. Don’t get your hopes up, though. Neither of us want anything to do with the Morellis.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


Haley

Less than an hour later I burst into Leo’s office without knocking. “They won’t come.” Gerard turns in his seat, concern in his eyes, but it’s Leo’s gaze on mine that stops me. They’re working. They’re doing things. “I’m sorry. I’ll wait in the den. When you’re done—”

“We’re finished.” Leo flips a notebook closed and stands. “Yes?”

“Of course,” Gerard says smoothly. “I’ll have more information by tonight.” He gets up and turns away from Leo, frowning. A worried crease lines his forehead. Worried about what? A new panic folds itself over the one already making my heart pound. Leo’s plans? Caroline? What?

“Come here.”

I go to him as the door clicks shut behind us. He leans against the sturdy surface of his desk. Beautiful. Powerful. Everything I want. The second I’m in reach he puts both hands on the sides of my face. Heat flares across my skin. “What the hell are you talking about, darling?”

“My dad. My brother.” This close to Leo, it’s hard to think. “They’re not going to come. I got Cash’s message. They won’t come stay here with us.”

“They don’t trust the Beast of Bishop’s Landing?”

“No.” My chin quivers. God. Why? Can I get through one conversation without crying? “They don’t. And I don’t think they trust me, either.”

“You are the most innocent Constantine ever to live.” Leo runs the pads of his thumbs over my cheekbones, two hot brands. “They’re fools not to trust you.”

“I don’t think that’s true anymore.” I hook my hands over his wrists. I can’t be innocent. Not if it feels this good to touch him. Not if I’m already wet from standing in the same room. “I don’t feel innocent.”

“You still cry for me.” A tug at the corner of his mouth. He could bend me over the desk right now. Or his lap. Or—“When all your tears dry up, then I’ll decide if you’re corrupted. Did you give them time?”

“I gave them a password,” I admit. “Maybe I shouldn’t have done that.”

The corner of his mouth lifts. “I’d have done the same. Whisper it to me and I’ll tell Gerard.”

I rise up on tiptoe. Press my body all along the length of his. Brush a kiss to the side of his neck, just above the collar of his shirt. Leo shivers. “It’s fallen rose.”

His hands stay gentle on my face, but Leo frowns. “I’d fuck the worry out of you right now, but it has to wait.”

“For what?”

“You need air. We’re going for a walk.” Leo goes to the door, opens it, and calls, “Gerard. Coats. We’re leaving.” I stare after him until he looks back. “What?”

“A walk?”

His eyes are so bright. He looks overexcited. It’s strange on him. “This is an estate, darling. I have grounds. What’s the use if we never see them?”

Gerard appears behind him, our coats over his arm and a deeper frown on his face. Leo takes my pink one and holds it open for me while he tells Gerard the password. I could wear this coat with the gown Leo gave to me for dinner. “I can’t believe this was Eva’s.”

He snorts. “It wasn’t Eva’s. I’ve never seen her wear pink.”

Leo’s doing the buttons of his gorgeous black coat. Something about the movement looks off, but I can’t pinpoint why. “She let me borrow it.”

His eyes meet mine and my heart leaps at the brilliant gold in all that dark, dark brown. “I personally guarantee it was a white lie on her part.”

“Why would she lie?”

“So she didn’t have to tell you that I bought you a pink coat.”

My face must be as deep a pink as the fabric. “You’ve bought me lots of pink things.”

“Eva is of the opinion that I’m out of my mind to do it.”

“To buy pink clothes?”

“To feel things for a Constantine.”

To hear him say it is like hearing a bell ring. Joy reverberates right through my chest.

He finishes the last button. I should have asked him if his bullet wound is hurting too much for this, but the moment’s gone. A silent Gerard hands over hats and gloves. Black for Leo, white for me. Leo holds out my gloves for me, one at a time, and helps me slip them on without a hint of sarcasm. Boots are last. Mine are a luxuriously perfect fit. Leo has thought of everything.

He takes me through the house to a hallway in the back with stone tiles and sconces set into alcoves. It’s the opposite of the foyer, with its dark paper and gleaming perfection. Still flawless, but the walls are brighter and the whole space glows with winter sun. He opens the door. For a moment Leo is outlined in gold. Then he’s outside, beckoning for me to come.

My first breath of fresh air wakes me up. The second chases away all the guilt and doubt from the phone call with Cash. Snow crunches under our feet. A cloud curls over the sun, dimming the light, but it keeps peeking out again and again as errant snowflakes spiral down over us. “It’s warmer than I thought,” I announce to Leo, who walks beside me with long strides. He’s more relaxed out here. We both are.

“It’s why I wanted to come out.” He keeps his eyes on the wide expanse of snow and the treeline as he says it. Then he looks across at me and grins. “And to see your cheeks like that.”

The snow is deep but packed under our feet, with a layer of fluff. Leo lets out a long breath. In a few minutes we’re halfway across the wide lawn. Shortly after we’re at the edge of the forest. Leo stops. “Listen.”

Birdsong. They’re calling to each other, all the forest birds. Singing in the trees. Wind whispers through the branches and toys with the ends of my hair. Leo shifts next to me, and—oh. He stands with his gloved hands at his pockets, head tipped back, eyes closed.

My own body goes still in the presence of that peace. Tears line my eyes. Yet…there’s no wrenching sob fighting its way out. I don’t know if I believe in miracles, but this seems like one. A shimmering feeling expands to fill my ribs, my heart. It’s the same one I felt when I looked into his office that day. Looked past Ronan, to where Leo bowed his head and prayed.

I’ve never asked him what he prayed for.

The few inches of distance between us is too much. I take a step toward him, planning to brush against him just to feel he’s there. Leo moves at the last second and puts his arm around me.

Tucks me tight to his side.

He’s like a furnace, throwing off so much heat. It’s not a bitter day but his solid frame chases away the winter chill. I lean my head against him and close my eyes, too. Without the rustle of the leaves, the birdsongs are crystalline notes, filling out the sky.

It’s like a cathedral.

It is a cathedral.

Goose bumps chase one another down the back of my neck. Everyone knows the Morellis are Catholic, but if I’ve thought about it at all, it’s been in the abstract. Another irrelevant fact about them.

It’s not abstract, or irrelevant.

It would have made up the structure of Leo’s childhood. Real trips to church every Sunday, where they would see and most of all be seen. Timothy mentioned a priest the night I went to the kitchen. It was more than that. The priest. The prayers. Say anything enough times, and it becomes true.

There would have been a rhythm to it. We had one, growing up. Dad doing his best and getting lost in his work. The three of us rushing around to set things in order and sometimes literally put out fires. Love, even through the worst times, like when my mom died.

It would have been different for Leo. A public face for the church. Violence at home. Endless cycles of hiding and pretending. All of it against a backdrop of money and power.

These things made him vulnerable to Caroline.

He thinks he’s going to hell, you know.

Leo blames himself.

He must. I breathe in the crisp air and sit with that heartache. The things you believe early on—they stick around. I believed my dad loved me, and that we might struggle, but money wasn’t everything.

Leo believed that only anger could protect him from a monster. My stomach turns. Affection was a punishable crime in the Morelli household. And the one time he reached outside his family, it was to Caroline.

Leo didn’t keep her a secret only because it would start a war.

He kept her a secret because Caroline is his biggest, most mortal sin. It would have been a sin to want her. To respond to her. And it would have been a sin to let her hurt him. Never mind that it wasn’t his fault.

It must have felt like stepping in front of a bullet, to tell me all those things at dinner. To hold his own heart in his hands and offer it up.

“It hurts less here,” Leo says. “The pain is the same, but it hurts less to remember.”

“I can see why.” It’s not enough, but it’s all I can think to say. He pulls me closer.

For a moment I think he might say more. The whole forest seems to anticipate it. The wind holds its breath. Two birds sing to each other, their songs rising in excitement.

“There’s something else I want to show you. We can go back through the trees.”

By back through the trees, Leo means following a trail, obviously kept up by the grounds staff. Only a few fallen sticks decorate the snow. “There are other loops,” he says as we follow a curve that sends us toward the house. “But we don’t want to be too late.”

“Too late for what?”

Leo doesn’t answer. We step out onto the snow, all the footprints from the guards blown away by the breeze, and head for the mansion.

“What would we be late for?”

This time, I get his attention. The shine in his eyes makes worry prick at my gut. “Late?”

“You said we don’t want to be too late.”

A frown catches the corner of his mouth, but he just shakes his head. “I don’t know.”

His house rises up out of the snow. A shining castle. That’s what it is. It’s not exactly on a hill, more of a gentle slope, but the effect is the same. It’s a gorgeous home in any season, but I can picture how it would look in the summer. Pale stones against lush, green grass. You could eat a picnic out here and feel like royalty.

We go in through the door we left from, and Leo cuts straight across the hall. The next door leads out to the courtyard.

It’s an elegant arched door set with stained glass, and as soon as Leo touches it I can’t believe I’ve never seen it before. Can’t believe I’ve never looked for it. Doors aren’t supposed to be this intricate, or breathtaking. It could be jewels, that glass. Priceless jewels. My eyes hang on the colors. They’re brilliant enough to make a person cry.

Not me. I’m not going to cry over a door. But I will come back later, when I have more time to stare at it.

A cloud shades the sun as we step out into the courtyard.

I’ve seen it, of course. I’ve glanced out here a hundred times from the windows upstairs, and in the den, and everywhere else. But I’ve never really looked.

“This is—” It’s too beautiful for the earth. I nudge Leo’s arm with an elbow. “I can’t believe you didn’t bring me out here before.”

“You didn’t ask.” He points off to the right. “Start there. I’ll meet you on the other side.”

How? How have I never noticed that there is a cobblestone path with a bridge over a pond, leading to an apple tree? Leo doesn’t follow me, and soon I can’t see him at all. The space is larger than I thought it was. The house is larger than I thought it was. I do a slow circle on the bridge over the pond. More trees that must flower in the spring, their roots blanketed in snow. Raised gardens with beds surrounded by the same stonework as the bridge. In the summertime it would be bright and warm and alive with color. Now, in its resting state, it’s a simple, soothing white.

I follow the path to the apple tree and stroll past. Leo didn’t bring me here before because it’s like the forest for him. I brush the fingertips of my new, white gloves through the thin layer of snow on the edge of a fountain. The hush here is like the moment after Leo shuts his bedroom door behind us and locks the rest of the world out.

He comes here alone. This few minutes apart from him is for me to see it that way. So I don’t rush it. I take my time. It’s hard. I want to sprint across the whole length of this place and throw myself into his arms.

The biggest tree in the courtyard comes into view. This is the one that Leo’s office looks out on.

There he is, sitting on a bench near the trunk.

I stop dead at the sight. My heart tries to swan dive out of my chest to get to him, but I can’t move, and don’t dare to breathe.

Leo’s strong hands are cupped in front of him. Arms braced to his sides.

And in his palms, fluttering their wings and singing soft trills, hop two tiny birds.

My eyes sting at the sight of those birds trusting him. In the branches of the tree, a robin looks over the scene and sings like a babbling brook.

Leo glances up at me with a wavering smile. I hold my breath and move a step closer, then another. This moment could burst like a bubble. Shatter like a crystal vase. I’m not going to screw it up. I might as well be standing inside his heart.

“I wanted to show you this,” he says softly. I sit down next to him. Slowly. Carefully. “The call about Ronan made me realize.” Leo lifts his head and looks out, his eyes distant. “If you were with me, I would show you. I didn’t think you’d get back in time.”

“How—” How did you survive waiting for him? “How do you get them to come to you?”

“Birdseed,” he says. Obviously, his tone says, but it’s edged in sadness. Seriousness. The smile playing at the corners of his mouth fades out. Leo’s brow furrows. I can feel the warmth of his body from inches away. “And patience.”

No one would ever describe him as a patient man. All those people would be wrong.

His focus falls back down to the birds in his hands. “I don’t have very long.”

It’s not right, the way he says it. “Are you getting cold?”

“Before he gets here.”

My gut freezes. “Who, Leo?”

He turns his head, looks into my eyes, and startles. The birds hop nervously from one hand to the next. “You shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t be out here, Haley.”

Leo doesn’t say my name like that.

I put a hand on his arm, my pulse racing. “We’ve been walking. I’ve been with you.” For the first time since we’ve entered the courtyard, I scan the roof for guards. I can’t see any of them. “Is something happening?”

Leo stands up so abruptly it scares the birds. They scatter away from him. Even the robin takes flight. He takes two steps away from the bench, and I’m standing up to meet him when he rounds on me. “It hurts more than you could take.”

“Leo—”

He puts both hands to his chest. “I can’t be here.”

I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t know what he’s talking about. If he can’t be here, none of us should be here.

The first time I saw Leo, I thought he was beautiful. And I thought he was terrifying. I would have run from him but my back was against a wall. There was nowhere to go.

Now I’m afraid for him.

His eyes have gone wide and bright and I don’t know what to do.

I close the distance between us with a confidence I don’t feel. He’s looking above my head, toward his office. I pull off both gloves and drop them, then reach for his face. “Leo, I—” My hands flinch back from his skin and a heartbeat later the heat registers.

He’s burning up, his skin so hot my body mistook it for a stovetop. I put a hand on his forehead. The back of his neck. Jesus. How did I miss this? He’s felt warm all day. Too warm. “We have to go inside,” I tell him. “You’re right. We should go in so you can sit down.”

“No.” Leo backs up. “No. I won’t. It’s too late. He’ll be here soon.”

“Please.” I hold out a hand to him and he looks at it with hazy suspicion. “There’s nobody coming to the house. What if—” Oh, god, what do I say? “What if we go inside and call Eva?” I have to call her. I promised I would call if anything happened. This counts.

“It’s too late.” His words blur at the ends and the hairs on the back of my neck feel like tiny needles. “She’s already home from school.”

“There’s no school.” I’m trying to sound trustworthy, not frantic. I don’t think it’s working. “You’re not in school anymore. You or Eva.”

Leo looks me in the eye. His pupils are blown out with fear and resignation and deep, bone-crushing confusion. “He’ll hurt you if he sees you. He’ll kill you.”

“Who do you mean?” It’s the struggle of a lifetime, keeping my voice calm. “If you mean Ronan—”

“My father’s home,” he says, and I can tell every word is hard labor. Every word hurts. “Run.”

He takes half a step, like he’s going to chase me out of here, make me run.

And then Leo crumples to the fresh, clean snow.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Haley

I get to him before he goes face first onto the snow-covered ground.

Barely.

I’m on my knees in time to hook my arms underneath his. It’s a desperate hug, unbalanced and ungraceful, but it’s all I have.

Leo’s head falls forward and the heat of his cheek sears mine. “Oh, no,” I whisper, panic a tight line around my throat. Bitter cold seeps through my leggings. The snow. We’re in the snow. It can’t be good for him to be so close to the ground. “Oh, Jesus.”

Ronan shot him in front of a fire in his fireplace. Tendrils of warmth brushed my face along with the tears that fell. Now Leo’s the fire. His body is so hot through the coat that heat pushes through the layers of my clothes. Sweat gathers at my collar. I can’t remember which pocket my phone is in. I don’t know if I can reach it without dropping him. A pressure builds at my ears. I was alone last time, waiting for that siren. Useless and waiting while blood soaked into my clothes, hotter than the air around us, hotter than my skin—

Big hands come down on Leo’s shoulders and pure, sick terror crushes my gut.

But it’s not Ronan, or Leo’s nightmare father. It’s Gerard. He’s the first to arrive. His counterpressure takes some of Leo’s weight. He’s too much lean muscle for me to keep upright. Gerard reaches around and turns Leo’s head with a gentle pat. “Come on.” He uses a firm, no-nonsense tone. “It’s time to go inside.”

More dark suits step in around us. I stay where I am, trying to get a grip on my breathing. “We’ll get him on his feet,” Gerard is saying, his voice far away compared to the heat and the panic. “Arms only. Nothing touches his back.”

None of them argue, and then they’re pulling him away from me.

I can’t let go.

I know I have to let go. I know. It’s just that I can feel the clammy metal rails of the stretcher wrenching away from my hands and I can feel the pain in my throat rearing up and someone blocks my path, both hands raised, and says family only.

“Haley.” I lift my chin and meet Gerard’s eyes. “We’re taking him inside. Just inside. Let’s not put more pressure on his body than we have to.”

My arms shake with the effort of releasing him. Gerard puts one hand under my elbow and helps me up while the others take Leo inside. I don’t see how they do it, or if he’s walking. I’m staring down into the snow.

The second one would probably kill me.

Sitting on the edge of his tub, shoulders tense, jaw set. I’d made a morbid joke about dying from a blood infection. Leo had been stabbed in the process of killing three men who’d dragged me into an alley, and I’d been terrified and trying not to show it, and he was still bleeding.

I thought Morellis had invincible blood.

They don’t.

I can still feel the words in my mouth. Still hear the way he answered me. A wall had come down in that moment. He told me about the older woman. He was telling me about Caroline, and how he’d come close to death from what she did.

And now…

It’s happening again.

“Miss Constantine.”

It’s happening again and I don’t know how to stop it. I don’t know how to make the past stay dead. I’ve never felt a fever so high and I’ve felt lots of fevers. When Cash was little, he would come get me and Petra first when he was sick. Leo’s fever had a killing heat. Chilled tendrils of winter breeze rub against my knuckles.

“Haley.”

Gerard’s hand comes down and turns my head, the way he did to Leo, only Leo’s eyes barely opened. They were glazed and unfocused and it was awful. It’s awful, to see that on Leo’s face. He sees everything. His razor-sharp focus is what makes him so dangerous and so breathtaking. Once he’s seen you there’s no forgetting what it’s like. “What?”

“Fall apart now, if you have to. You won’t be able to do it once you’re with him.”

“I know. I know.”

The man I mistook for a butler watches me with a deadly concentration that reminds me of Leo. “If you lose it in there, he might not understand why. He could think you’re afraid of him. Or that you’re afraid of someone coming down the hall.”

“I’ll be fine.” No. I won’t. Fear seeps in through the toes of my boots like melted snow. I can’t do this, but I’ll do it for Leo. Anything for him. I open my mouth to describe the churning, acidic terror racing through my veins but nothing comes out.

“I was there,” Gerard says. “The first time this happened.”

I shove my hands into my pockets. “You were?”

“I worked for Bryant back then. The two of them were too young to be dealing with that, but Eva was determined. Leo looked like he wasn’t going to make it. But there she was, pushing money into people’s hands to shut them up. Only one of them was going to talk.”

Stories have a shape. A beginning. A middle. An end. My brain latches on to the one Gerard’s telling now. It holds my panic at bay. I push away the shame that I, Haley Constantine, a person with seven-eighths of a degree in literature, couldn’t muster up my own. “What happened?”

“I got to him before he could call Bryant or Sarah. He left the next morning and didn’t come back.”

“But—” There’s a missing piece. “If you knew. And something happened to Leo. Wouldn’t they have held you responsible?”

“Oh, yes. The staff would have pointed fingers at me. Bryant was out of town that week, but he posted me at the house to keep watch. I would have been a dead man.”

“Then how did you keep yourself from freaking the fuck out?”

“It wasn’t an option.”

No. It wouldn’t have been.

“He’s in there alone.” I take a step back toward the house. Leo isn’t actually alone. He’s there with a bunch of bodyguards in identical suits, which might be worse. “I don’t have time for this.”

“That’s the spirit,” Gerard says. Or I think he says it. I’m already hurrying for the house, and I don’t stop to ask.

They’ve taken him up through an elevator, Gerard tells me. To his bedroom. I shed my boots and coat on the way through the foyer. Sprint up the stairs. Run for Leo’s room. Four bodyguards block my way through and I elbow them aside, those big men in their suits.

One step inside, and it’s obvious why there are so many of them.

Leo’s on his feet, still in his boots and coat. He looks from one man to the next, dread in the set lines of his face. He doesn’t recognize any of them.

I don’t have very long until he falls again, so I channel an angel. A saint. Someone with infinite peace. “Hey.” There’s no room for hesitation, none, on my way to him. “Hey. Let’s sit down.”

He doesn’t look at me. Leo’s gaze is locked on someone at the door. His breathing picks up, too shallow, too fast.

I touch his sleeve, his arm, and turn back to see who he’s looking at.

Gerard. Who has his phone out and pressed to his ear. He’ll be calling Eva. She’ll know what to do. Certainty settles in. There won’t be an ambulance this time, for a hundred different reasons.

“He works for you now,” I tell Leo.

Slowly, slowly, he turns his head. His eyes slip down over my face, unsteady and searching, like he can’t figure out where to look. “Darling.” It sounds like the beginning of a sentence. The beginning of a question. “Don’t go,” he whispers.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Ignoring the nagging fear that I won’t be enough for him, that I’m not enough for this moment, I take Leo by the arm and walk him to the bed.

He goes with me, and there’s an audible shift in the room. A release of breath. He wouldn’t go with them, that’s why.

Only me.

So I have to be enough.

Leo sits on the edge of the bed, and I start working through the buttons of his coat. Slip it off his shoulders. His dress shirt next. Every layer I take off lets more heat from his skin into the space between us. It’s a bad fever. It’s really bad.

“I’m going to take off your shirt now.”

He stares past me, his eyes glassy. “Okay.”

I get it over his head, shielding him from all these random guards with my body. “I have you,” I tell him, and this time I put all the conviction I’ve ever had into the words. “You’re going to be okay.”

Gerard has to help me get him into bed, but once he’s there, Leo wraps his arms around a pillow. He closes his eyes and is gone.

His breathing is so light I can hardly hear it. “Eva’s on her way,” Gerard says as he hands me a towel dipped in cool water.

Leo doesn’t stir when I arrange it on the back of his neck. I cover his back with another one. They’re hot to the touch almost immediately.

The world shrinks.

Trees in the forest fold like paper dolls. The wide, sloping lawn disappears into a heavy fog that crowds the windows. Rooms collapse. The stone and hardwood castle shutters itself until there’s nothing but Leo’s bedroom.

Nothing but Leo’s bed.

Nothing but his tall, strong body stretched across the mattress.

Nothing but his fever, which burns and burns and burns.

*     *     *

The island of Leo’s bed is too small for panic, or even garden-variety fear. Definitely no room for feeling inadequate. No second-guessing. The internet suggests a lukewarm bath. Great advice, if the person can be moved. Leo cannot.

So. No bath. Only towels. I run them under cold water in his bathroom again and again. At some point I get used to the scars and stop holding my breath when I lift up a towel, or put one down. He doesn’t feel anything. Or at least he doesn’t react. I hope it’s the former.

Gerard is the only one to come in or out for a long time. I don’t hear a thing he says on the phone. All that reaches me is his worried tone. Asking him any questions is beyond me.

Not least because a belief has tiptoed in and settled itself in the middle of my mind. It says that if I pay attention, if I pay very close attention, Leo won’t die. I concentrate on every rise and fall of his shoulders. Every too-shallow breath. I’m about to start counting when the door to the bedroom flies open.

My heart pounds. Is this what it’s like when a church service gets interrupted? They’re too close, talking too loud. Eva leans in on one side and a woman I don’t recognize pushes between us and there’s a man in scrubs too. He’s on the other side. No room. No space.

“Stop.” I’m in the middle of replacing the towel on Leo’s neck. I’m not done.

No one hears.

“Stop.”

Eva’s rattling off information to her. His birthday. An antibiotic some doctor recommended against. Things I haven’t had time to know. Things I should know, but I’ve been here with these towels, and his fever.

The woman who is not Eva whisks the towel off Leo’s back.

My patience breaks. I feel it crack like a rib, releasing some pent-up pressure in my chest.

And some pent-up violence.

I stand up and shove the woman in her gray coat, hard enough to send her sprawling into Eva. To make both of them back the hell up. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I feel big enough to block them. Angry enough. I sound astonished in my anger. Breathless and taken aback. “You can’t just do that. Do you know what you could have done?”

Eva puts a hand up, the gesture cautious, like she doesn’t want to upset me. Too late. “I’m—” Her eyes scan over me. Over my hands, braced on the edge of the bed. I’ve put myself between these people and Leo. There are two others, besides the man in scrubs. A team. To take him? “I’m sorry. I should’ve said. This is Dr. Jain.”

I must look beside myself. I must look like a walking nervous breakdown. But Dr. Jain meets my eyes steadily while I stare at her.

Looking for proof. Proof that she’s good. That she won’t hurt him. And I can’t decide, because I know better now. Beautiful people can be monsters, can be killers, can be on fire with loyalty and love at the core. Doctors with calm expressions, their hands folded neatly in front of them, could be poised to do anything.

I can’t stop. Dr. Jain has kind eyes and a furrowed brow, and the half-unbuttoned look of a person who has traveled in a rush but is used to that rush. Used to emergencies. I’m not the first person to shove her, I don’t think. Not the first person to ask her what the fuck she thinks she’s doing.

“Do you trust her?” I ask the question to Eva, but I don’t take my eyes off the doctor.

“Yes.” Eva means it. She does.

Dr. Jain puts a hand to her chest. “My name is Carina. What’s yours?”

“Haley.” It’s rude to be so flat about it. I don’t have the will to care. Only a base, adrenaline-soaked instinct to protect Leo. From everyone.

“Haley, I can’t help Leo unless I can examine him. Do I have your permission to do that?”

My heart beats through my skin. Across my whole body. But her question softens the cutting sensation of being ready to fight. I unclench hands that have become fists and push my hair away from my face. Scrape up what little dignity is left from the floor.

“Okay.”

Eva and Dr. Jain approach again. Slowly. Reverently. They understand where they are now. I don’t have to be an avenging angel come to smite two intruders in a cathedral.

“Call me Carina,” she announces to the room—but mainly, I think, to Eva and me. She pauses to take off her coat. Eva folds it into her arms like she’s carrying a priest’s stole.

With Carina’s team huddled around her, there’s not enough room for me to take my usual spot. A calmer person might stand at the outer edge of the circle, but I’m not calm. I’m doing an impression of calm. I grab a dry towel from a stack I made earlier. Go around to the other side of the bed. Climb on. I settle myself beside Leo and cover his back with the towel.

The examination is its own murmured ritual at the altar of Leo’s bed. Carina speaks softly to her team. She doesn’t move the towel again. I do it when she asks me. When she’s finished, she drops her stethoscope back into her bag. “We’ll have to be pretty aggressive with antibiotics if there’s any hope of avoiding intensive care.”

“You’re not taking him now?” The question is too loud, too desperate.

“No. The risks of moving him outweigh the benefits, and I believe we have a window of time before it will be necessary. My team and I will supervise the first round now, if you consent.”

It’s Eva who has power of attorney. My opinion doesn’t matter at all. But both of them—all of them—look at me.

“I do.”

Eva confirms this with a nod, and then she looks me in the eye. “Let’s give them some breathing room.”

I hesitate.

“An injection,” explains Carina. “We’ll supervise to see if there’s any adverse reaction. We’ll see if we can manage the fever. Of course, you are welcome to stay.”

I’ll take this one break. But only because my hands are shaking with what’s probably delayed relief. I climb off the bed and follow Eva down the hall to the guest room. She drops onto the edge of the bed, and I fall into the chair by the window.

“You lost your shit in there,” Eva comments.

My shoulders ache from moving towels, from huddling over him, from everything. My head aches. My heart aches. “I love him.” The truth is all that’s left. “I’m in love with him.”

The most painfully inadequate description for the way I feel about Leo. In love with him is a ridiculous shorthand. My cheeks burn with how much those words fail to do it justice, this feeling, this soaring, battering love. I can’t breathe without him. I don’t want to breathe without him. And he is just down the hall.

Her eyebrows lift, but it’s a short-lived surprise. The most shocking thing is probably hearing a Constantine say it. “You know that means a full-on war.”

I shiver, because she’s not exaggerating. “Winston wouldn’t let that happen,” I say, thinking of my cousin. “He’s the one who runs Halcyon. He’ll see reason.”

Eva shrugs one shoulder. “Can he? He’s a Constantine. They don’t see reason about our family.” Her gaze goes past me, out the window, but after a beat it settles back on me, all dark and fiery and Morelli. “And Caroline will never rest. She’ll never let you be with your father and brother.”

My heart tumbles out to the floor and bursts.

“You’ll have to choose,” Eva says. Softly. Casually. As if choosing between my family and Leo wouldn’t be the end of the world.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Haley

Leo wakes up three hours after the antibiotics have kicked in. I’m sitting on the edge of the bed, taking away a hot towel and replacing it with a cool one. His eyes snap open, and I know instantly that he does not know where he is. “I’m burning,” he gasps. “In boiling glass. Please.” His desperation turns my heart to boiling glass.

“Shh.” I press a cool towel to his forehead and his eyes go wide, his body slack against the bed with relief. “Don’t worry. It’s all right.”

The fever doesn’t break. Eva takes Carina and her team and puts them in some of the guest rooms. There are too many of them, since I’m not going to let them keep me away. It’s past midnight when Eva puts a hand on my shoulder.

“I’ll sit with him while you sleep,” she offers. She rubs at the place where my shoulders have drawn tight. “I don’t mean you should leave. Just that I’ll sit here.”

I lie down next to Leo but his breathing follows me into my dreams. The sound keeps getting lost in other noises—birds singing, a fountain burbling, the pages of a book crumpling under a hand. Every time I can’t hear him I jolt awake. Eva pads across the carpet with an endless stream of towels.

A gray dawn bleeds in through the windows. Eva sleeps in a chair at the foot of the bed, her head buried in her arms. Carina comes in, looking fresh and well-rested. “We might reach a point where the fever becomes unhelpful.” The quiet swallows her words.

“But it’s helping now?”

“It’s a battle.” She takes a syringe from her pocket, swipes at his arm with an alcohol pad, and pushes the needle through skin. He doesn’t stir. “We’ll see.”

“Why are there four of you?”

“In case he crashes and we have to provide continuous support en route to the emergency department.”

Halfway through the morning Leo gets out of bed without any warning. Eva is napping in the guest room, so it’s only me who sees it. Leo looks almost normal as he goes down the hall to his bathroom. I give him three minutes before I follow.

He left the sink running, his toothbrush abandoned by the counter, and is sitting in the tub with his eyes closed. I climb in after him and touch his face. His skin is fiery. An inferno. Leo opens his eyes.

“Put it out,” he begs.

There’s no getting him out and back in again, so I block the faucet with my body and turn on the water. Lukewarm. That’s what the internet says. Lukewarm water feels like an ice bath to me but Leo lets out a shuddering sigh and closes his eyes again. I balance one arm around his upper shoulders to keep him upright.

Sometimes love is freezing.

I stay with him in the water for a long time, wet clothes clinging to both of us. Every so often, his arm tightens around my waist and pulls me in closer.

The bath lowers the fever, but doesn’t break it. Leo comes back to himself enough to get out of the tub and towel off. He smells like soap and laundry detergent, like fresh sheets from the dryer. Warm already. I find him clean clothes in his closet. No shirt for when the fever spikes again.

Eva is waiting with soup in a travel mug when we get back. Leo drinks it sitting on the edge of the bed. Then he finds his pillow and drifts away.

I want him back.

I want it so much that I feel like a ghost, trailing through air sharp as an ice storm. I would choose fighting with him every day over this silence. All that intensity and heartbreak. All of it.

There’s the quiet, when he sleeps and sleeps, through most of the night and the next day.

And then.

The middle of the night, during a long stretch of pitch-dark. I’m half-asleep. Almost there. Too tired to move another towel. I just need a minute to close my eyes. Then I’ll go back, I promise.

Something jostles the bed.

Leo jostles the bed. He’s pushed himself up on his elbows. “No.”

I reach for him, for his arm, his shoulder. “Leo.”

My touch sends him scrambling off the bed, to his feet. “No. No.” His voice rises, and I can’t see his face, only the silhouette of him, shadow on shadow. “Don’t touch me. Don’t get any closer.”

“I’m not.” I’m frozen in place on the edge of the bed, as far as I got when I tried to follow him. “I’m not moving,” I promise, but there’s no way to prove it except to stay still. My heart climbs hand-over-hand up into my throat.

“Don’t touch any of them, you sick bastard,” he snarls, but then he takes a huge, pained breath. “Christ. Please. No. Not now, you fucker, not now.” He’s yelling hoarsely by the end. The door flies open, letting light spill in from the hall, and Eva rushes in. “I can’t,” he says. “I can’t, I can’t.”

I’m not supposed to falter. Not supposed to show anything but peace and calm.

“You’re in your house.” Eva puts herself directly in front of him and grabs the sides of his face. I don’t say a damn thing. I hold my breath to keep from sobbing. “This is your room. It’s Haley, Leo, she’s the only one in here.”

“I can’t.” His voice breaks. “I can’t stay here.”

“We’ll walk out.” Eva hooks her arm through his. “Look. It’s not far. A few steps. Here’s the door.” There’s no door. I don’t know what she’s talking about. “We’re through. It’s gone. It’s over. Look. Here’s Haley.”

Leo blinks, looking down at me, and his whole body releases a violent tension. He leans down over me. Braces his hands on the mattress on either side. Gets to his knees.

He puts his head in my lap and reaches around me. Holds on tight. He’ll melt my clothes to my skin, he’s so feverish. Chills move through him like small earthquakes, shaking his spine, making his teeth knock together.

Eva smooths her hands over her hair and curses under her breath.

“What was that?” I ask her, stroking Leo’s hair.

“A nightmare.” She sounds certain, but I think it was worse. I think it was a memory. The fever made it into a hallucination. I think it can’t possibly be helpful, this fever, and nothing the doctor does will bring it down. All the towels in the world won’t bring it down.

“I love you,” I whisper to him, and trace the shell of his ear, the side of his cheek, anywhere I can touch without hurting him, without setting him off. He doesn’t answer. I don’t know if he hears. “I’m sorry.”

Sorry for the bullet wound and the whipping and the terror before that. Sorry for all of it. Sorry I wasn’t here in time to stop any of it. Sorry that I didn’t know to be with him, that I was too young, that I got here as soon as I could.

Sorry for this night.

He can’t settle down. I talk him into getting back into bed but he keeps sitting up. Keeps staring toward the door. Keeps murmuring that he can’t stay. “No one is coming,” I tell him. “Nobody’s home, except me and Eva. You’re okay.” Me and Eva and Gerard and the doctor and her team and a hundred bodyguards. Every breath is balanced right on the edge. One wrong move, and Leo will—

I don’t know what he’ll do. I only know that he won’t want people to see it. That it might set loose some part of him he can’t keep locked away when he’s like this.

When he’s sick and tired and maybe dying.

There’s only one more thing to try, Carina says. The details don’t stick in my brain. Another set of injections, and if this doesn’t work, we’ll have to move him.

And I’ll do it. I’ll go. Even if it means exposing ourselves to the outside world and all its threats. It’s different, going from home to the hospital. Leo’s front door closing behind us felt like a guarantee. Leaving would feel like Russian roulette.

Forty minutes after the last antibiotics—whatever she’s given him—my shoulder cramps in the middle of putting a cool towel on his back. Somehow, it cramps all the way down to the base of my spine.

“Are you okay?” Eva asks. She’s been pacing at the foot of the bed, waiting to swoop in if she’s needed.

“I’ll just—” This is the mother of all cramps. It takes my breath away and I stand up like an old woman, working my spine straight one vertebra at a time. “I’ll walk it off.” I don’t want him to see me hunched over and wincing. Leo is restless on the pillow. I hate to leave him. I just can’t breathe.

In the hall I take one careful step after another. The knot in my shoulder pulls tight as the one around my heart. That one is for Leo, and it will never let go. The one in my shoulder relents a little as I reach the opposite end of the hall. The guest bedroom I was staying in is Eva’s for now. The lamp she left on shows the stack of her things in the chair and the slim fold of the covers on the bed. She’s barely slept.

I turn back.

This cramp has to end by the time I get back to the door. I’m not going to be sidelined by a muscle tantrum.

It’s a faint pain by the time I get back to Leo’s door and look in.

He’s up. Sitting on the edge of the bed. Eva’s on her knees next to him, body braced against his side to keep him up. The bedside lamp burns. “Don’t let him see,” Leo says. “Eva. Please.” He’s miserable, stretched thin.

“Nobody’s going to see,” she promises.

“No,” he says. “No, no.” And then he’s sick into a bowl she holds in his lap.

Any instinct to step away, to look away, is gone. Fuck family only. The cramp in my shoulder pushes at the muscle again. I ignore it and climb up on Leo’s other side. He’s wracked with shivers now, his eyes unfocused.

He reaches for me anyway.

An arm around my waist. He holds on while he’s sick again. Eva pats the back of his neck. “It’s okay,” she says, over and over.

It’s the longest stretch of time.

Leo’s fever rages. It shakes his body and makes sweat bead on his face. He wants to brush his teeth. He wants a drink of water. He does both, but it’s like watching a person give in to a current and slip under. One minute he’s there. The next he’s swallowed up by waves.

Or flame.

Eva wants to keep him sitting in case he’s sick again, so we do. Carina takes a place in the room, checking the time, making plans with her team. I know what she’ll say. That all the antibiotics and Tylenol she could give weren’t enough to keep him safe here.

The fever peaks.

I hope this is the peak. I’ve never felt him so hot and I don’t think he can be any hotter. I don’t listen to the number Carina reads from the thermometer. I don’t want to know.

And right now, here with him, it doesn’t matter. I’ll hold him until she says it’s time to go. I’ll let him lean on me until someone tears us apart. I’m not leaving him.

Even if he leaves me.

The last of my panic and fear withers at that certainty. I’ll be here. I’ll love him. To the bitter end. Beyond it.

What else matters?

Nothing.

I hold him and hold him, giving him the answers he begs for. You are not burning. There is no boiling glass. Your father is not here.

Leo says less and less, shivering harder, and I close my eyes and wait for the announcement that this is over, that we’ve tried, but it’s time to leave. It’s time to hurry. There is no hurry now. There’s only keeping him close to me, all his strength rattled by the fever. My arms ache from the work of it. They’ll fall off before I let go.

The room is busy, but the business seems apart from us, away from us. Leo’s shaking subsides. I don’t know what it means. I refuse to think about whether he’s dying, whether this is the end. I’m so aware of him. Every movement. Every breath. The rest of the room fades out. Fades back in.

Eva asks question after question, and the doctor answers, and all of them are preparing for the inevitable scene. It will be violent. They’ll have to convince him. Force him. He won’t want to leave. I won’t want to let him out of my arms.

I open my mouth to say it, to warn them, but…

Something is different.

I’m cold.

Not very cold. Not frozen.

Room temperature, I think.

Oh my god.

I don’t dare to hope. Don’t even dare to move. Please let him be okay. Please let this not mean the worst. I’m caught between heartbeats, waiting.

Leo takes a long, slow breath.

It’s the first regular one he’s taken in hours. Days. “Oh,” I breathe, hope fluttering wide like the pages of a new book. I test the back of his neck with my hand. His forehead. His cheeks. I even risk skimming a hand over his back.

His arms, which have rested loosely around my waist for an eternity, tighten. He brushes his palms over my back. Clears his throat. “Darling.”

If I wasn’t already sitting, I’d fall. Tumble to the floor without stopping myself. “Hi.”

“What,” he says, his voice rough-edged and tired and oh, no, oh, no, I’m the one going to hell. One-way ticket. Because the sound of that voice… “What the fuck?” Leo asks.

What escapes from me then starts out life as a laugh. By the time it reaches my lips it’s a sob. But then joy and relief join in at the last second and I don’t care what it sounds like. Or that everyone in the room is staring. That Eva is gripping the doctor’s arm so tightly her knuckles have lost their color.

Leo picks up his head to look at me, and the relief that had been a mild springtime sun turns into a garden in full bloom. A riot of roses. Petals explode and cling to green stems. Not one falls, or withers, or dies.

His eyes are clear.

They’re clear.

The deepest, darkest shades of brown cut with gold. It’s the middle of the night, but they’re clear like sunrise, like new-fallen snow.

I’ve said it to him a hundred times tonight in the hopes that saying it would make it true. That believing in it would conquer the laws of biology and illness. I’ve said it like a prayer, and like a prophecy.

“You’re okay,” I tell him.

This time, it’s true.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Haley

The technical term for Leo’s level of okay is not out of the woods yet. That’s what Carina says, after she confirms that we will not, in fact, be rushing to the hospital. The color in Leo’s cheeks has dimmed to a rosy, casual warmth and not the angry burn of a fever.

I can’t stop touching him to make sure that damned fever stays broken. Every minute at first. Then every five. Carina pesters him until he rubs a hand over his eyes and kicks her out of the room. “Come back in the morning. Or the afternoon. Later.”

They all go. Eva’s last. She comes to stand at the side of the bed and crosses her arms over her belly. “You’ll tell me?” she asks him.

“Yes,” he says. “Go to bed.”

She leaves without another word.

We’re alone.

The world didn’t have quite this much air before, did it? I can’t get enough of it. Breathing, I mean. Maybe it was my lungs that constricted while he was sick.

Leo stands up and stretches his arms over his head. My body tenses for him to fall. For him to lose his grip on reality. But he just turns around and offers me his hand.

“I thought you’d want to sleep.” I put my hand in his and let him help me up from the bed. This tiny thing, this infinitesimally small act, turns my knees boneless and weak.

“I do.” He takes me in from head to toe. Now it’s his eyes that burn, trailing palpably over me. “I’m fucking exhausted.” His undereyes are the color of bruises. Mine are probably worse. “First things first.”

He takes me to his enormous bathroom, stripped of all but three towels. We both pause at the sink, and then go through to his shower. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror on the way.

Yikes.

And the way he said I’m fucking exhausted—

I feel that too. More with every second that passes. I should be racing ahead of him to help. My feet don’t want to cooperate. I stand there while Leo turns on the shower and shoves off what little clothing he was wearing. Then he comes back for me. Leo takes my face in his big hands. I could weep for how steady they are. I do weep.

“We’re not going to talk about it tonight.” He leans down and kisses me, tasting like mint and crisp snow. “Tomorrow, if you want, but for now we’re going to shower and go to bed.”

I press my lips together and try to blink away my tears. Leo wipes the ones on my cheeks away. He helps me out of my clothes.

We step under the water together, and the rest of the world dissolves. There’s a near future where I tackle him in hot water. Where he fucks me against the wall of this shower with animal abandon.

In the present…

There’s only soft, warm relief. The rush of water over skin. Diamond droplets clinging to Leo’s hair. His hands on my neck. His lips on mine. Again, again. They are fucking exhausted kisses. They are fucking alive kisses. Here I am, each one says. Here I am.

“You stayed,” he murmurs against my neck while I tip my head back to rinse shampoo from my hair. “I thought you might go after them.”

“Who?”

“Your family. I thought you might choose that.” The suggestion that I could choose to leave him hurts, but it also soothes. Leo is never going to let me walk out of here alone. He might eventually relent and let me leave, but he’ll be with me when I do it. “Give me one thing.”

“One thing?” A laugh heaves my chest but doesn’t make it to the air. “Anything.”

“Don’t choose them tonight.”

He lifts his head to see my answer is a kiss. He knows, then. He knows that possibility exists. That I’ll have to do something for my family. I can taste it on him. Hope. Fear. “No decisions tonight,” I agree.

I want to kiss him forever, to stand with him in the shower forever, but my legs are tired. My heart is tired from suppressing all that worry. And he shouldn’t push himself. I twist my hair into a bun without brushing it and follow him into the closet. He hands me panties, a tank top, and one of his shirts, then dresses himself in another black T-shirt and boxer briefs that highlight the muscles of his legs.

“I’m up here.” The testy edge to Leo’s tone startles me, but there’s laughter in his eyes. My god, I missed him.

“It’s not fair for you to look like that,” I counter as we go back out to his bed. It’s dressed in fresh sheets, the pillows fluffed and rearranged.

“Don’t blame me, darling. I can’t help it if the sight of me makes you wet.”

I’m halfway into the bed, but I turn back and clap a hand over his mouth. His dark eyes dance above my hand. “Don’t say those kinds of things,” I warn. “Don’t, Leo.”

He plucks my hand away from his lips. “You started it. For an innocent Constantine, you seem to have a great deal of trouble keeping your eyes off my—”

I kiss him again. Hard. He laughs, the sound rumbling through my throat, and I might cry again. He’s being himself. Proving that he’s really here. That he might not be out of the woods, as Carina says, but he’s headed that way. I need to send her a gift basket. A hundred of them. A handwritten apology note for shoving her.

Leo turns out the lights and gets into bed next to me. He eases himself down on his stomach. This time, he faces me. Starlight reflects off snow, shining through the windows so I can see him. One blink, and he’s reaching for me, his hand settling on my face. One thumb brushes over my cheekbone. The tips of his fingers meet wet hair.

“There. Don’t move, darling. Stay just how you are.”

I wouldn’t move for a million dollars. Two million. Infinity. “Why?”

“I want to look at you while I pass out.”

It’s part warning, part apology. Leo falls asleep in a matter of heartbeats, his hand going still on my face. His breathing stays even. His skin stays cool.

And I…

Stay awake.

I expect to pass out shortly after he does. Being fucking exhausted, it turns out, doesn’t counteract being completely wired. It’s like the rush after staying up all night for a final. My eyes burn. I can’t close them.

A book will help.

After a while I tuck Leo’s hand under his pillow and creep out of bed. I gather my phone from the bedside table—I haven’t checked it in days—and go through to his personal library by the front windows. Every muscle aches. You’d think the shower would have cured that, but no.

A smile curves across my lips. I bet Leo could cure that. I know he will, once he’s actually okay.

My special copy of Jane Eyre waits on the table by the bookshelves, still in its black box. I lift it out carefully and settle it into my lap. This treasure isn’t going to stay behind glass for the rest of its existence. I’m going to read it. This copy, my copy from Leo, will have been read by me.

Yes. This is what I need. A few minutes with an old friend.

The words on the page are so comforting and familiar that I miss the first text message.

The second.

The third.

The fourth one lights up the screen again. “It’s the middle of the night,” I tell the phone. “Who—”

My brother. That’s who. At the sight of his name on the screen, at the all-caps messages, I don’t think. I just dial. My pulse bangs at the side of my neck. I barely get Jane Eyre back into its box with my phone crushed against my shoulder.

“Hales,” Cash says, and I am out of my chair, I’m on my feet, heart surging into my throat. His voice is all wrong.

“What happened? Are you okay? No, you’re not. Tell me what happened.”

A muffled noise, something I can’t place. “I came—I came to stay with you. We came here but they won’t let us in. Will you come out and tell them? Please.”

Another knockdown burst of relief makes my legs give out. I fall into the chair. “Of course I will. Oh my god. Of course I will. I’m so glad you’re here. You’re at the gate?”

A breath of a pause. “A little outside it. They didn’t want me to block the driveway.”

“Okay. I’ll be there as fast as I can. Just stay where you are. Tell them I’m coming.”

I hang up with Cash. The hush of Leo’s house presses in. After all the intensity of keeping him alive, calm has settled. Carina went back to her guest rooms. Eva is no doubt passed out down the hall. And Leo—

Leo sleeps in his bed, the covers pulled up to his waist. Every deep breath puts the world back where it belongs. By morning, everything will be whole again, and right.

I lean down and kiss his cheek. “I’ll be right back.” And then, because my heart is full of him: “I love you. You don’t have to say it back.”

The hall outside Leo’s room is quiet. I tug on the leggings I got from the closet on my way through the room, and put my coat on over top. No—socks. I didn’t get socks.

It’s fine. I’ll only be outside for the walk down the driveway, and then Cash and my dad can drive me back.

I pad down the stairs and nod to the guard at the bottom. He doesn’t question me when I hunt through the oversized coat closet for boots.

But at the door—

“Miss Constantine.”

“My family is here. I’m going to meet them. There’s someone waiting at the gates, right?”

“I’ll have to clear this with Mr. Morelli’s head of security.”

I’m not staying that long. Not with Cash and Dad out there, waiting to get in. “If he has a problem with it, send him out after me.”

I open the door and go out. I’ve never been high before, but I bet this is what it’s like. Walking out into cold, clear air on the best day of your life. Leo lived. We didn’t have to go into the city. When I wake up tomorrow, my family will be safe. Maybe I can finally call Petra and tell her everything that’s happened. Maybe not. She might still worry.

A shiver works down my spine. My hair is still wet from the shower. A tiny oversight, not drying my hair. But I never guessed this would happen. I’m so glad it’s happening. I flip the hood of the coat up. Who cares that Leo has the world’s longest driveway? I don’t. I treasure the walk.

This is good.

This is so, so good.

Nothing will beat slipping back into bed next to him, though. I pick up the pace. If the guards in the woods are watching, they don’t say anything. Getting into his warm bed will be the most delicious moment. Leo will stir. Open his eyes. He’ll reach for me, and pull me close, and I’ll finally sleep.

There aren’t any guards at the stone pillars, which makes sense. They stand on the outside, not the inside. I don’t see them through the metal gate. That also makes sense, because Cash said they hadn’t wanted him to block the drive. They know I’m coming. They’ve left the gate open for me.

One step through. Another. So close.

Oh—headlights. They’re so bright. Leo’s stone pillars aren’t decorated with lights. It makes the road darker. It makes his house, huge as it is, less conspicuous from the road. I shield my eyes with my hand. A shadow detaches from that light, and it’s—

“Cash!” I run for him. My heart is the lightest it’s ever been. Safe. We’re all going to be safe. He turns to face me, my tall little brother, and I open my arms wide to hug him.

He flinches back, stepping out of range. Cash’s hands are stuffed in the pockets of his coat. And his face…

He’s pissed.

“I’m sorry.” Leo has a gym. I’m going to start using it so I’m not out of breath the next time I have to run ten feet. “It’s kind of a hike from the house.”

“Don’t be sorry, Hales, I—” Cash flinches again.

I take a step toward him. “What was that? Are you hurt?” I touch his arm. “There’s a doctor inside. It sounds weird, but I promise, she’s really good.”

Cash’s eyes go from my hand on his arm to my face. “I have some broken ribs.”

Broken. Ribs. That’s why he sounds like this. Injured. Badly. All my happy warmth bursts like a balloon. “Oh, Cash. Oh—I’m sorry.” I should have insisted. I should have gone to the house and made them come to Leo’s. “Let’s head in. Carina—Dr. Jain. She’ll know what to do.”

He shakes his head. “No.”

“You don’t have to see her, but I think you should. I’m not sure what they do for broken ribs but she can at least—”

“No, Hales. I’m not coming in with you.”

“What do you mean?” Any why is he out here by himself? The windshield is thrown into darkness compared to the headlights and I can’t see the front seats. “Where’s Dad?”

“He’s not here.”

“Cash.” A chill wind picks up and cuts through the coat, through my clothes. Through Leo’s T-shirt and my tank top and the leggings I wore for what was supposed to be a quick trip outside. “Tell me what’s going on.”

He’s watching the road behind us. I thought he was just avoiding my eyes, but now…

A second pair of headlights paints the road behind Cash, and his car, and the empty passenger seat.

“Tell me now,” I demand. “Do you need help? Where—” The question comes to mind far too late. Where are the guards? There should have been two of them by the stone pillars. I turn to search for them.

Nothing.

Nothing.

But.

At the base of the hedge, there are shadows slumped in places they shouldn’t be.

I whip my head around to Cash at the same moment the car behind me slows. It’s not going to drive past. I know that now. Please, let this not be what I think it is. Please. “Cash, tell me what happened and I can fix this.”

Cash’s eyes are intensely blue in the headlights. That glare shows me everything. His resignation. His determination.

His guilt.

“I’m sorry, Hales.”

Tires on rubber. Loose gravel, kicking up as the car rolls to a stop. There’s no time to run. I lock my hand on his arm. Somewhere near the house, a shout goes up. Gerard.

“What did you do?”

“Caroline’s man came to the house. He—” Cash touches his ribs gingerly, the pain taking his breath away. “I told him where you were. I agreed to come here, and do this. And now I’ve done it. I’ve fucking done it. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

A car door opens. Closes. Footsteps get closer. My skin pulls tight and my heart tries to flee. “Why?”

“I had to,” whispers Cash.

I take a huge breath and scream. For Leo. For anyone. Anyone but my own family. They want me dead. Even my brother. A hand shoves over my mouth and an arm crushes my waist. The person belonging to those hands laughs in my ear. “She’ll be proud you chose the right family.”

He’s not talking to me.

There’s a smell. Strong and sweet, with a bite to it that reminds me of nail polish remover. I claw at the arm, at the hand. Cash nods at the ground.

If I can hold on, someone will come for me.

A little longer. It’s not that far to the house.

I hold on as tight as I can. To the air. To the night. To Leo, who is so close.

The world goes dark anyway.

*     *     *
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CHAPTER ONE


Haley

The dark presses in like a hand over my mouth, but I have to breathe.

Have to get out of this blood-soaked nightmare echoing with drowned breaths. With tortured gasps. With the sound of Leo trying to breathe while his lungs fill with blood.

The dream is fading fast. But everything feels wrong. I feel less like I fell asleep and more like I was put here against my will. Wake up, wake up, wake up.

My hand connects with something soft. Let it be Leo’s shirt. Where is he, where is he?

There’s nothing solid underneath. I push it away and it becomes a blanket thrown away from my body. A flutter of air as it flies away from me.

I’m on a bed, but it’s not his bed.

Trapped by the sheets. My limbs are sluggish but not as useless as they were in the dream. I push my hair back from my face with numb hands. Both legs over the side of the bed. I could go back to sleep, which is screwed up, honestly. I’ve been sleeping for a long time. That’s all I know. My eyes burn. Even my shins feel weird. There’s a pounding in my head.

And this is not Leo’s room.

It’s lovely. Airy and pastel. Mint green and white. Accents in emerald. Every piece of furniture has been meticulously placed. An elegant chair by the window. A padded bench at the foot of the bed. A matching dresser with a round mirror. I can see myself in it.

I look rumpled. Confused. Terrified. Because I should be.

This is Caroline’s house.

It has a scent to it I recognize. I can’t name it but I know it. I’ve smelled it before. Something rich and luxurious and utterly fake. How the hell did I get here? My mind struggles against black emptiness. I shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t want me here. Not when I’ve been with Leo. Not when she tried to have him killed. Not when I stayed. I stomp through my memories like I’m retracing my steps for a lost set of keys.

I can figure it out later. For now, I have to get out.

On unsteady legs, I rush for the door. The last time I was here, I was at a party I didn’t belong at in a borrowed dress. Now I’m twisted in Leo’s shirt and my leggings. A tank top underneath. I don’t have socks, and I don’t have my shoes, but I don’t care.

The doorknob turns under my hand. Solid wood swings toward me, forcing me back into the room.

Caroline breezes in.

If I didn’t know what happened to her, I’d never have noticed the tense set to her shoulders. Everything else about her is polished. Perfect. Constantine. She’s wearing a loungewear set with a blue cashmere wrap and an expression of pure concern.

I freeze in the middle of the floor. The scent was her perfume. It’s light and expensive and everywhere.

It makes me sick.

The wrap whispers on her clothes as she reaches for me. I’m too frozen to stop her. Cool, small hands on the sides of my face.

“Haley, darling, we’ve been so worried.” Bile surges to the back of my throat at the sound of darling in her mouth. And she’s not done speaking. One of her thumbs idly strokes my cheekbone. “I heard what Leo Morelli forced you to do to save your father. I’m so sorry you didn’t think you could come to me. Don’t worry, sweetheart, you’re safe now. He can’t steal you away again. You’re under my protection now.”

Her hands slip down to my shoulders.

It’s too much and I wrench myself away. There’s nowhere to go, not really, but I can at least take a big step back. Caroline’s eyes stay big and round and concerned. “He didn’t force me to do anything. You brought me here. I didn’t want to come.”

The corners of her mouth turn down, and she shakes her head a little. “Sweetheart—”

“I’m not your sweetheart.” My skin prickles, going cold with Caroline’s presence. She’d be so pissed if I threw up on her nice carpet. “I want to go home. I want to see my father.”

She clucks her tongue. “You will. Of course you will. And you won’t have to worry anymore. I’m going to take care of everything. Aunt Caroline is here now.”

Caroline steps forward, taking up the space I took back. I should run. I should shove her out of the way and run. But instead my muscles lock down tight, freezing one by one from my toes all the way up. Even my breath feels colder. Caroline isn’t tall. She doesn’t tower over me. I don’t know what makes me so afraid I can’t move. The glint in her eyes, maybe. Or the sickening scent of all her money and power. Her fingertips meet my cheek, and then she brushes a lock of hair away from my face. Her gaze traces my features like she’s seeing me for the first time.

“I’ve neglected your little family for too long. It wasn’t your fault.”

The prison unlocks and I push her hand away. I’m too slow. Everything takes longer than it should. Breathing is harder. Thinking is harder. Leo, falling. The stretcher rails slipping out of my hands. Eva putting her hand to her eyes in the family waiting room. A long, silent ride home. Leo saying run. The black of his coat against the white of fresh snow. I’m burning. His fever. The half-conscious grip of his arms around my waist. He came back. He woke up.

And then.

The text messages. Why did I walk out into the snow without waiting for Gerard? If I’d waited, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t have met Cash outside Leo’s gate. I wouldn’t have been standing there when—

“No, it’s not my fault.” I meet Caroline’s eyes with fear and anger rough-and-tumble through my gut. “None of this is my fault. You are forcing me to be here. You’re doing what you said Leo did. You kidnapped me. You had a man drug me.”

Caroline gives a little laugh and it’s so polite and incredulous that a pinprick of doubt digs in. Is it me? Am I the one who doesn’t know what’s going on? The last few days at Leo’s house were a literal fever dream. A fever nightmare. Nothing existed except Leo and the endless stream of cool towels I put on his neck, on his back. Maybe we were both sick. Maybe I’m sick now. I test my own forehead. I don’t feel feverish. I feel like I was drugged. Because I was.

“We’re family, Haley,” Caroline says. “It’s my responsibility to take you out of a bad situation and bring you home. There’s no telling what could have happened to you.”

“You sent a man to bring me here against my will. You sent my brother—” I can’t talk about Cash. Caroline has never sunk lower than sending her henchman to attack Cash, except for once. “He put his hand over my mouth. He drugged me.” I get my hand up to my jawline and skim my fingers over the skin there. I don’t have to look into the mirror to know there’s a bruise—I can feel the sensitive spot where his fingers clamped over my face to hold the cloth over my mouth. “He did this to me.” I lift my chin, angle my face toward the light.

She gives a fake, shallow gasp, and then she’s reaching for me. I hold my breath. I can’t stand it. Her touch is cool and featherlight. Caroline turns my face, peering at the bruise. It’s not like how Leo touches me, it’s nothing like it, and I don’t know where he is. I’ve been here long enough for him to find me but he hasn’t. The urge to hit Caroline, to attack her, dies a hasty death under my fear.

I know what she’s capable of.

“It was probably Leo Morelli who did this to you,” she says. “Everyone knows he’s the Beast of Bishop’s Landing. Violent. Unstable. Dangerous.”

“You’re the dangerous one.”

She smiles, looking beautiful and cold. “You don’t know what you’re saying. It’s probably Stockholm Syndrome. You’ve been kept captive for so long you actually sympathize with your kidnapper. I’ll help you. I’ll help you until you understand the truth.”

This is not my home. I’m not this kind of Constantine. I never have been, and I never will be.

She strokes my cheek again, then takes my hand in hers. I pull mine back just as quickly, but she doesn’t flinch, doesn’t blink. “Let’s talk about what you need. Something to eat, first. I’m sure you must be starving. And some new things to wear. What would you like? I’ve seen some lovely winter dresses that would be so gorgeous on you.” Caroline waves her hand. “But don’t limit yourself. You can have anything you want.”

“I want to leave. I need to leave here. I need to be with Leo.”

“No, darling.” A sad, soft smile. “You only think you want Leo Morelli because he conditioned you to think so. He did so many terrible things, but they’re over now. He probably had sex with you against your will. But he—what? He gave you an orgasm, perhaps. So you think you’re not a victim, but you are. You were his victim, and now you’re safe.”

Except I’m not. Her touch lingers. A rush of goose bumps moves from my shoulders to my wrists.

I can still feel the five individual points where her fingertips rested against my cheek and her thumb turned my chin. Handprint-sized patches where she held my face. I have the horrified sense that I won’t be able to scrub them away no matter how many times I drag a washcloth over my skin. I could cut all my hair off and still feel her brushing it back like she had any right to do it. I could wash my hands a hundred times and still feel her fingers on mine.

All of this is nothing, nothing, compared to what she did to Leo. I’ve lived with this for thirty seconds. He’s had to live with so much worse.

Every day.

For so many years.

“I’m going to be sick.”

I don’t hear what Caroline says next because I’m heaving into a mint-green wastebasket next to the desk. She rubs my back the whole time in calm, slow circles.
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CHAPTER TWO


Haley

I survive the rest of the day by counting heartbeats. Counting breaths. Anything that means time is going by. I try to keep it simple in my thoughts. If Leo has enough time, he’ll be able to get to me, and take me out of here.

Caroline comes in and out of the room. She makes a point of showing me to the en suite bathroom. A new toothbrush waits for me on the countertop along with a little clutch of products. Soon after she brings stacks of clothes. “They’re brand new, but I’ve had them washed.” I stare at the back of her head while she tucks them into the dresser. She would have had them washed and dried by someone else. Someone she pays. We washed our own clothes growing up, in a rickety washer and dryer that my dad kept around like a family pet. He chuckled while he fixed them over and over.

Leo has his clothes washed and dried, too. Mrs. Page is in charge of all that. Caroline wants me to believe that his house isn’t my home, but it is. It could be. I’ll always be a little bit torn between his castle and my dad’s house, but I can fix all that if I get back to Leo. If Leo comes for me. And he will. I know he will.

More expensive perfume wafts to the bed, followed closely by Caroline. “Are you feeling any better? I brought you a book. Sit up, darling. It’s not good to lie in bed all day.”

I sit up before she can touch me, and she puts the book into my lap.

It’s a nonfiction book about the power of forgiveness. A watercolor leaf decorates the front cover. “Is this a joke?”

For a split second, her mask of concern slips and Caroline’s eyes narrow. The blue there turns cold enough to freeze my spine. This is the woman who whipped Leo so badly he could have died from it. There’s nothing to stop her from doing the same to me. She might do it anyway.

I was foolish to talk to her like that.

Caroline blinks and the mask is back up. The corners of her mouth turn into that sad smile. “Of course not. Just something that’s helped me change my way of thinking.”

I don’t read the book, but I pretend to read it. I put on the best show of my life, guessing how long it will take to read each page and then turning them at what I hope are accurate intervals.

It might as well be a book full of Leo’s name, over and over again.

Caroline brings soup in a bowl and sits on the end of the bed while I eat it. It’s a tasteless chicken noodle. She asks me if it’s all right, and I tell her it’s good.

When I tell her I’m tired in the early afternoon, it’s not really a lie. Whatever her bulldog used to knock me out clings to my veins. My eyelids are heavy with missing Leo. With hoping he’ll be here soon.

“Okay, sweetheart,” Caroline says. “I’ll check on you before dinner.”

I count a hundred heartbeats after she leaves, then swing my legs over the side of the bed. She won’t be back for an hour at least. If she thinks I’m sleeping, I could slip away. It doesn’t matter that I don’t have shoes. I might not be able to get to Leo’s house barefoot but I can get to my dad’s. I rub at my eyes on the way, willing them to stay open.

The doorknob doesn’t turn.

I wrench it harder on the off chance my arms are weak.

It doesn’t move.

The back of the knob is completely flat, and my stomach turns over again. Caroline planned all this down to the last detail. I’m certain her guest bedrooms haven’t always locked from the outside.

Or maybe they have. I don’t know. Maybe she regularly keeps people in these rooms and no one knows about it. She’s Caroline Constantine. She could do anything. She could keep me here forever, and no one would ever know. I pace back across the room and rush back to try the door again.

Locked.

But no. Caroline wouldn’t keep my presence here a secret. She would tell people so they could praise her for rescuing me. Everyone would be on her side. No one suspects her of anything but being rich. Why would they? Leo’s the villain in the story of Bishop’s Landing. It doesn’t matter that he doesn’t live here anymore. That he hasn’t for years. He’ll always be the evil villain, and Caroline will always be a benevolent queen.

I’m driving myself crazy. I can’t think like this. I have to keep it together until Leo arrives.

I drift into a dream about Leo’s house. It’s even bigger in the dream. Winter sunlight streams in through the windows on the second floor, illuminating the empty halls. Every room is empty. No Leo in his bedroom. No Leo waiting in the guest bedroom I slept in. No Leo disappearing around a corner. His office, maybe.

Where is his office? I pass the guest bedroom again and again. Finally I stumble over the big stairs at the front of the house and go down at a run.

Now that I’m closer, I can hear him.

I can hear him trying to breathe.

Failing to breathe.

My shoulder hits the doorframe with a thud and I get a glimpse of him on the floor, eyes wide, a pool of blood spreading around him.

“Leo—”

A door opens close by and I jolt upright in the bed. “Oh,” Caroline says. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

No. She meant to kidnap me, and then keep me here so we could “reconnect.”

She doesn’t leave again. Caroline never raises her voice but she is incessant.

The topic always comes back to Leo. It’s so wrong to lie to someone, don’t you think? The way Leo lied to you. It’s so unfortunate what happened to you, Haley. What he did to you. Criminal, really.

I’m not sure when, exactly, it changes. But it does. Caroline stops saying things like you must have missed your family so much and starts saying things like you were so scared.

You were so afraid.

You were so terrified.

She says it while I run a brush through my hair. She says it while she watches me put on the makeup she’s chosen in the mirror. She says it while I look mindlessly at a rack of clothes she’s picked out and point at one.

You were so scared, Haley. He was so cruel to you. You had no choice but to give in to his demands.

Caroline repeats these things so many times they start to sound…

Reasonable.

It’s close to the truth.

I was afraid of Leo. In the beginning I was so scared. Who wouldn’t have been? Everything I’d heard about him painted him as vicious. Ruthless. Bloodthirsty.

The rumors were close to the truth. He can be vicious. He can be ruthless. But he is almost never bloodthirsty. He does what he has to do in order to stay alive and keep the people he loves alive. The Leo I met, the real Leo, thought guns were for cowards. He thought violence should be reckoned with. If you’re going to kill someone, do it with your eyes open. He said that to me after he killed three men who tried to rape me in an alley.

There is real rage in him. Real pain. Real violence. But he struggles with it. He works so hard to keep it in check.

He does.

No matter how many times Caroline says he was an awful, violent person to you.

Which is close to the truth. Or only part of the truth. The other part is how much I wanted him. How much I want him now. Leo Morelli has never once touched me like I was fragile or breakable. He has always touched me like I belonged to him. Like he wants me more than anything in the world.

He does.

No matter how many times Caroline says he hurt you for the fun of it. That’s what he’s like. That’s what he does. He’s heartless.

It’s not true. All my concentration goes to answering her silently. You’re lying. You’re lying. You’re lying. I concentrate so hard that I go along with putting on the deep blue dress I chose without thinking. I sit at the bathroom counter and let Caroline curl my hair. I let her put a necklace around my neck and I slip my feet into the shoes she gives me and I only come to my senses when she leads me to the door.

“Where are we going?”

Caroline smiles. It’s close to the truth. It looks real enough on her face, but I doubt she’s happy because she thinks I’ll enjoy this. “I set up a date for you. It’s time to ease back into the world, don’t you think?”

I don’t. But I also don’t have any choice. So I follow her down the hall. Caroline’s house has a guest wing with everything you could possibly need, including, I guess, a dining room with a round table set with candles on one end of the room. There’s a sofa on the other with a matching end table. It’s dark outside. I can’t see a thing past the reflection in the pane.

“Hello, Caroline. Hello, Haley.”

Rick Joseph Jr., the man who wants nothing more than to be a Constantine, stands in the doorway in a turtleneck and slacks with a giant bouquet of red roses in his hands.

“Come in, come in.” Caroline sweeps over to him and kisses him on both cheeks, then tugs him into the room. “These are beautiful. Look, Haley.”

“Beautiful,” I echo as she brings them to the table and puts them into a vase. She had an empty vase here. Waiting for the roses. “Hi, Rick.”

My temples throb with how awkward and strange this is. What is Caroline thinking? A date with Rick?

Rick comes over to me and bends to kiss my cheek. It’s all I can do not to jerk backward. He’s not a bad guy, but I don’t want him, and I don’t think he particularly wants me. It’s obvious now more than ever. He’ll do anything to get in with Caroline. Once upon a time, he even tried to get in with me. He gave me a ride to my car when I needed to go talk to Leo.

Maybe I could talk to him.

“How are you? Are you headed back to school after the holidays?” Rick directs the question at me, but his eyes slide to Caroline.

“Oh, Haley’s taking a little break from school,” Caroline answers while she ushers us to the table. I feel like a marionette on her strings. “It was all a bit much for her. She’s here for a little rest. A little vacation.” She laughs, and Rick laughs too. I manage the beginning of a smile.

Caroline pats my arm, and I take it for the prompt it is. “How is—” Oh, god, all I want is to get out of here. “How’s your business?”

Rick’s eyes light up. “Oh, it’s great. It’s great, Haley. We’re having the best quarter ever. I know you love books more than anything else, but if you wanted, I could bring you to the office and show you around.”

He’s so eager that it’s almost sweet. A former version of me might have gone to his office to see—what? Computers? Spreadsheets?

“I’m so sorry,” Caroline says from behind me. “I have to take this call.” I didn’t hear a phone, but Rick’s eyes go above my head and he nods, the movement so subtle I could’ve imagined it. Maybe I do imagine it. She comes around beside my chair, takes my face in her hands, and kisses my forehead. “Have a good time, you two.”

At that moment, one of the Constantine staff members comes in with our plates on a tray. More soup. I think of Leo, his face a picture of pain. It’s my fucking favorite soup.

This is not his favorite soup.

Caroline slips out. The man in his uniform leaves us with the soup. And Rick looks across the table at me, his expression pleased but cautious.

I pick up the spoon. Put it back down again. I’m too impatient. But I need to get out. “Rick.” The doorway’s empty. I have to tell him now, and quietly. “You have to help me. I’m being held against my will.”


[image: ‡]
CHAPTER THREE


Haley

Rick’s eyebrows go up. His mouth drops open. He blinks in a triple flutter of his eyelashes, almost comically stunned, and oh, thank God. He believes me.

He finishes putting his napkin in his lap and glances down. Away from me. “Oh, Haley,” he says. I’m ready to stand up and walk out of here with him. Run out of here, if he’ll take me where I need to go. But then he looks back up at me with his green eyes, the eyes he can never change to Constantine blue, and they’re filled with pity.

Not shock. Not determination.

Pity.

Rick takes a deep breath. “Caroline told me you were disturbed.”

“What?” I don’t know why it comes as a surprise, but it does.

“Yeah.” He frowns, as if it was hard for him to hear. “She told me about your little delusions.” He makes air quotes with his fingers around delusions, and my stomach sinks again. Caroline’s told her lies to Rick, just like I feared she would. Rick will only be the beginning. “Listen, Haley. Your family wants to help you get better. Caroline’s trying to help you get better.”

“No.”

“She is.”

“She’s not. I want to go back to Leo’s.” This is too far to go with Rick. Too much to admit. “You could take me to my dad’s. But I need to talk to Leo.”

Rick shakes his head. “I’ve heard that before, and now look at you.”

A shadow darkens the doorway and my whole heart leaps. Leo—it has to be Leo. Please, let it be him.

It’s not. It’s a guard in a dark uniform with a gun holstered on his hip. Rick nods to him and stands up.

“Are you leaving?” I want him to get the hell out of here, and I don’t want him to go. Rick fell for Caroline’s lies but he’s better than Caroline. Anyone is better than Caroline. I’m already alone in this, alone in this place and trapped and helpless, and I will sit here and listen to him talk about his business if it means she’s not in here.

“I’m not leaving.” He’s using a weird tone. I think it’s supposed to be soothing, but it makes me feel even more cornered. “Let’s sit together on the sofa.”

“We’re supposed to be having dinner.”

Rick puts out his hand to me. I keep mine in my lap. “It doesn’t have to be hard. Okay? It can be easy.”

What is he talking about? None of this is easy. But now there’s an armed guard at the door watching our every move, and I don’t want to eat soup, so I put my hand in Rick’s. I let him help me up and take me to the sofa on the other side of the room.

“Here. Sit right here, and I’ll sit next to you.”

He narrates this for me while he guides me down onto the cushions, his touch soft. I’d almost call it tentative if he didn’t seem like he’d planned this. Rick settles into the next spot over just like he said he would.

And then he puts his arm around me.

My body freezes at the contact. I’ve been touched too much already, by Caroline and her bulldog, and I hate it. But Rick runs his hand over my arm. It’s adjacent to the way Leo ran his hand up and down my arm when we got back to his house after the hospital, only it’s wrong. Rick’s rhythm is off. It doesn’t match me the way Leo did.

“I know,” Rick soothes. “She said you’d have a hard time with this. We can go slow. It’ll be good, in the end. You won’t regret it.”

“Won’t regret what?”

“We just have to spend some time together, Hales. It’s part of your recovery.”

What the hell? I want to scream the question at him, over and over until he answers. I wish I was the kind of person who screamed and fought. One of the many problems, though, is that he’s not doing anything terrible. He’s just touching my arm. His body is too close. I don’t want him there. But he’s not hurting me. Not really.

Rick draws me in and my breaths come shallower. It’s not the first time we’ve been close. I’ve been on a few dates with him, and he plays the part of the gentleman. Once, when it rained, he tucked me to his side like this so we could both stay under his umbrella.

Now that I’ve been with Leo, I can’t stand it.

We sit like this for long enough that the soup has to be cold.

No one comes back in.

The guard stands silently at the door.

“Okay,” Rick says, and then he reaches for my chin. His grip is even softer than Caroline’s. Even more gentle. He turns my face to his and looks into my eyes. “There. See? Not so bad.”

“What’s not so bad?” I sound breathless and horrified because I am. My pulse bangs in my ears and it’s not the pleasant high of Leo’s restrained violence, it’s my body trying to save me. From Rick. Who hasn’t done—

He kisses me.

High on one cheek, then the other, and then his mouth meets mine.

It’s such a soft kiss. Disgustingly soft. His lips are wrong. His face is wrong.

I can’t move.

The air stops dead in my lungs. I don’t want to breathe, to smell him, to kiss him back. I don’t kiss him back, but that doesn’t stop Rick. He darts his tongue out to brush against my lower lip and my arms lock to my sides. It’s so unhelpful. God, I’m as useless as I was when Leo was shot. It’s that bad.

I start counting heartbeats. If I can get through this kiss, he’ll let me go back to dinner.

The kiss doesn’t end. It keeps going, and going, Rick insisting. It’s the most gentle insistence. A person could almost mistake it for being nice.

It’s not nice.

Rick turns me to face him, angling me the way he wants, and I’m a puppet. I am actually a puppet. Something must tip him off that I don’t want this, don’t like it, that I hate it, because he stops kissing me. “It’s fine,” he says softly. “You’re doing great.”

“What are you talking about?” I get the words out just before his mouth closes on mine again. This time he’s less gentle about it. Not by much. It’s only a lapse of a few seconds and he’s back to that horrible soft kiss.

Rick puts his hand on my leg, just above my knee. He slowly, steadily, opens my legs.

And I understand what’s happening.

The sharp understanding pushes me out of my head. Shoves me out. I can’t stay in my own mind anymore so I fly up to the ceiling and look down on us from a dizzying tilt. There’s me, on Caroline’s couch in a blue dress that’s been pushed up almost to my hips. There’s Rick, with one hand on my face and the other moving on my thigh. Even pressure. Even strokes. I feel it from far away.

And I watch as his hand moves up.

Rick kisses me while he inches his hand toward my waist. I feel that, too, but in a peripheral sort of way. I can’t tolerate the sensation of it. Can’t tolerate how wrong he is and how violating it is. Up here on the ceiling it doesn’t seem so bad.

Maybe it’s not so bad.

No.

It is very, very bad, and this is what Caroline’s game has been all day. To put me off-balance. To put me in a state of mind where I might accept this. And I’m looking down the barrel of an endless string of days like this, where she’ll repeat lies until they sound like the truth and bring Rick in for “dates” and put a guard at the door to—

Rick presses his thumb against my inner thigh, a soft brush of the curve just before my leg meets my hip, and leans in so I can’t close my legs.

His hand drops to his belt buckle.

I fall straight down into myself. It’s like plummeting through a frozen surface from a height. The ice cracks. It’s frigid shock. And I snap like a dropped plate.

“What are you doing? Stop. Stop.” It turns into a shout on the way out of my mouth at the same time my numb limbs come back to life. I wrench myself off the sofa and away from him, turning my ankle in one of my shoes in the process. I barely feel it.

He’s on his feet right away, reaching for me. “Haley. Haley. I’m helping you. This is what we’re supposed to do.”

“What’s the guard for, Rick?” I can’t stop yelling at him. It borders on a scream, but I don’t want to scream yet. I have to—I have to save the scream for when it’s really bad, when it’s all gone to hell. “What’s the guard for? Is he going to shoot me if I don’t have sex with you?”

“He’s not going to shoot anyone. The guard’s here to make sure—”

“To make sure that I go along with this? I’m not going along with this. I’m not going along with this. You can’t do this to me.” There’s nowhere to go, and I’m so tired, and I need Leo to be here. I wasn’t going to shout. I wasn’t going to cry. But I burst into ugly sobs anyway.

Rick folds his arms around me before I can run. I push at him. He holds on tight. “Stop.” Can’t catch my breath. “Don’t touch me. Get your hands off me.”

“Haley.” Caroline flies in past the guard. “Let her go,” she says to Rick, and I catch the look between them and it’s proof, it is proof of just how much they’ve orchestrated this. Rick releases me into Caroline’s arms, and I could keep shouting, I could be sick, because they planned this. They planned for her to be the one to comfort me. I see what’s coming. All the nights they’ve planned. Line them up. Knock them down.

He’ll rape me, but he’ll do it gently. Caroline will be there to pick up the pieces. Caroline gave him permission in the first place.

It makes me cry harder. That’s the only solution I have, really. To cry so hard that Caroline takes me back to my room. I don’t struggle against the tears. They feel like my only weapon, and they’re not enough.

I don’t want her hands on me, anywhere near me, but there’s no way for me to get out of the dress with my hands shaking like this. She’s the one who slips a nightshirt over my head and pulls back the covers. She’s the one who pats my hair once my head is on the pillow. She’s the one who turns out the light.

I hear her talking in a low voice outside the door as soon as it’s shut. I bet there’s a guard out there. I bet he’ll stay all night.

“Please,” I whisper to no one. To Leo. “Please come get me.”
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CHAPTER FOUR


Leo

The dining room. It’s the place where I watched Haley’s face light up at the sight of her Jane Eyre. Now it’s crowded with people who don’t belong here.

Four representatives from the teams who were supposed to be guarding the grounds.

Six more people Gerard brought in.

All of them talk at once.

In the middle of this crowd from hell, I’m on fire. Worse than fire. The pain in my back has reached my ankles. The back of my skull. It’s like being cut with a knife—long, thin stripes of agony that come over and over and over until I can’t tell them apart. My head howls with it. My body has been screaming with it since Eva shook me awake in the night.

Eva told me the news. Gerard tells me she insisted on being the one. I’ll never forget it. At the same moment I became aware of the cold sheet—I was just touching Haley’s face—Eva said, “Haley’s gone. Caroline’s bulldog took her.”

The next moment, I became a column of flame and rage.

I am that column now.

There is a fine line between the performance of fury and letting it sink into the bone, and I’m standing on it. One step and I could let go. I could stop holding it back. I could become the snarling creature who bared his teeth at my father until all his attention was on me.

Gerard won’t shut up. “—move away from the house. I don’t feel confident in—”

“Confident?” I snap at him. “I don’t want your confidence. I’m not waiting for you to feel secure. We’re getting her back. There’s your certainty. It’s happening.”

“Leo.” Eva’s been at my side since she woke me up. She stood in the doorway to my closet and watched me yank a shirt over my head. All my muscles ache. I should be resting. That’s what Carina said, and what Eva repeated, and I will be damned if I’m going to rest with Haley gone. “You need to calm down. Take a breath. We can go to your office.”

“No,” I thunder at her. “Fuck no. I’m not going to calm down.”

My voice echoes in the room. Conversation comes to a startling halt. My temper is getting away from me. Just a little. Just enough to scare Eva. But I can’t shut it off any more than I can shut off the shrieking pain all down my spine.

Someone from the household staff steps to my side, silent, keeping his eyes off mine. He has a case in his hands, the top held open so I can see the knives inside. I choose one and slip it into the Kevlar sheath on my belt.

Eva watches this with her bottom lip between her teeth. She bites down so hard the flesh is white. Nervous. She’s nervous about what I’m going to do.

I take her face in my hands. It’s too gentle a motion, too careful, and it’s because we’re so close to that line. I would love so much to let the beast take over, and I can’t do it yet. So I take exquisite care with every movement.

I kiss my sister on the forehead, then put both hands on her shoulders to move her aside.

And then I’m going. Striding out of the room. There are more people outside the dining room. More guards. One steps into my path. “Mr. Morelli, it’s not secure outside—”

I have his jacket in my fists before he’s ready. No one is ever ready for me when I’m like this, when I’m on the verge of chaos. He’s a strong man but I’m stronger. I am fucking furious.

It boils and burns, every muscle acidic with it. One step, two, and I have him slammed against the wall. The roar of rage is louder than his skull meeting plaster. My teeth grit together so hard they crack. “It’s not secure anywhere, you fool. You let that bastard take her.”

The rage settles inside me, deeper, deeper, until there’s nothing left of me—of Leo Morelli. I’m the Beast of Bishop’s Landing now.

He struggles against the wall. “Everyone who was on shift at that time has been removed from the property. They’ll be sequestered until the investigation is over.”

“Explain it to me some more.” It’s a taunt.

He looks confused, torn between his duty and his fear. “Sir—”

They’re beginning to gather now. Closing in. I can see Gerard out of the corner of my eye.

“The only reason you remain alive is because I haven’t yet reached for the knife at my belt.” I keep my tone level, like we’re having a conversation at a dinner party, but the dead silence in the foyer means they can all hear me. Good. “When I let go of your jacket, you’ll have a choice. You can stay out of my way and live, or you can put your body in my path and die. It makes no difference to me.”

A single nod.

I hold him another heartbeat because that’s all I’m willing to spare, and then I let go.

It’s not a guard who blocks the way when I turn back.

It’s Eva, looking rumpled and exhausted and scared. She hasn’t changed out of the clothes she was wearing when she woke me up. She’s stayed in soft leggings and a sweater all day. “You don’t have to do this,” she says. “Let them help you. Don’t leave when you’re like this.”

“I’ll be back soon, sister mine.”

She glances at someone behind me—Gerard, probably—and plants her feet.

I go around her. I’m already gone. I have to get out of here before I kill someone in the foyer, before I lose myself to that violence. I’ve reserved it for someone else.

In my garage I choose a nondescript SUV, black and featureless, and drive out into a winter night. Snow spirals in front of the headlights. A separate part of me, one not being consumed by blistering pain, is in control of the vehicle. The roads to Bishop’s Landing are bathed in shadows.

It hurts so fucking much.

The pain is all-consuming and irrelevant at once.

It changes nothing. I’m done waiting.

I have waited for hours with Haley in the clutches of a monster, and it’s over. I know she’s at the Constantine compound. I’ve surveilled multiple Constantine properties for years, so I have video of a car arriving in the night. They bundled her inside with her jacket over her head like I wouldn’t know what they were doing. I know she’s there.

I just need confirmation she’s still in the main house. Caroline’s house. Confirmation they didn’t take her somewhere else—a warehouse, a hospital. An unmarked grave. No. I can’t think like that or I’ll drive this vehicle through the front door.

I would do it, too. Except that Haley might get hurt.

Instead I have to sit in this SUV until I see someone leaving. It’s hell to drive. I can’t keep my back fully away from the seat but it wouldn’t matter if I could. It’s reaching around to my ribs now. The fronts of my legs. Everything hurts. There is a rumor in Bishop’s Landing that I train to stay fit for killing people, but the truth is that when the pain gets this bad, it can cause a cascade of knots and cramps in my muscles that require movement to work out.

I try to stay ahead of them.

I’m not ahead of them now.

As I roll through the maintained, lighted street adjacent to the Constantine compound, a car pulls out of a side gate. The driver lifts a hand to shield his eyes against my headlights.

It’s Rick Joseph Jr..

I suppress a brief urge to run him over with the SUV. It would win against his piece-of-shit car. But he has been useful to me in the past. He likes money, and he likes chances, and the fact that he wants to be a Constantine means he’s worked to get as much access as he can.

He can be bought. I’ve done it many times before. I’ll do it again.

It’s painful to turn away from the Constantine compound when I think Haley’s inside, but I force myself to do it. This is the only way I can be sure to get her out safely. Without a single scratch on her beautiful head. I have to trust that her family won’t hurt her. At least not right away. She’s one of them, after all.

I turn down a side street and race Rick to his apartment. It’s the kind of bullshit place up-and-comers in Bishop’s Landing scramble to rent, with fake columns on the ground floor and glass windows above. It takes nothing to get Rick’s apartment number from the doorman, who doesn’t care about his job. It takes a pathetic amount of money to buy his silence. The veneer of fanciness on this place doesn’t prevent me from forcing the lock on Rick’s door.

I have just enough time to stand in his shithole living room before he arrives.

He was at Caroline’s house.

Caroline’s focus is on fucking with me at this moment, which is why she’s taken Haley.

Rick was there because he’s working with Caroline. They’ll have a mutual interest.

I’m waiting for him when he opens the door and steps in.

I must be a nightmare, coming at him out of the dark, but I’m merciful. I take his shirt in my fist and punch him before he has time to panic and run. His head snaps to the side.

Rick’s an asshole, and an opportunist. “What the fuck—”

“What the fuck is right, Rick. What the fuck have you been doing at Caroline’s? And here’s the more important question. Are you ready to die for it? Because I’d love to kill you.”

I back him up against the door in an adrenaline haze and punch him again. He was with Haley. I know he was. He was with her, and he was with her because Caroline wanted him to be there, and I could kill him. I will kill him.

The second hit is too much for him, and when I release his shirt, he folds.

He gets his hands underneath him and starts to push up. I kick him before he can get to his feet, sending him back to the floor. One more kick to the rib. Every muscle tenses to deliver another one, and another, until he’s dead, but I haul myself back from the edge with both hands.

I stalk into his living room, putting distance between me and that asshole, that motherfucker. There are tricks, there are strategies, to bring myself back when it’s like this, when it’s bad like this, when my fury swallows me whole. I remember the first lines of books. Backward and forward. Random bullshit from my library. It doesn’t matter. Count the words. The pain has me in a tight grip. A crushing grip. But I have to calm down, if only slightly. Enough that I don’t actually murder Rick Joseph Jr.. Because if I murder him, I can’t use him.

He groans when he hears me coming back, and does it louder when I pick him up and pin him to the door by the throat. I want to drive the tip of my knife into his artery until he bleeds, but I won’t be able to stop. As it stands he’ll have a black eye and maybe a cracked rib.

“You’ve seen her. Haley Constantine. At the compound.”

Rick doesn’t struggle. “Yeah.” I’ve knocked the wind out of him. “Yeah. She’s there.” He blinks at me in the light coming from his microwave. “Why do you—why do you care?”

I drive a fist into his chest and he makes a sound like a wounded animal. My control is paper-thin. “Tell me how she is. Is she hurt? Is she afraid? Is she hungry?”

Rick’s eyes slide to the left, and my heart implodes. “She’s okay.” He grunts again, and I discover I’ve moved a hand to a kicked rib and driven my knuckles into it. Good. I add more pressure and his teeth grind together. “She’s okay, I swear to God. How could anyone not be okay in a goddamn mansion? Two-thousand-thread-count sheets, and all she can talk about is leaving. Talking shit about her family. Saying Caroline’s holding her against her will.”

The edges of my vision dim. This bastard. This son of a bitch. He talked to her, and he didn’t believe her. My pulse races faster. I’m going to crush the life out of him. Now, now, now.

“She won’t—” Rick sounds more pained by the word. “She won’t stop talking about you. Talked about you on our date. Did you hit it, man? I’m not mad about it.”

An image of Haley springs into my mind. Sweet, soft Haley, who is filthy for me, who cries for me, couldn’t keep my name out of her mouth even in Caroline’s lair. I’m out of my mind, thinking of her trapped there. I’m out of my mind. But the last thing I want is for her to hear from Caroline that I’ve killed Rick. That I’m a murderer. She’ll think I’m not coming to get her.

That’s the only thing that pulls me back from the edge.

I yank him away from the door and throw him into his apartment. Rick crashes over a coffee table and crumples, clumsy and beaten. He puts one hand up to shield himself while I tower over him. “The next time Caroline invites you to her house, what are you going to do, Rick?”

He hesitates for only an instant. “Call you.”

I crouch down next to him so he can see my face. “If you touch Haley, I’ll kill you. No lock in the world can keep me out. No security firm can keep you protected. There’s nowhere you can run. I’ll find you, and I’ll gut you where you stand.”

One more kick. That’s all I allow myself. I stand up and aim for his ribs.

Rick curls into a ball, heaving, and I leave him there.

Winter air snaps into my face as I step out into the cold, already dialing. I swore I wouldn’t do this, not unless I had to, but we’re here now. We’re here. The time has come.

My brother answers on the first ring. “I thought you’d never call.” There’s noise in the background. He’s at his club, or out somewhere.

“Hell must have frozen over.” I wrench open the door to the SUV and climb into the driver’s seat over the frantic protests of the pain.

“I’ll be back in a minute,” Lucian says to someone nearby, and the background chatter fades out. It sounds like he’s walking fast. “What’s going on?”

“War,” I tell him, my throat tight.

“This is Caroline, isn’t it?” He swears with creative aplomb. “I can’t believe you whipped her. Of course she’ll react like an injured dog. All for a goddamn business deal.”

“It was more than that.” The words emerge before I can stop them. If it weren’t for the phone, I’d have both hands over my eyes.

He’s quiet. “Leo.”

There’s so much unspoken between us. So much history and abuse in our family. I don’t have time for any of it, not with Haley hanging in the balance. “Like I said, hell has frozen over. Because I’m reaching out to you, brother mine. I need your help.”
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CHAPTER FIVE


Leo

Lucian arrives after forty agonizing minutes. He must have driven a hundred all the way from the city, and by the time he throws his car in park next to the SUV, I’m standing outside in the cold. The snow is coming faster now.

I can no longer sit in the car.

My brother unfolds himself from the front seat. Lucian always looks like he came from the office, his dark hair neat, his wool overcoat flawless. What gives him away as a Morelli and not a normal businessman is the gleam of violence in his dark eyes. “What the hell is happening, Leo? If Caroline sent someone to your place—”

“There’s another Constantine.”

He comes to stand in front of me, his hands shoved into the pockets of his jacket. “No shit. They can’t stop breeding. There are probably hundreds by now.”

“This one’s mine, asshole. Haley’s mine. Haley—” I can’t get a grip, but I have no choice. “Phillip Constantine’s daughter. I made a deal with her.”

Lucian’s face doesn’t change. “A deal.”

“Her body for thirty days in exchange for her father’s business deal.”

“Then what did you whip Caroline for?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Lucian doesn’t need to know about the revenge. “What matters is that she took Haley from my house. They have her at the compound. I have to get her out.” Old habit and new rage propel me toward him, make me bury my hands in his jacket and shove him backward, into his car. I can’t hurt him. Lucian doesn’t knock my hands aside, only looks down at them, then back up at my face. “Do you have a way to get her out?”

“What happened to you?”

He’s not asking about Haley, not really. I know he’s not from his tone. He’s asking what made me like this. “We don’t have time for that discussion. Lucian—”

“Just—” He pushes my hands down and away from his jacket. “Christ. It’s cold as balls out here. Can you get into the car? I’m trying to understand. So you’re pissed she reneged on the contract? There are other ways to pursue this.”

“I don’t give a fuck about the contact. This is about Haley.”

Realization dawns. “You care about her.”

It’s more than caring about her. It’s survival. She’s become the air I need to breathe. “Help me get her back or get out of here. I’m not getting in any car until I have a plan.”

He arches one eyebrow. “Fine. Stand there, then, while I call Elaine.”

There’s only one Elaine I know of. “Elaine Constantine?” The fire and fury surges again. I’ve been on this breaking wheel all day, and there is no room between the low point and the high point. The peak is constant. It’s killing me. “Why the hell would you call her?”

“Because we’re together. I’m assuming by how unhinged you’re acting that you have something like what I have with Elaine. And you think Haley’s at the Constantine compound?”

He did not seem shocked enough when I announced Haley was mine. I see that now. But the thought of Lucian with a Constantine—I can’t imagine it. Mortal enemies. Both of them the children of warring families. Yet there he is, pressing a number on speed dial like he’s called it a thousand times. I’d ask him how long it’s been going on, but I don’t care. I can’t care about anything else. Lucian and Elaine. What the fuck, what the fuck. “I know she’s there.”

“Sweetheart,” he says, and I blink at him like a fool. I’ve never heard him say that to anyone without an acid tone, without it twisting into a cruel joke. “I need to get your mother out of her house for a while. Can you cause a bit of a scene?”

*     *     *

Half an hour later we’re at the nearest corner to the compound. The first one that’s not under their surveillance or ours. And I’m dying.

Sitting in the SUV is full-blown torture. Every muscle hurts and my back is a thousand fresh cuts. Phantom blood runs down to my waist. Soaks through my shirt. I don’t know what to call it. It’s not a hallucination. More of an echo. But it feels real.

“Just give her another couple of minutes, Leo. Jesus.”

“She could be dead in another couple of minutes.”

This is not my only fear. I can’t name the deeper one, the one at my core, to Lucian. I won’t. It’s enough to know that there are worse things than death. Caroline has done them to me.

Lucian scoffs. “Caroline’s not going to kill one of her own. Not even for being with you.”

“Is she not?” I level him with a glare. “Or are you just saying that because you don’t want her to kill Elaine? She’s more fucked up than you realize.”

The grin Lucian gives me is more bloodthirsty than any expression I’ve ever worn. I’m the Beast of Bishop’s Landing, but that reputation has drawn attention away from Lucian, who is the real psychopath of the family. It’s in his marrow. “Caroline won’t do a thing to Elaine when she finds out. She’ll attend our wedding with a smile on her face.” Lucian insisted on sitting in the SUV with me after he followed me here in his car, and now he turns in his seat and cranes his neck. “Okay. She’s leaving.”

According to him, Elaine called her mother pretending to have a meltdown. Elaine is known for being dramatic, for being wild, and it must have been convincing. There’s Caroline’s security team, going out ahead of her. And another car behind. Lucian starts a timer on his phone. When they’ve been gone for three minutes, we get out of the SUV and stroll for the gate.

I want to run. Everything in me howls to run. But this pace won’t set off any alarms for their security. We’re just two people in dark coats walking down the street.

Lucian reaches the gate first and punches in a code. The gate retracts to let us in, and we’re there.

The driveway is all that’s between me and Haley. The driveway and God knows how many locked doors. I’ll carve them open with my knife if I have to.

My brother knows where to go. This, at least, is not surprising. Lucian makes it his business to get information when he needs it, and he has what we need now. He leads us to a side door with another keypad. Another code. “Elaine wanted her to bring security. She’ll have brought the men from the main house,” Lucian says to me as we pull open the door and walk in.

The smell hits me like a punch to the gut. It turns my stomach. I swallow back being sick, my head pounding. I hate the scent of Caroline’s perfume. I hate it, I fucking hate it, I need to be away from it.

But first.

I have to get to Haley.

A man in a staff uniform comes out of a door ahead of us and Lucian gets to him first, a big hand on his shoulder, twisting into the fabric of his shirt. “Hello,” says my brother. “We’re looking for a friend of ours. I could snap your neck, or you could tell me where Haley Constantine is.”

The guy breaks and runs. Lucian and I both chase him. This time, when Lucian catches him, I don’t stand back. I have the knife out before I know I’m doing it, I have it pressed to the side of his neck. The tip digs in. A bead of blood surfaces and runs down. He’s trapped, Lucian shoving, me cutting him, and it would feel so good to carve into his neck. It would feel so good to let go.

“Easy, Leo. If you slit his throat, he can’t help us,” warns Lucian, his tone light. I let up on the knife. “No more theatrics,” he says to the man. “Haley Constantine. Quickly.”

We meet one other staff member on the way to the guest wing of Caroline’s mansion. I have the first man’s collar in my fist, my knife to his throat, so Lucian’s free when the second one turns to run. My brother catches him on the shoulder, turns him around, and drives his fist into the center of his face. His nose crunches. He falls. Any more of them show up, and this is going to get complicated. The house is going to burn down with me if I don’t get to her before then.

“Here,” says the man I’m trying not to kill. “Here. Let me.”

There’s a keypad on the outside of the door.

Caroline has locked her in a prison. She’s made a prison for Haley, brought Rick here for whatever the fuck a “date” means, and kept her from me. I shake the man by his collar so hard his teeth rattle. “Do it before I carve you open.”

With shaking hands, he punches in a code on the keypad and the lock clicks. Lucian reaches around and opens the door. The whole world draws down to this one moment. If there’s anything on the other side but Haley, safe and sound and whole, I will lose my mind. I will never come back. New pain layers in over the inferno of my back.

But then.

A lamp turns on, the glow soft as she is, and there’s Haley, blinking into the light. Her eyes fly open when she sees me and she scrambles out of the bed. She’s wearing a nightgown I’ve never seen and I can’t get to her because this fucking guy is in my hands. I shove him at Lucian, open my arms, and she’s there, she’s there, she’s there.

Haley tumbles into me with a raw cry that’s almost a sob and my heart bursts. I can’t hear what she’s saying, can’t separate the words from the sound of her voice and the beat of her heart under my arms. I lift her face away from my shirt and smooth back her hair because I have to see if she’s okay.

She’s not.

“Leo. Come on. Let’s go,” Lucian says behind me.

Rick is a liar. Her eyes are red and swollen. She’s been crying. They did something to her.

And then she turns her head.

A bruise.

On her jawline.

A bruise.

I pull her toward the bedroom door on pure instinct, pull her out into the hall so I can get enough air, and my vision goes red.

All the rage and pain and yes, terror—all of it erupts. I can’t hold it back anymore. It’s in my skin and bones and blood. My pulse. It’s not always a show. It’s not always pretend. Sometimes, if you play a role long enough, it becomes you, and that bruise on her face has stripped away everything but a searing thirst for retribution. Someone’s going to pay for this. Someone. Now. I have her in my arms and the fury of my heartbeat is all I can hear.

Lucian’s voice is a distant whisper. “This way,” he’s saying. “This way. We have to go.”

“Leo,” Haley says.

At the end of the hall, two more Constantines step into view.

Perry and Keaton. They’re at home for the night, in comfortable clothes. “Jesus Christ,” says Perry. “Are you invading our house? What the—”

He doesn’t finish, because I’ve let go of Haley, and I’m on top of them.

You don’t throw a punch the first time and expect it to do any damage. You practice. You throw hundreds of punches. Thousands. You train the motion of a kick until it can cause exactly the harm you intend. Fighting takes restraint, and it takes skill. It takes the most skill to subdue a person without hurting them. To use restraint.

I don’t care about hurting Perry and Keaton. All of my skill has burned down into pure violence. There’s nothing left but a killing rage. Perry first. A hit to the side of the head that rattles him. Keaton next when he tries to run for help. They’re responsible for this. Haley has a bruise. They hurt her. The two of them try to work together but they weren’t born into hell. Violence is not their first language.

It’s mine.

Blow after blow. I don’t feel it, don’t bother to feel the force of the hits. Don’t bother to hold back. It doesn’t matter that they land a few of their own. Every inch of me is already in agony. It changes nothing, nothing, nothing. All of them. I’ll kill them all. Beat them to a bloody pulp and cremate them in their own house.

I haul Perry off the floor, where he’s fallen, and I’m going to hit him so hard he never gets up again. I have my fist drawn back to do it.

The softest touch on my arm.

I look down at that gentleness and find Haley’s hand there. Follow the path from her fingers all the way to her blue eyes. My pulse is outsized for my body. Every heartbeat hurts. But when I look at her, it eases enough to let me breathe. I’ve settled into the short, adrenaline-fueled breaths of a fight but now I take a full inhale.

And then, though I’m a monster, though I’m the most dangerous bastard ever to share space with her, she puts her hand on my cheek. Her thumb moves over my cheekbone. Slowly. Slowly. “Perry didn’t do anything. He’s my family, and he didn’t know what was happening. Caroline told them I was sick. He and Keaton didn’t do anything. Put him down, Leo.”

“I can’t.” It’s true. I can’t. I can’t open my hand. “They hurt you.”

“No. They didn’t touch me. I don’t want you to be a murderer over this. It’s okay, Leo. You can let go.”

The red haze clears, washed away by her blue eyes. Unclenching my fist from Perry’s shirt is another exercise in torture. My grip was already committed to what I was doing.

I hear him hit the floor and curse, but I don’t care. I have my arms around Haley again.
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CHAPTER SIX


Haley

Leo drops Perry, who falls to the floor with a grunt and a soft fuck. Keaton, a hand pressed to his cheek, goes to his brother as Leo puts his arms around me. He lifts me into a carry and I focus on breathing. I could cry forever, but I won’t. I have the sense that if I break down, it will be like when Leo was sick. He’ll lose his mind. He won’t know what’s wrong.

There are lives at stake.

His brother is here. Lucian. The two of them look incongruous, standing in Caroline’s house, but we don’t wait for long. “This way,” Lucian says again. I expected him to be cruel, to be…a Morelli. And he is. There’s a set to his face that makes me think he might go back for Perry and Keaton if they say the wrong thing.

“Haley,” says Perry. He looks like shit. Leo was going to kill him. There was murder in his eyes. It’s there now, just beneath the surface. A translucent layer of civility is over the beast now.

“I’m okay,” I tell him over Leo’s shoulder. “Really. Just—”

Just don’t do anything. Don’t keep me here. The urge to beg him is strong, here in Caroline’s house, but then Leo is moving with long, purposeful strides. Perry and Keaton don’t follow. Perry sits down hard on the floor as we go, and Keaton kneels next to him, and I think the only reason they’re not following is because Leo is such a menace.

Lucian is dragging a fourth person with us, all the way to the door, by the collar of his shirt. Leo’s brother does this with such a casual stance that I have to think he’s done it before. When we reach the door, he shoves the man into a corner and kicks him. Something cracks in the man’s chest and he cries out. Lucian grins. I think Bishop’s Landing has been wrong about Leo. They got the wrong brother. Lucian is the real killer. The real sociopath.

But—no. He’s here, after all, to get me. To help Leo. I don’t understand it and I can’t find my voice to ask. I don’t dare speak all the way out.

Leo bundles me close as we step out into the night. I’m in a nightgown, no shoes, no socks, and the wind cuts through the fabric. “It’s not far,” Leo says. His voice is different. A razor’s edge. Sharper than I’ve ever heard before. Lucian walks by his side as we go down the block, away from Caroline’s house. A click makes me lift my head from Leo’s shoulder. Lucian’s got a gun out, and he’s taken the safety off.

Lucian meets my eyes. No trace of discomfort there, only an intense curiosity. “Did they hurt you?”

I shake my head. It’s close to the truth.

“No more questions, Lucian,” Leo says, and we’re at his SUV. He opens the door, puts me into the passenger seat, and takes off his coat. He wraps it around me with efficient movements, his hands steady, and pulls the buckle over me. Clicks it into place.

His expression—

I don’t recognize it. I’ve never seen it before.

“I’m following,” Lucian says from over Leo’s shoulder.

“Fine.”

“I’m meeting with your security.”

“Fine.” Leo closes my door, and then he’s in the car, and then we’re driving away. A pair of headlights follows after us.

It’s not the first time he’s driven me like this. A different route back to his house. Same heat turned up high in the car. Same full-body trembles that set in only after we’ve pulled away from the curb. Leo is silent in his dark clothes, his eyes on the road, his hands on the wheel.

I reach for him at the same instant he reaches for me. His grip on my hand is so tight it hurts, but I never want him to let go. He doesn’t. He holds my hand all the way back to his castle of a house. All the way through the gate, and down the driveway. He only releases me for long enough to come around to my side and take me in his arms again. Up the steps. Into the foyer.

I’m expecting silence and space.

A crowd greets us instead. Men in dark suits are all over the foyer. Gerard. Eva, who gasps, and starts to come forward. Her face changes when she sees Leo’s expression. “Come and sit with us,” she says quickly. “Come and sit with us, and—”

“No,” barks Leo. He goes for the stairs without looking at her.

“Let’s have a meeting,” Lucian says, his voice rising above all the chatter. The front door slams shut. None of it matters because Leo is taking me to his bedroom. My skin tingles with relief, and with delayed fear, and with everything I felt at Caroline’s. With the shame of crying in front of Rick. With the disgust of being touched by him. But it’s over. It’s over.

What’s not over is Leo.

He kicks the door shut the moment we’re past the threshold. Puts me on my feet. Pushes me back so I’m pinned against cool wood, slipping the coat off my shoulders as he does. His hands are so large on the sides of my face. They slip down to my neck. He’s warm, and he’s here.

Leo’s grip tightens. He takes my air away. Makes it hard to breathe for long enough that my heart kicks up into a sprint. Even now, even when I can’t breathe, he smells so good I could die. Like a clean winter forest. Like a dark night.

And then.

He leans down and bites me. His teeth sink into the place where my neck curves into my shoulder, the heat of his breath tracing the marks. I’m on fire, lit up with him, every nerve responding to the pain. He’s never bitten me this hard before, never while he’s choking me like this, and I suck in a gasp.

Leo shoves himself away from me. My spine knocks against hardwood as he backs away with a growl. “Get out of here,” he says. “Go to the guest room.”

“What?” I put my hand where he touched me, press in like I can recreate the sensation. “No. I don’t want to leave.”

Leo looks me in the eye, and my heart thuds. Cracks. “I’ll be too rough with you. I’ll tear you apart.”

A heartbeat of fear. Another one of recognition. The gold in his eyes blazes with fury he’s not bothering to suppress.

Or that he can’t suppress.

The truth arrives like a bullet.

I’ve only ever had sex with Leo Morelli. The man standing in front of me now is the Beast of Bishop’s Landing.

This is the person Leo became to survive his father. This is the person he became to protect his siblings, and his secrets. I thought it was all an act. I thought he was only pretending to be angry. That it was skin-deep. A performance. And sometimes it is. Sometimes he allows people to think he is angry when he is really in pain. He allows people to think he’s ruthless and bloodthirsty when he is considered and calculated.

But now?

Now it’s real.

I’ll tear you apart sounded so raw, so violent, that I know it’s real. And it’s too late to stop it. Too late to hide it.

He’s trying anyway, though his anger is all in the open, it’s crackling in the air around us. It’s making the hairs on the backs of my arms stand up.

“Go,” he orders.

“No.” I separate myself from the door and take three steps toward him. Close enough for him to reach me. My body quakes with how lethal he is but I’ll never run from him. Never. Never. Never. “I want all of you. Even the beast.”

I look at him then. Really look. And I see everything. The agonized set of his shoulders. The way he stands up so tall as a way to keep himself in check. His hands shoved into his pockets to keep them off me.

The need in his eyes. A deep, animal need. He’s practically vibrating with it. Leo’s jaw works. “I promise, darling. I won’t be gentle.”

Leo’s voice swears off softness. It’s as clear a warning as I’ve ever heard. This is my only chance to back out of this. To run to the guest room and lock the door. He’ll let me do it.

I lift one hand and pull down the neck of my nightgown to bare my throat to him.

I show him the marks he’s already made.

“All of you,” I tell him. “Please.”

One second he’s standing there, and the next he’s all furious motion. It’s like the night he came after me. Watching him run into that alley was the most magnificent thing I’ve ever seen. He is equally stunning now. A graceful violence. His hands are all over me. Squeezing. Pinching. Bruising. He bites me again, layering more marks on top of the fresh one, and I cry out at how sharp the pain is. How little he’s holding back.

Leo tears my nightgown off. Shreds the fabric. Splits it down the middle.

He tears through the panties I’m wearing underneath.

When I’m naked, when there’s nothing left between us, he takes my face in his hands and kisses me in the ruins of my clothes. He kisses me so hard I taste blood. There is nothing gentle in his tongue, or his teeth, and I owe him everything, he is everything, because if he was soft with me now, I would be sick.

It’s not cruelty, the way he hurts me now. We are beyond things like cruelty and kindness. This is claiming.

He takes his mouth off mine, fists his fingers in my hair, and drags me to the fireplace. Leo sweeps up the remains of my clothes as he goes. The fire springs to life when he hits a switch and he throws the clothes into it. The white turns to black curls in the flame as he forces me to my knees in front of the heat. One pull of his zipper and his cock is freed, thick and hard, and Leo doesn’t hesitate. Not at all. He pushes the crown past my lips and I can’t do anything but take it.

“Get it wet,” he says. “You have ten seconds, darling.”

What Leo means is that I have to survive the next ten seconds. I can’t lick him, can’t swirl my tongue around him, because he’s shoving all the way to the back of my throat and down. Tears roll down my cheeks. It feels good to have them drawn out of me. It feels good to lose myself to this moment. My body tries to resist him but I don’t want to resist, I want to take him, I want to. I need to. I’m hot between my legs. Wet for him already. I try to tell him but he’s filled my throat so completely that all that comes out is a needy hum.

“Fuck,” Leo says. He pulls out and strips off his clothes.

His hand goes to the back of my neck. Leo doesn’t guide my head to the carpet. He shoves it there and pins me in place, one big hand in my hair. The other snaps my thighs apart and three fingers impale the soft part of me. Testing. He’s testing me to see if I’m wet enough, and that’s all, that’s all. He fucks his fingers in and out, in and out, and then he pulls them away and wipes them on the small of my back.

Leo lines himself up and thrusts in so hard my face scrapes against the carpet. A vicious push. I’m not used to him, but he doesn’t give me time to adjust. I scream at the stretch, at the pain, but he ignores me. Another thrust interrupts my breathing. Makes my heart skip a beat. My pussy clenches around him and I want him to stay, stay, stay, but he pulls out again so he can take me harder.

He’s so strong above me. So unforgiving. His hand in my hair hurts, it hurts so badly, and it’s a homecoming. He hurts me because I like it. Because I can take it. Tears slip down my cheeks. He takes his hand from my hair to swipe some of my tears from my skin. There’s a pop as he sucks them off his fingertips, and then he laughs.

It’s a dark, evil laugh, brimming with all the fury and violence he’s been holding in, and it makes me tighten around him again. He groans. “I love it when you cry, darling. I love it. I love it. I love you.”

Leo finds his rhythm now. Harsh. Unrelenting. He fucks me like he can bind us together through this act alone. Like he’s trying to mate with me for life. Like a wolf. Like a beast.

“You’re wet.” Even his voice is rough. “That’s the sound of your cunt getting wetter for me while I fuck you to tears. So loud. You love being fucked like this. Tell me how much you love it, darling.”

I can barely move, he has me pinned so tight to the carpet. “I need it,” I pant, and then I’m sobbing for real. “I need it.” Terror washes over me. I’m not afraid of Leo. I’m afraid that this won’t erase what happened. That the way Rick touched me won’t ever go away. “Please,” I beg, and I don’t have the words to explain what I need.

Except.

Leo doesn’t need an explanation. Five more strokes and then he turns me over, onto my back, and forces my thighs apart again. He fills me with another cruel thrust as his hand comes up around my neck. He angles my head up so my neck is exposed and pins my wrists to the carpet with his forearm. He kisses me brutally anywhere he can reach, his arm a steel cage across my wrists, and I sob and sob.

“It’s over,” he says into my ear, and his voice is half Leo, half beast, and it makes me cry harder. “I’m the only one who’s ever touched you. I’m the only one who will ever fuck this pussy. It belongs to me. You belong to me, darling. Every last inch.”

He punctuates every last inch with three thrusts that stretch me beyond what I thought I could take.

“Now come on my cock.”

My orgasm tumbles free at the words. I’m spread wide, too wide, my thighs aching with staying apart for him. Trembling. It shakes me from head to toe, shakes me into the carpet. Shakes me into the center of the earth. Rips apart like an atom bomb. Washes everything clean. Leo pushes in deep deep deep and somehow, somehow, he gets bigger. I have a flash of fear—he won’t be able to get back out, he’s too big, he’ll stay inside me forever—and then he makes a sound deep in his throat and shudders.

Leo squeezes harder as he spills himself into me. The world narrows to his hand around my neck and the hot rush of him inside me. Painting with cum. Deeper than he’s ever gone before. He has absolute control over my breath, over my body, and he uses it while he comes. My vision dims. “Mine,” I think he says. “Mine. Fuck.”

Both of us are slick with sweat.

When he’s finished, I come back to the sounds in the room. The crackle of the fire. Someone is crying. It’s me.

Leo kisses my temple. Kisses the bruise. Kisses the bite marks he made.

“Are you—” I want to ask if he’s himself, but that wouldn’t be a fair question. He’s himself when he’s angry and hurting, too. When he’s the beast.

“No,” he answers, and the honesty in his voice hurts. “I’m not. But I will be.”

Leo eases out of me and takes me in his arms. Takes me to his bed. He lies on his side and pulls me close. I put a hand on his chest to feel his heartbeat. He’s not out of breath, but it’s pounding. He strokes my hair, putting it back into place, for a long time. Then he moves his hand to my arm. Back and forth. Back and forth. Down to my forearm. He repeats this process on my fingers, and it’s only then that I feel how tense I am. How ready to fight.

“Tell me what happened.”

“Nothing happened.” The lie crushes in like a jagged stone. “It was nothing to complain about.”

His hand stills, and then he slips it beneath my arm and runs his palm over my waist. “I know Rick saw you.”

The convulsion that moves through me is so strong it makes my stomach clench. There’s no hiding it from Leo. He sits up in the bed, his body away from the pillows, and pulls me up with him. Curls me into his lap, into his arms. Like he knows I don’t want to look at him while I say this. “It was Caroline. At first, it was Caroline. She kept touching me. I—” An embarrassed cry works its way out of me. “Leo, I can’t. This is nothing—”

“If you say it’s nothing compared to what happened to me, I swear to Christ, darling, I’ll punish that idea out of you.” His tone is matter-of-fact but there’s an undercurrent of blistering rage.

I believe him. I believe he’ll do it. So I steady myself to keep going.

“She kept touching me. And she kept saying things that sounded true. Things that were—that were close to the truth.”

“Like what?” He’s rubbing slow circles on my back like he can stop my heart and lungs from freaking out, even if he can’t stop the tremble in my voice. It’s working.

“She said I was afraid of you. That I was so afraid of you.”

“You were afraid of me. You were right to be.”

Hot tears leak out from under my lashes. “I like to be afraid of you.”

“I know. Your body tells me so.” He leans down and kisses the tears away. Leo’s whole body is alive with fury. I can feel it running under his skin like electricity. The sex didn’t make it go away. “Where did she touch you?”

“My hair.” Leo brushes it away from my face, deliberate. Forceful. Not like Caroline did. In the way that only Leo would.

“Where else?”

“My face.”

He takes my face in a tight grip and brings it to his. Delivers a hard kiss. Harder. To the point of pain. To the point I gasp.

It erases Caroline’s fingerprints.

“Where else?”

“She held my hand.”

He threads his fingers through mine and lifts them to his lips. Then Leo presses his teeth into every one of my knuckles.

“Where else?”

“Nowhere else.”

“Where did Rick touch you?”

“He kissed me,” I admit, and it feels urgent now, it feels awful. It feels like a confession. My voice breaks. Crumbles. “I hated it. He made me sit on the couch with him. He leaned over me—”

Leo tenses, his arms pulling me in closer. Locking me in. I’m safe here. “Did he—” He’s not the kind of man who hesitates, but he does it now. The heartbeat of silence is an open wound, papered over with pain and violence. “Did he rape you?”

“He tried. And the worst part—the worst part was how gentle they were. I know it doesn’t make any sense. It shouldn’t have been so bad, since they didn’t actually hurt me. They were soft about it.” My stomach recoils from the memory.

He feels my involuntary, disgusted shudder and crushes me to his chest, squeezing so hard I can’t breathe. And I don’t want to. Because on the next inhale—

All the horror and fear of that moment comes back in a series of choking sobs that threaten to drown me. Leo turns me, arranges me, so that my head falls onto his shoulder, and my arms can go around his neck, and he can hold me there while I wring myself out. His hands splay out on my back, warm and solid. “I should have killed him when his neck was in my hands.”

I swallow my next sob so I can hear, so I can think. “What?”

“He’s a dead man.”

I bury my face in Leo’s neck. “Please, don’t. Don’t, Leo. Please. Just don’t go anywhere tonight.” I’m a mess. Falling apart.

Leo holds me tighter. To him, I’m not fragile, even now. He shushes me with his hand on the back of my neck, with his arms cradling me. “Not tonight,” he promises. “Not tonight.”

But there’s tomorrow, and the next day, and the next. How are we ever supposed to have peace?
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Leo

Haley cries herself to sleep on my shoulder.

She tried to minimize what Caroline did to her, and it is a fool’s errand. Touch like that is a violation, and Caroline did it on purpose. She gave Rick permission to do what he did. There’s no doubt in my mind. It was all planned by Caroline, all ordered by Caroline. The way her body shakes when she talks about it, even in the safety of my home, is a testament to how much she hated it. How much it repulsed her. How much shame it forced into her.

I know.

It takes her such a long time to relax that by the time her head is heavy, by the time she’s given up all her weight to me, I’m on fire again.

I brush her hair away from her face and murmur in her ear. She doesn’t stir. She stays asleep when I put her on the pillow and tug the covers over her. I’d planned to take her to the shower with me. It’ll have to wait until morning. Probably better. That way, she won’t see what a wreck I am.

Getting out of bed means gritting my teeth to stop myself from making any noise. My back is a mess of pain. All my muscles react to it. The only time it felt better was when I was fucking her, and I want more. The urge prowls under my skin. If she could handle it, I would bend her over the bed. I would fuck her all night. I would fuck her until a solution presented itself. I would fuck her until the end of time.

Instead, I go into the shower and turn it to cold. It’s a pure chill, like a mountain spring, and it makes my lungs contract to stand in it. This is something to try when the pain has gone so haywire, when it’s run so rampant, so out of control. I force myself through a full shower. Shampoo. Soap. And then I add several minutes of tolerating the freeze.

The pain lessens a little. It relocates itself in my back instead of all the way down my legs and over my head. The intensity remains the same.

I’m going to have to keep Haley with me. For her safety. For my sanity. I need a break. A minute.

The slicing sting relents a bit more when I get into bed with her and pull her warmth against me. She breathes faster at my touch but doesn’t wake up. I drift next to her the rest of the night. No dreams come. Her skin under my hand is the only dream, and it batters my heart. Makes it ache. “I thought I’d lost you,” I whisper to her at some point before dawn.

“I’m here,” she says, her voice sleepy and warm, and after that I really do sleep.

Eva is waiting in the dining room in the morning. She’s showered and changed and looks far less panicked than she did yesterday, though she scrutinizes us both shamelessly as we sit down at the table. I have Haley’s hand in a tight grip. She didn’t say she needed this from me, but she’s coming down from the terror of being taken. She hesitated at the door to my bedroom before we came down. Swallowed hard. Put her hand in mine.

“How are you?” Eva asks Haley, who puts on a smile.

“I’m good,” she says. “I’m good now.”

Eva clearly doesn’t believe her, but she nods, glancing down at her mostly untouched plate. “I think I should go home. Now that you’re all right.”

“I think not,” I tell her. My back throbs this morning. Too dull to be excruciating, too painful to ignore. “You’re staying until I’ve gone over your security teams. You need another layer until Caroline’s under control.”

My sister makes a show of looking around the dining room, but her shoulders have let down. “I don’t see Lucian here. Why didn’t you make him stay?”

“I’m not worried about Lucian. But if you’re worrying about a lack of company, don’t. Daphne is on her way.”

If she’s not in the car now, she will be as soon as she’s up. I don’t know what kind of hours she keeps with her art, and I don’t particularly care. What I want is to have her where I can see her. Not in some studio apartment that’s more difficult to defend than my home.

I ignore the thought that Haley was taken from this place and not Daphne’s studio apartment.

“Good,” Eva says. I didn’t expect an argument from her, but I did expect protesting. My sister likes to think she’s outgrown a need to be protected. She is mistaken. The enemy is not our father anymore. It’s many more people who are enough like our father that they present a threat on the level of the Constantines.

I don’t tell her about the worry that dogs me when it comes to security, that follows me now. Especially now that Lucian and I have gone into Caroline’s house to retrieve Haley. Especially now that I’ve left evidence of my visit on her sons’ faces.

We’ve moved to the den by the time Daphne arrives. Eva has gone upstairs to rest. I tried to make Haley rest too, but she wanted the den. Now she’s under a blanket on the sofa and I’m at the window, looking out on the snow-covered courtyard. The alert that Daphne’s here comes through on my phone, and a few minutes later, Daphne follows it.

She comes in like a wave moving quickly over sand. A beeline to where I’m standing, and I bend to angle her arms around my neck. It’s never been more imperative that everything stays away from my back. Even with Haley in sight, I’m a human tripwire.

“Oh my god, Leo, you can’t just summon me here,” Daphne says as she releases me. “I’m fine. You could have texted me to ask if I was fine.”

I steer her to the couch by her shoulders. Daphne sits, and watches me as I take the opposite seat. Haley closes her book and sits up. “Hey, Daphne.”

Daphne searches Haley’s face, her artist’s eyes taking everything in. “Something happened.”

“Caroline sent one of her people here.”

My sister’s mouth drops open. “Did they come inside?”

“No. They didn’t have to. Caroline’s people put together a plan to cause a diversion and distract my security while Haley went out to meet her brother.” It’s a true effort to speak about this without snarling. Without standing up, finding the nearest guard, and beating the shit out of him. “They took her when she stepped outside the gates.”

Daphne pales. Her head swivels to Haley. “Took you where?”

“Caroline’s house.”

Her brow furrows, and Daphne twists her fingers together in her lap. “I don’t understand.” This is why I brought her here. Now. This morning. Because she doesn’t understand. I’ve worked so fucking hard to let her have her innocence that it’s made her an easy target. “Caroline’s your family. She sent someone to kidnap you?”

“Yes.”

It sinks in for her then, what kind of family the Constantines are. Daphne’s expression turns utterly serious. “Did they hurt you?”

“No,” Haley says.

“Don’t lie,” I tell her. Her blue eyes meet mine with a silent plea.

“I’m not lying.”

“Don’t. Lie.”

The tension draws tight between us. I want to kneel down at her place on the sofa but I don’t trust myself not to drag her upstairs by her hair and push her over the bed. I need it.

Haley takes a deep breath, then looks back at Daphne. “It’s complicated,” she says, and understanding passes over Daphne’s face like she’s heard Haley say this before. She probably has. They’ve had more than one conversation without me. “Nobody hit me. But it was still—” She shakes her head.

“I’m sorry.” Daphne reaches for her hand. Squeezes it. Her eyes shine with unshed tears. “I’m sorry, Haley. I don’t—I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” This, from Haley, on a breath. Practically soundless.

“It’s not,” I say. “That’s why you’re here.” Daphne’s eyes snap to mine. “It’s not safe for you. For any of us.”

“I’m perfectly safe.” Spots of color bloom high on Daphne’s cheeks. “Nobody’s messing with me. Nobody even really knows I’m a Morelli, because I’m not—” She’s about to say not like you. “I’m not open about it. Nobody’s even been in my apartment at all, except—”

Except.

All my cells are on alert. Every muscle. It’s the way I used to feel when I saw my father’s car pull into the driveway at the end of the day. “Except?” I demand.

Daphne sighs. “Except for one person.”

“Except for one man.”

The deepening red of her face tells me all I need to know.

“Nothing happened,” Daphne insists, letting go of Haley’s hand.

“Bullshit. Explain.”

Daphne bites her lip and lifts a hand to pull her hair back over her shoulder. A sidelong glance at Haley. “I wasn’t even there. He just left something for me. A gift.”

The words tick down like the timer on a bomb, and unadulterated rage bursts heavy onto my skin. It feels made of glass, made of molten glass, and every breath I take becomes an excruciating exercise in control.

I have never let Daphne see me at my worst. Never. I’ve carried her in my arms to get her away from the sight, to keep her away from the knowledge. She can’t know how close this animal is to the surface. How, if Haley wasn’t here, I would get up from my seat and go hunting.

Haley is not Daphne. She and my sister might have had a similar innocence to begin with, but for one key difference—I happened to Haley. So Haley knows what she’s looking at now. She feels it. Daphne is wide-eyed and red-faced. She doesn’t know what I am.

“You have,” I begin, and it takes everything I have to keep my voice even. “A fucking stalker.”

Daphne’s hand goes to her collar. “No! No. He just—he likes my paintings. He buys a lot of them. You know. Like a collector.”

“He wants to collect your body in his basement, Daphne. He doesn’t want your paintings. Men don’t want your art. They’re all sick fucks who want to use you for their own purposes. They’ll discard you when they’re finished, if they haven’t murdered you first.”

She lifts her chin, jaw tightening. “Oh? Like you’re going to do to Haley?”

My entire soul recoils, hissing, feral, disgusted. “No,” I snap at her, and Daphne flinches. I barely manage to get a handle on my tone even through the pang of regret. “Not like me with Haley.”

Haley lets out a breath, and I can tell how badly she wants to come over to me, but she’s torn. She’s sweet, and she’s a good friend, and she’s torn, because to come over here would mean leaving Daphne by herself. And she won’t do it.

“He’s not dangerous,” Daphne says.

“That’s. Fucking. It.” I go to the door and open it. Gerard’s waiting outside. “Send a team to Daphne’s apartment. Clear it out.”

He nods and goes, and when I turn back, Daphne is staring at me. “What did you tell him to do?”

“I’m sending a team to get your things. You’re moving in with me.”

“Leo, no!” She stands up too and squares off with me, but it’s useless. She’s petite, like Haley. She’s no match for the things I know, for the things I’ve lived. “I’m fine in my apartment. You have security there, too.”

“I’m firing all of them. It will take some time to find replacements.”

“Why? Why? I like them.”

“Because they let a stalker into your apartment to leave a gift. What’s next? Are they going to let him in to watch you sleep? Shower?”

“How is it better if you’re the one watching me sleep?”

“I’m not going to watch you sleep. I don’t care if you sleep. Stay up all night, if you want.”

“I want to stay in my apartment.” Her eyes flash. “I belong in my apartment. I’m fine in my apartment.”

“Will you be fine when you wake up to him standing over your bed one night?”

“Leo—”

“Will you be fine if you wake up gagged and bound? Tell me.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

I step closer, look down at her, make her look up at me. It’s an asshole move, and I know it. “And will you be fine if I have to come identify your body after he’s murdered you? I’m the one who would get that call, by the way. Would that be all right, Daphne?”

Tears have gathered at the corners of Daphne’s eyes. She doesn’t let them fall. “He’s not going to kill me.” Her hands ball into fists at her sides. “He’s not like that.”

“Tell me his name, and I’ll tell you if he’s like that.”

Daphne looks away. “I’m not telling you his name.”

“Do you even know what it is?”

“Yes. I’m just not telling you. You’d go after him.”

“He probably deserves it.”

A ringing silence. Haley smooths her blanket over her legs, her eyes on mine. Does she wish I was softer, in this moment? I hope not. I can’t be softer. Not with this rage eating through skin and bone.

“You are ridiculous,” Daphne says, but I can feel her giving in.

I can also feel her resentment towards me, but that’s all right. It doesn’t matter if she hates me. As long as she’s safe. I’ve always protected my sisters, from the time we were little, when our father hit us, but it feels sharper now, more acute since I almost lost Haley. “Good.”

“How long am I supposed to stay here?”

“Until he forgets about you.” I try to sound soothing. Even though I’d like to keep her here forever, locked up in some tower like a fairy tale princess.

“Like you’re going to forget about Haley when she’s gone?”

My dear sister says the question sweetly, because she knows, she knows I’ll never forget about Haley. I will never get over her. “It’s different,” I say, which is a lie. It’s not different.

She rolls her eyes. “It’s different because you love her.”

The word love makes my skin turn hot and then cold and clammy. I’m careful not to look at Haley. I don’t want to see her reaction—either her hope or disappointment. “This isn’t about me,” I say, my teeth gritted.

“Isn’t it?” she asks, her tone gentle, her expression knowing.

I’m reminded that even though she’s innocent, she’s a woman now. A woman who sees through my bluster. Who knows I’m exactly as bad as the man I’m guarding her from. I didn’t get my reputation for nothing. The beast is too close to the surface. “This is about you being in over your head. I always knew you were naive, but I never thought you were a fool.”

She gasps. Hurt simmers in her dark eyes. Anger, too.

“You want to end up on a true crime podcast? Not on my watch. I’m sorry if I ever gave you the impression you had a choice in the matter. You’re staying here. End of story.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Haley

Leo’s house is laden with silence. The quiet bleeds into every room, thickening the air. Making it hard to breathe. Hard to walk. My feet feel like I’m dragging them through water. I’ve woken up late. Late in the day, I mean. The sun angles dimly through the second-floor windows. How did that happen? A person doesn’t just sleep all day and wake up to emptiness.

“Leo?”

My voice doesn’t reach as far as it should. I clear my throat and try again. The house is quiet. I’m quiet. We’re all quiet, like we’ve been tucked under blankets of insulation, like we’ve been buried in snow. Except I can see through the windows. Snow’s not falling today.

No Eva in the guest bedroom.

No Gerard at the top of the stairs.

No Mrs. Page in the dining room.

It takes forever to walk from one room to the next. I keep getting turned around. I think I’m near the den, but then I go in the door and it’s Leo’s bedroom. He’s not in here. I trace a careful path back to the stairs and go down.

I reach his office door an eternity later. The door is shut tight. Jiggling the doorknob does absolutely nothing. Did he seriously lock me out of his office?

If he’s in there now…

I press my ear to the hardwood, a dull indignation at the center of my chest.

And then I hear it.

A wet, choked rasp.

No. No, no, no. Leo’s in there, and he’s dying. I jerk my head away from the door but the sound only gets louder. I can hear him so clearly, but it won’t open. Smooth metal denies my scratches. “Please,” I beg the doorknob. It doesn’t turn. My hands slip on the surface. I pound at the wood with a fist but it’s solid, not like the flimsy doors in my house, it’s solid enough to keep me from him. An agonized wheeze fills the hall, echoes in my ears. I can’t find my phone. Where is my phone? There’s no time to call anyone. I just have to get inside.

The doorknob rejects me. My hands slip off. I’m useless. So useless. I can’t even put pressure on the wound. Silence rings around my scrabbling at the doorknob. No sirens. No one is coming.

I turn to look down the hall—Gerard has to have heard me—and when I turn back there’s no doorknob. “No.” It comes out on a whisper, my voice gone. All I have is my hands. I beat both fists against the door, again and again and again. It does nothing. Nothing. I beat harder. I’ll tear through the damn thing. I’ll tear it down. I clear my throat and try to shout for help again. A whisper. A pathetic whisper. Jesus.

“Help,” I scream.

I try to scream. And fail. I am so useless that I can’t even scream. My throat feels pinched tight. A hoarse whisper isn’t going to get anyone’s attention but I try again. “Help. Please, help.”

Pain splinters through the side of my hand. My heart crashes in my throat. Pain has to be a good sign. It has to. The door shimmers in front of me. I’ll let my hands break, I’ll let the bones shatter, before I’ll stop.

“Haley.”

I don’t turn toward the sound of my name. It’s too easy to get turned around. Too easy to lose the door. I won’t lose him, I won’t, I won’t. “Help.” I get a whisper, but I need a scream. I need him.

“Darling. Wake up.”

I bring my hand down hard, the pain bruising now. Someone catches my hand. “Stop. No. Stop.” Arms now. Strong ones, wrapping around me from behind. Adrenaline surges, cold and silver through my veins. “I have to get to the door. Let go, let go—”

“I need you to wake up. You’ll hurt yourself.”

A big hand comes around to my face and shakes. It breaks my focus on the door. No, damn it, I can’t lose it. I don’t know where to kick, where to aim my punches, and there’s nowhere, because he’s behind me.

“You’re dreaming.” Leo’s voice is pure, dark command, and it shatters the door, the dream, everything. “It’s not real. You’re safe. Wake up.”

My body throws itself against his arms, struggling. Fighting to get free. The dream has shadows on me. Tendrils. The panic. It won’t let go. “Stop,” I gasp.

“No. You were beating the shit out of the headboard.” He drags me back. Holds me to his chest. “Stop fighting or I’ll hold you down.”

“I can’t stop.” Taking a normal breath is beyond me, too. They’re coming faster than I can control. I’m kicking at nothing. Meeting blankets and pillows. I dig one heel in and throw all my weight against him. It’s so close. The blood. The drowning gasps. They could pull me back under, and I wouldn’t resurface. “You have to make me.”

Leo’s arms tense, his body braced behind mine. I’m a whirlwind. Everything is disjointed. He’s the only thing in the room that doesn’t spin. I can see the outline of his office door. I get one fist up, but he gathers it in and pins both my arms to my chest.

“You were having a nightmare,” he says into my ear. There’s no power in shouting, I see now. I know now. He could own me without ever raising his voice. I need him to own me now. “You’re not with Caroline anymore. She can’t touch you. Rick can’t touch you. This is my house.”

A lightning flash of memory, of fear. “It wasn’t about Caroline.” My lungs contract. Not enough air to breathe. Not enough to scream. “It was about you.”

He goes absolutely still, the only movement of him a counterpressure against me. Against my struggling self. Shock vibrates through his body. “About me.”

“You were shot.” I can feel a wave of sobs about to crest, and I don’t want it, I don’t want to cry about Ronan shooting Leo, I don’t want to cry about a nightmare. “You were dying. I could hear you breathing but I couldn’t get into your office. I couldn’t do anything. I was useless. Useless to protect you, to save you. You were dying behind that door, and I couldn’t do anything.”

“Jesus,” he says on an exhale, and then we’re moving. It’s out of my hands. He’s too strong, and I’m in his arms, and I can’t stop him. Leo stands us both up and bends me over the bed.

“I can’t stop.” It’s true. I’m resisting him, pushing up against his hands. It’s not enough.

A low laugh. “Do you think for a moment I can’t stop you?”

“You got hurt.” I hear the sound again. “Maybe—”

He wrestles my arms behind my back. A drawer opens. His bedside table, I think, and then he’s binding my wrists together. So practiced. So measured. So mean. But not like he was. He’s different now, different since I told him about the dream, but I can’t place how. Leo keeps me down with one broad hand on my upper back. My cheek presses into soft covers that smell like him.

The drawer snaps closed. Leo’s hand is at my waist, doing away with my panties, and when he’s finished he kicks my legs apart. “Wider,” he demands. Rough. Impatient. I inch my feet out. “Until your thighs burn, darling. Don’t make me wait.”

A whimper escapes me. They’re burning now, and I’m at the edge of a precipice. Right on the threshold of another nightmare. The pressure on my upper back increases.

And then, between my legs—

Cool leather.

I can’t stop my frantic inhale, or hide it. My knees buckle at the kiss of the strap.

“You remembered,” Leo says.

Yes. Yes, I remember. I remember being bent over the bed in the guest bedroom. I remember how the leather felt like fire against my ass. I remember I like it when you cry. I remember everything.

Leo slides the whole length of the strap over my pussy. “You’re out of control, darling.” He tests the theory by lifting his hand off my back. My whole body bucks. He pushes me back down with a disapproving sound. “Three should bring you back.”

The strap meets my wet center again, and with a shock I see what he’s going to do. “Not there,” I beg.

“Keep your thighs open, or it’ll be six.”

“No—”

The word is broken in two by the first blow. I turn my head and howl into the covers. My legs shake. My toes dig in. Leo doesn’t relent. He presses the strap against my pussy again—to warn me, I guess, of where it’s going to land—and draws it back.

The worst part isn’t the pain. The worst part is how good it feels to scream. This hurt is one I recognize. It’s sharp, oh, god, it’s sharp, it hurts, but I know where it ends. It’s not the depthless panic of hearing him drown in his own blood. It’s just pain that Leo’s causing. Because he can. Because he lived. He didn’t die. I was there with him.

Something unwinds, and tears run down my cheeks. Leo’s hand gentles on my back but doesn’t let up. “Hurts like a motherfucker,” he says softly.

I get in a hitching breath. “Give me. The third one.”

He does, and when it lands, I can’t tell if I’m moaning or sobbing. Both, I think. Both, and it’s humiliating, and it’s perfect. Because Leo’s alive. He drops to his knees behind me and then his mouth is hot on my aching, punished flesh. He spreads me wider with both hands, leaving me slumped over the bed. The softness of his tongue is intensified by the hard slap of the belt and my hips don’t know what to do. They rock back and forth. His tongue. The edge of the bed. His tongue. He licks higher, over even more sensitive, secret parts of me. The trembling is all pleasure now. All freedom.

It doesn’t matter that my hands are tied. The nightmare is gone.

Leo pushes his tongue into me.

“Oh, I want, I want—”

A slap to my ass stops my pointless begging. I don’t have to ask. He’ll give me what he wants to give me, and it’ll be just what I need. I lose myself in the pressure and glide of his tongue. He won’t stop. He just keeps pushing and pushing until I’m at the peak. Until I’m over it, coming on his tongue, and even then he keeps up his relentless assault on my clit. A soft, torturing thing that gives me aftershocks of orgasm. He makes a sound like he’s just eaten something unbearably sweet and stands up.

Pushes my legs together. Makes me arch. He’s making me tighter for him. I realize it in a delirious haze just before he shoves the head of his cock into the place he’s just prepared.

I’m still new at this. I have to stretch, even though we’ve fucked, even though I’ve been fucked by him. Leo shivers behind me. He has to let go for that to happen, I know now, he has to consciously decide to be that way. To be that revealing. It’s so hot. His fingers digging into my hips. His thickness filling me. He’s in control of himself. That’s what it is. He’s not the beast, not now. Something brought him back from the electric, boiling tension of the last few days.

He’s in control of himself, and he’s in control of me.

“I wasn’t your nightmare,” he says, tone almost conversational, but I can hear the raw need in his voice. “You weren’t dreaming about me. About me hurting you.”

“No.” It’s hard to say anything else with him stroking into me, harder with every thrust, my hips hitting the edge of the bed with thud after thud. “Not you.”

Leo does something at my wrists and my hands come free, but he doesn’t let them stay that way for long. He curls his fingers around both wrists and pins them to the bed so he’s over me. So he’s everywhere in the dark. In the moonlight. The head of him meets some inner place he hasn’t touched before and I spread my legs on instinct. Give him more room. He’s so big, he needs more room. He drops a kiss to my shoulder. A bite.

He releases my wrists. One of his hands goes to my throat. The other between my legs. I whimper when his fingers meet the soreness from being strapped there. A pinch to the clit makes my legs give out for real. I’m held in place by his hands, and his cock, and if it weren’t for those things, I’d be a puddle on the floor.

“Your pussy loves that,” he growls into my ear. “You like when I hurt you.”

“Just you,” I breathe as his fingers play at my clit, gentler now but no less insistent. He’s going to make me come again. “It loves you. Anything you do to me.”

“The next time you try to hurt yourself for me, I’ll fuck your ass until you scream. I won’t stop for tears. I’m the only one who hurts you. Do you understand?”

I can’t speak. I’m too close to a violent orgasm, one brought on by his words and his relentless fingers. Too close to coming apart. The nightmare carried me to the edge. Leo Morelli’s pushing me over. He’s the only one who can hurt me, and he does it so well.

His grip tightens around my throat. He thrusts his cock home. “Please,” I choke out. “Yes.”

“I’ll be your nightmare,” he says, and I come so hard I drag him over with me.
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CHAPTER NINE


Leo

The voicemail comes in too early to be a polite call. Just after seven. I didn’t notice the call itself. I’ve been sitting in the only way I can at this moment, with my head in my hands, watching the corners of the room take on the hue of the dawn. At various intervals I look out the front windows of my house, down onto the driveway. From this smaller library and sitting room I have a clear view of anyone approaching the house from the road.

Sleeping is becoming impossible. Fucking Haley last night, feeling her cunt ripple and clench around me, bought me three hours. Then came the pain. Then came the guilt. She was terrified when I found her in the bed. Cracking her fists against the headboard like it was a door to a prison cell. What she imagined was worse. My office. Not being able to get to me.

A better man would have whispered sweet nothings to her and stroked her face until she fell back asleep.

I’m not a better man.

And Haley, for all her innocence, for all her sweetness, can’t stand gentleness. Not right now.

So I have been awake. My back is killing me. Razors down my spine and across my ribs. And a restless, unsettled pit that can only be soothed in a way that’s not available to me in the daylight. That will have to wait.

My phone buzzes again and I swipe it off the table by my chair.

A voicemail from Lucian.

Lucky me.

I lean on the arm of the chair, prop my forehead in my hand, and hold the phone to my ear. I don’t particularly want to hear what Lucian has to say on his way home from his sex club. His recent involvement with my security team means I have to listen. I don’t trust how much he’s become involved. I don’t like how much he knows. My eldest brother is coming dangerously close to the real secret of what happened with Caroline, and I hate that.

I hate it so much I miss the beginning of the message and have to start over.

“Learn to answer your phone when people call, Leo. Voicemail is for hired help and women you want to avoid. Elaine has had an interesting conversation with her mother.” He takes a barely noticeable breath. Elaine. That’s right. Has he been at the sex club with her? Without her? Why the hell is he up so early? I don’t care. “Caroline has been bribing Rick Joseph Jr. with a place in the Constantine family in exchange for doing her a favor.”

The favor will be to kill me.

“She wants him to kill you. Kill the Beast of Bishop’s Landing, and Caroline will make him a hero. She’ll make Haley his wife.”

My spine goes up in flames at the suggestion. At this fucked-up promise that Caroline can’t make, but that she has made to Rick Joseph Jr.. That’s why he kept his mouth shut while I beat the hell out of him. He thought he had something on me. He thought if he could survive me, he’d have a chance to get what he wants.

An insidious voice hisses like a snake in the back of my mind. She would be better off with him. Hand-picked by the Constantines. He’d give her family back to her.

It’s bullshit.

What’s not bullshit is the thought underneath.

She would be better off without me.

Lucian’s voicemail continues.

“—come to dinner—”

What the fuck?

I start the damn thing over and listen again.

“I’m so pleased to accept your invitation, Leo. Of course we’ll come to dinner tonight. Happy to accept your thanks for helping to rescue the love of your life and then ensuring your safety while you shut yourself up in your room with her. Elaine can’t wait.”

That’s where it ends.

I let the phone fall onto the bedside table. “Christ.”

“What is it?”

Haley’s at the door, cheeks pink with sleep, her hair so adorably rumpled and gold in the morning light that I could believe it had some healing quality to it. Like running my fingers through it could be a kind of blessing. She wore one of my shirts to bed last night. I almost order her to take it off, but she needs an answer first. This surprise dinner party will take up the rest of the day.

I beckon her over to me and pull her into my lap. She’s as warm as she is pink, and the scent of her skin calms some part of me that’s been knotted and tense while I waited for the night to be over. Haley kisses the side of my neck, waiting.

“Lucian called,” I tell her. “He and Elaine are coming for dinner tonight. Now lift up your shirt. I need to see you.”

*     *     *

Haley stands in the middle of my bedroom in an Armani dinner gown in black, looking down at its shimmer, which reminds me of starlight. She bites at her lip. “Are you sure about this?”

“It’s the perfect dress for you.”

“I meant—”

I finish buttoning my jacket and cut off her question with a kiss. A forceful grip on her chin, her lips soft against mine. “I know what you meant. And you’re coming to dinner.”

Haley has been fretting about the dinner since I told her about it. I’ve been pretending to be completely at ease with a dinner party that my brother has demanded. Let him in the house once, and he’ll keep coming back. Of course, I am not at ease. Of course, pain has spidered out along my ribs from the added stress.

Nothing to be done about it now.

“Do you always dress up when your brother comes to dinner?” She’s peeking at us in the mirror.

“Lucian’s never been here for dinners. But for other family gatherings, we dress.”

A slow nod. “Have you been to one? Since I came to stay with you?”

“No.” Haley doesn’t ask why, but the answer is obvious. She was here, and then Ronan paid his visit, and so far I have missed one family dinner. I’ve missed other commitments as well. Commitments I’ve never told her about. Important ones. “Let’s go, darling. They’ll be here any minute.”

I usher Haley out of the bedroom and down the stairs to the foyer. We arrive at our place by the doors just as the doorbell rings. I didn’t give a shit what Lucian did the night I brought Haley home, but now I feel unsettled to have him here. It’s less tightly controlled than I’d prefer. My life is less tightly controlled, now that Haley’s in it.

Gerard opens the door to let in Lucian and Elaine. Haley steps closer to my side. She saw him at Caroline’s, but this is different. He’s sharp as a knife in his suit, a stark contrast to Elaine’s red dress. She’s a ruby come to life, her eyes as bright as his. A match.

Like Haley is a match for me now. She’s the one who chose black, and she draws herself up next to me, her chin lifting. If I didn’t know her, if I didn’t spend every available second drinking in her expressions, I wouldn’t know she was nervous. It’s not just Lucian, either. It’s Elaine.

Elaine, who might be Caroline’s wildest daughter, but who is still Caroline’s daughter. I can tell from Haley’s shallow breaths that she doesn’t think she measures up. But even without her hair shining in its twist the way it is, even without the dramatic makeup, she surpasses every other woman on the planet.

Lucian brushes a stray lock of hair back from Elaine’s cheek, the two of them making a portrait. Morellis are always putting on a show. He is no exception. He’s created a dark frame for Elaine’s red dress.

“Hello, little brother,” he says, glancing between Haley and me. “Haley.”

“Haley,” Elaine echoes, her pointed, perfect smile broadening. “I didn’t think I’d ever find another Constantine in this family.” She leaves Lucian’s side and links her arm through Haley’s. I hold my breath. “How are you?”

Haley allows herself to be led away, glancing back at me only once. I don’t hear her murmured answer. The touch was a risk on Elaine’s part, but Haley doesn’t pull away. This is perhaps the first time in history that Lucian’s presence has made a situation more tolerable. Less tense. Elaine can’t be with Lucian and be in league with Caroline.

When they’ve disappeared into the dining room, Lucian scans the foyer. The visible security. The lack of our sisters. “Where are the girls?”

Eva and Daphne. “Upstairs. They should be down soon.” A sigh escapes before I can stop it. “Daphne isn’t speaking to me.”

Lucian arches an eyebrow, watching my face with that pointed stare of his.

“The security in her loft is shit, so I made her move in here for the time being. And she has a stalker.”

He blinks. “What the hell?”

“I’m taking care of it.”

Lucian slides his hands into his pockets, his posture casual. “You always did that. Take care of the family.” A pause. “It should have been my job.”

I look away, toward the dining room. Toward anywhere that isn’t him. I don’t want to get into the past, though it’s true. Lucian was always a cold motherfucker. Some of it came from living under our father’s influence, and his fucked-up behavior driving a wedge between us. Some of it was his inability to feel pain. And some of it was just Lucian Morelli.

“You’re back now. Aren’t you?” I will never expect for him to take over from me in any meaningful way, but with my back on fire and Caroline making unhinged promises to anyone who will listen, a part of me wishes he would.

Pointlessly. Foolishly.

“Yeah,” he says, eyes meeting mine. “I’m here to stay.”

“Were you waiting for us? How nice.” Eva descends the stairs with Daphne by her side. Daphne’s worn a gown of emerald green, her hair in loose waves, and Eva’s in sleek black with her hair in a twist that matches Haley’s. Eva is the only one to look at me on the way down.

“Of course we were,” says Lucian. “We have manners.”

Eva rolls her eyes. “Debatable.” But she leads the way into the dining room anyway, where Elaine and Haley are by the window. The six of us take our seats around the table. My staff spent the day rearranging the room, taking furniture out, and redecorating for this dinner. It’s understated, black and gold, and Lucian takes it in with an appraising glance. Eva waves the staff in as soon as we’re seated.

“You have enough room to fit all of us,” Lucian comments. “Do you plan on it?”

“Not today.” Not ever. I have never planned to have all my siblings to dinner at my house.

“I can’t believe you left Lizzy out,” my brother needles. “You couldn’t have flown her here?”

“You put Leo in charge of the guest list?” Eva asks the question with faux shock on her face. “You’re lucky he let you in.” True. “Which one of you forgot Sophia?”

“No one forgot Sophia,” I sigh. “No one forgot Carter. No one forgot Tiernan. If you missed me this much, Lucian, all you had to do was call. You didn’t have to insist on a dinner party.” I invited Sophia but she declined to come. She’s probably in some unsavory part of the city stirring up trouble. Carter is the quietest of all the Morellis. Serious. And a genius. He went to Oxford for college and stayed overseas, preferring it to the drama of home. And Tiernan—Tiernan is my father’s hired hand. He’s always been so determined to get our father’s approval that he’s let himself be used to hurt, to maim, to kill.

“You invited me,” Lucian says, a glint in his eyes.

“You mean he didn’t throw you out,” answers Eva.

“Not yet,” says Haley. Eva snorts. The tension breaks. And it’s dinner, and not some high-stakes negotiation like it is at the Morelli mansion.

It’s different, without my parents here to mangle it. Daphne won’t look at me, but Eva is a good host. She asks Haley about a book she’s read and Elaine about a new restaurant that opened in the city.

“You should try it,” I tell Eva, when Elaine finishes describing the place. I’ve hardly heard her, but Eva looks interested. “I finished the security review yesterday.”

What I mean is that she’s free to go back to her apartment, if she wants. “Thank you,” she says, and reaches over Haley to pat my hand. Elaine watches this with interest. I can see her Constantine mind working, replacing what she’s always known about us with what’s happening in front of her.

“You’re welcome.”

Everyone loves the first course, smoked trout crostini with grilled fennel that Eva chose. She didn’t mind planning the party, just like she didn’t mind redecorating my guest bedrooms. She’s smiling with pleasure by the second course. My sister thrives in last-minute situations. In the hurry and the adrenaline and all the many, many details. It gives her a slice of happiness to do this, but I wish there was more.

More happiness than a damned dinner party. I despise Lane Constantine. May his soul rot in hell forever.

One of the waiters is refilling Lucian’s wineglass when my brother turns his attention to Daphne. “So,” he says to her. “I hear you have a stalker.”

Daphne glares at me, forgetting to keep her eyes carefully away. Haley puts her head in her hands. And Elaine coos, “Oh, sweetheart, the obsessed ones are the best ones.”

As she says it, Lucian traces a single fingertip over the curve of her neck, his eyes drinking in his touch on her flesh like he can taste it.

“He’s not a stalker,” Daphne insists.

“He is.” I address Lucian and Elaine, because Daphne and I have had this argument. “He came into her apartment when she wasn’t there and left a gift. I had to fire a whole security team for the lapse.”

“A charming stalker?” Elaine’s eyes light up. “How’d he get past them?”

“Just because he likes my art doesn’t make him a stalker, Leo,” Daphne says pointedly.

“No. His having your address, going inside your apartment, and leaving things for you when you’re not there makes him a stalker, Daphne.”

“Anyway,” she says. “I don’t understand why I’m so interesting. Are we not even going to talk about how there are two Constantines at the table? Our mortal enemies?” Daphne says this with a Morelli gleam to her narrowed eyes. She’s paying us back. Causing a bit of trouble. It’s for show. She likes Haley, and given time, she’ll probably like Elaine too.

“Constantines can be convinced,” Lucian says, toying with the strap on Elaine’s dress. “It’s hard to stay mortal enemies if you put enough sweat and tears into the project. They are stubborn, however. I plan to keep convincing Elaine forever.”

I swallow hard around a knot of jealousy in my throat. Haley leans into me. It’s subtle, but I feel her heat now. I want more of it.

I want forever with her, but I can’t even promise her tomorrow.
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CHAPTER TEN


Leo

Eva leaves three days later. Daphne doesn’t come down from the suite in one of the towers. I don’t know what she’s doing. Painting, maybe. Doesn’t matter. She can be pissed at me all she wants.

Better that than dead.

Haley is restless after Eva leaves. It’s a bitter day, and she looks longingly out the window in my bedroom. “I wish it wasn’t so cold.”

I wish I could heat the earth for her. Make it summer. I would love to see her in a sundress. The dress she wears now is alluring for how much skin it covers in its comfortable fabric. I want her in it. But I want her in warmth, too.

“We can walk inside. You haven’t spent much time in the rest of the house.”

Her eyes light up. “Yes, yes, yes. Show me somewhere I’ve never been.”

Haley’s seen the den, my office, the kitchen, and the courtyard. Once we’re past the kitchen I let her open doors at random. “Leo, this ballroom is huge.”

I look in over her shoulder. It’s a dark room, the windows covered with curtains, the furniture covered in white cloth, gathering dust. “I’ve never used it. I don’t throw parties.”

“Dinner parties count, don’t they?”

“I don’t throw parties like this. With that many guests.”

She purses her lips, but doesn’t ask why.

I’m hardly thinking of the shelf, pushing the thought away, when she opens a door and draws in a breath. “What’s this room? Another living room?”

It’s flooded with light. The furniture is recently dusted. Everything perfect. It’s not like the den, where Haley might leave a book out. Where a blanket might slip down off the couch and have to be straightened. “It’s a study. I don’t use it either.”

“No? It’s gorgeous in here.” Haley steps inside, and I follow her, ignoring the unease at the pit of my gut. She does a slow turn in the middle of the floor.

“What do you think about building a library?”

She stops, a delighted laugh on her lips. “What about your den? It’s so nice.”

“What about you liking libraries?” I follow her farther into the room, my pulse ticking up. “This space could use more books.”

Haley’s traveling around in it now, skimming her fingers over the back of an elegant sofa and opening a drawer on the desk to see what’s inside. A mirror behind her gives me a perfect view as she pulls the antique handle. The drawer is empty. When her eyes lift from the drawer, they brighten with curiosity. It sparkles in her blue eyes. For an unused room, there’s plenty to see. Haley drops her gaze again and continues around the room. She stops at a painting on the wall. Skims her fingertips over a miniature statue of a rose, perched in an alcove on the wall. Touches a piece of stained glass hung up on a stretch of white.

I follow her toward the desk, but it’s too difficult to watch. I’ve become used to her looking through the shelves in the den and pulling out my books. I’m not used to this. My stomach tightens with nerves. I could stop her. It would be easy to stop her, to hold her down, to kiss her and fuck her and demand every scrap of her attention.

The first time she discovered one of my secrets, I let the beast loose on her. Fucked her throat. Scared her so badly she ran from me.

This time, I turn away and reassess the room. No library I built would be complete without one or two reading nooks. It would take some relatively involved renovation, but it wouldn’t be impossible. I could do it. Leave the light intact, but make it comfortable. I try to picture it.

I end up envisioning Haley. Innocent, perfect, depraved Haley, curled up by all these windows with a book. Only in this vision I’m reading with her. In this vision, I’m reclining on the couch, Haley nestled next to me, and nothing hurts at all. It’s as vivid as any daydream I’ve ever had. Meanwhile, she’s behind me, rustling through the space.

There’s a chance she overlooks that bookcase, that shelf. What’s on it.

I go back to picturing her naked, bent over an armchair. Waiting for punishment or pleasure or just me.

“Leo.” I turn at the sound of her soft voice, turn to her blue eyes, filled with worry and hope. A memory, too. Me storming out of my shower. Her with nowhere to run. “This is you. Isn’t it?”

She has the photo in her hand. The photo, in its plain black frame. It’s been sitting on that arched bookcase since the day I moved in here. At least once a year I think about throwing it out. I’ve never been able to.

I take the frame out of her hands and look down at my fourteen-year-old self. In the photo, I’m sitting on a dock somewhere in the Bahamas in a pair of blue swim trunks. Nothing about them was custom-made or special. They didn’t have to be. Something happens to my heart. A punishing squeeze. A tear. I don’t look at that shelf, or that photo, because this feeling is hard to name and harder to feel.

In the photo, my entire back is visible. There’s not a mark on it. My head is turned, and I’m grinning at the camera, as carefree as I ever would be again. Laughter in my eyes. My father was a prick. An asshole. But the bruises he left always faded. They were tempered by a righteous cause. Any mark he made on me was one less he made on my siblings, so what did I care?

Haley presses her side against mine so we’re both looking at it together. Now that she’s here, now that she’s close, I would call this feeling grief. I’m looking at a person who’s been dead for eighteen years. Who never had a chance to become anything. The person in this photo died at Caroline’s hands. My death began before the whipping. With touches that didn’t cause the kind of pain my father did. That they were gentle in comparison to my father changed almost nothing.

I feel flayed by this moment. By Haley, standing next to me, looking down at this person I haven’t been and never will be. I look happy. There’s light in my eyes. An ease to my body I can’t remember having at all. Caroline took that from me.

Haley loops her arm through mine and rests her head on my arm. “How old are you in this?”

I clear my throat. “Fourteen. This is—” Fuck. I haven’t spoken these words to anyone. Ever. “This is the last photo of me before Caroline.” It’s the last photo taken of me when I had a chance to be different. I only kept it because my sisters are in the background in matching bathing suits, getting ready to jump into the water. Laughing and laughing.

“You’re grinning,” Haley says, her voice soft as a rose petal.

“I was a different person then. A person you’ve never met.”

She studies my face, then looks back down at the photo. I hope she can ignore the subtle shake in my hands. Emotion bristles and cuts, magnified by the pain in my back, intensified by her presence. My siblings sat around the table in my dining room last night. Haley sat with them. Elaine. It felt almost normal. That normalcy is unsettling. It makes me think there’s a life that doesn’t involve constant battles, constant pain.

But that can’t be right. I’m the source. I’m the one who fights. I have to. Always, always.

“You’re not so different. You still care about your family. You still protect them.”

By being the villain. Pain flares over my scars, and I grip the frame tighter. I am not the person in this photo. I will never be that person, no matter how many times I wish or hope or pray.

“No. I’m the beast now. The nightmare.” Looking at myself as I was before offers a wrenching contrast to now, to this emptiness, to the hurt that fills every breath. “I’m different. Ruined. Violent.”

Haley slides her hand around my bicep, stroking like I’m on the verge of losing control. I’m not. It’s just old anger coming to the surface. It’s just old habits, as if being confronted with this person is a threat. He is not. I’m the threat. “I see you for what you are. You’re a prince. My prince.”

I can’t be. I can’t do this to her. Haley is like the person laughing in the photo. She is still relatively clean. She is still undamaged, if I can keep her that way. The biggest danger to her has always been me. Ever since the moment I saw her in that alley. Ever since the moment her eyes met mine.

“I’m not a fucking prince.” I drop the frame and it clatters onto the rug, turning facedown. And then I undo the buttons on my shirt. Strip my undershirt over my head. My heart pounds at the exposure. At the shame. Haley backs up a step, her lips parted, her blue eyes wide, and I can’t bear it, the look in her eyes. I turn away from it. Plant both hands on the desk. The sun breaks free from a cloud and golden light pours into the room. It shows everything. “Look at me. Look.”

I demanded that she look at me, but I’m the one who can’t stop looking at her. In the mirror Haley is a creature of sunlight. All sweet, gold softness. And I’m myself. I wait for horror to overcome her features. Or worse, pity. I wait for the expression on her face to match the hurt that roils through me.

Her eyes meet mine in the mirror. They’re crystalline blue in this light. The color of the water in that photo. “I’ve seen you, Leo. Lots of times. When you were sick. When you brought me home.”

“Not like this. Not in daylight. You can’t deny it to yourself here, darling. I’m a monster.”

Haley takes a deep breath and steps closer. Closer again. She’s doing what I told her to do. She’s looking. Outside of a parade of anonymous doctors, outside of Eva, I’ve never allowed anyone to look at me like this. It hurts like a motherfucker to hold still and let it happen. Haley studies the scars without flinching. Without recoiling. Without disgust twisting her lips.

“It’s just scars. It’s just your skin.”

A bitter laugh slices out of my throat. “It’s proof of how weak I am. What kind of fucked-up soul I have.”

Haley shakes her head, and I didn’t know how much I needed for her to deny this until she does. “It’s not.” She carefully, deliberately touches the top of my shoulder, where there are no marks. “Does it hurt right now?”

“All the time. Since you were taken. Every moment.”

“Is there anything you can take? Like when you were in the hospital. Is there anything you can have that would help?”

“I can’t take them. The only ones that touch the pain are so powerful that I can’t avoid unconsciousness. And I can’t be unconscious, darling. I can’t protect anyone that way. I can’t keep myself alive.”

I expect tears. I expect to have to console her in this, but Haley nods. Her eyes catch mine again in the mirror. “Will it hurt more if I touch them?”

“Do it anyway.”

She has always been so careful, since that day at the shower, never to cause me more pain. Haley. The innocent I’m in the process of ruining. And she is careful now. Her hands are soft, like they were when she cleaned my stab wound, like they were when she held me after I was shot. Her breathing is even, as if she’s not looking at a horror show. She strokes her fingertips over my unmarked flesh, down toward the scars, and my body braces itself for searing pain.

But there’s only a featherlight touch. Soft as one of my shirts. I discover I’ve closed my eyes when I open them to seek her out in the mirror. Haley’s looking at her fingertips on my destroyed skin. My heart is a raw, convulsing thing. Hope and pain are both jagged in my veins, in my muscles. She ignores the barely controlled trembling. Haley traces one scar, then the next, and the next. The anticipation of pain bleeds out of me. My skin has gone hot with the shame of having to be touched like this, like I’m made of glass, but that dissipates, too.

It leaves something else in its wake.

She reaches the last scar, the last wound, the last inch, and lets out a breath. “You,” she says, and then she leans in and kisses the first scar, the one across my shoulder blades.

It hauls a gasp out of me. Haley might as well have my whole bloody heart in her palms.

She kisses me again.

It’s too much, and I’m too desperate for it. It’s absolution I don’t deserve. That I never thought was possible. I turn around and kiss her mouth and she flings her arms around my neck, holding on tight while I bite her. Claim her. Let her see.


[image: ‡]
CHAPTER ELEVEN


Haley

Leo crushes his mouth to mine with so much force that I can feel him breaking underneath it. I can feel how far this has pushed him. He’s right. I’ve never seen his skin in daylight before. Only the murky half-light of his bedroom when he burned with fever, and I didn’t really see it then. I was too focused on keeping him alive.

But now he is alive, now he is warm and alive and holding me to him with all his strength. His kisses are echoes of the way he looked at me in the mirror, echoes of the blaze in his dark eyes. The fire there. The storm.

The sun gets brighter as he lets me up for air, catching in his dark hair like a halo. Sun, no sun, it doesn’t matter. I’m lit up with him. Panting with the kiss and this fresh intimacy. We’ve never been this close. Never, never, and my heart bruises and breaks.

Leo’s eyes rake down over me. They stop at the hollow of my throat. At my chest, rising and falling. He’s thick and hard between us. His hand comes up to circle my throat.

“I’m a monster,” he says again, squeezing.

I use the last of my breath to deny him. “No.”

He hauls me up onto the wide desk with him, making me straddle him. My thighs spread wide over his hips while he pulls me down for another kiss. The fact that I’m on top changes nothing about his control or his dominance. I might as well be bound with my wrists above my head for all the power I have now.

His hand remains wrapped around my throat. Dark eyes hot and wounded on mine. He’s waiting for me to admit that he’s monstrous, that he’s terrifying, that he’s a ruined soul.

If Leo Morelli is ruined, so am I.

He watches me pant in his grip. Looks down at my dress flowing over us both. “Take it off.”

I shove it over my head, more aware of it now. I know by the feel of it that it was made from the same fabric as his shirts. He’s started dressing me in it, too. He makes a low noise at the sight of my bra and panties. “Show me your tits. I know how much you love that.”

He accused me of it before. Of liking to show myself off for him. I tried to tell myself I hated it, but I don’t. I love it. Heat flashes across my face, but I keep my eyes on his when I take off my bra and arch my back.

Leo squeezes my neck to make me arch it more and curses under his breath. It seems impossible for him to maintain such perfect balance without bracing himself, but then he has to be strong like this. He’s had no choice. His abs have been carved out by necessity.

He uses his free hand to brush a thumb over one nipple, then the other, until both of them stand out. “Have you ruined your panties yet? Touch them and tell me.”

I slip my hand down to the delicate fabric. “They’re wet,” I whisper. He pushes his thumb into my throat to feel the words. “Does that make them ruined?”

“It makes you filthy, darling. Your cunt loves a sadistic bastard. Your cunt loves a monster.”

A squeeze cuts off my ability to say that it’s him I love. It wouldn’t be the first time. I’ve told him twice, but he was sick or sleeping and didn’t hear.

He hooks a finger through the waistband and pulls them against my hip until the threads fray. One swift yank finishes them. A breath of a moan works past his hand and he makes an answering sound. A pleased one. I want him to be pleased. I want him to not be in pain. I would trade anything for that, I think. Anything.

“Look in the mirror.”

I’m busy melting into his touch, melting into his control, but I open my eyes and look. I can see him. His hair, his arms. See his grip on my neck. See every one of his scars. He’s giving me permission to see them. Leo could order me to close my eyes and I would, but he doesn’t. A frisson touches down. It tightens my nipples. Sends a chill racing up my spine. In the mirror, Leo bows his head and sinks his teeth into my collarbone.

It pulls a cry out of me that he soothes with a kiss, with his tongue. Thick fingers make contact with my pussy, stroking there, dragging through a wetness that humiliates me. Or maybe I just like being humiliated by him. His thumb circles my clit. Leo kisses the side of my neck. “Your thighs are shaking,” he murmurs into my ear. “You’re a slut for my hand around your throat.”

He works his fingers inside me and everything clenches. Leo won’t let me move down, won’t let me fuck his fingers. He holds me up by the neck. I’m flushed in the mirror, my eyes wide and desperate. My lips parted. Wanting him. He’s angled us so I can see everything he’s been trying to hide. His back. His pain. Me. He’s tried to hide me, too. To protect me? To protect him? It’s too hard to think with his thumb on my clit. He’s mean that way, not letting me take any more of him. This is the only time it’s good to be useless. It doesn’t make me feel bitterly ashamed. Because he loves it so much.

I chase more contact with his thumb, chase more contact with his fingers. My orgasm stays just out of reach. I don’t know why. I’m so wet, so hot, and—

“You need to come.”

“Yes,” I gasp. “I can’t. And I don’t—”

“Is it the mirror?”

“No.” I could look at his body forever. I don’t care if he has scars. I meant what I said. It’s his skin. It’s him. I’m not afraid of it, not disgusted by it, or him. I reach over his shoulder and brush my fingertips against one of his scars. The act of doing it, the act of being this close to him, makes my pussy pulse around the invasion of his fingers.

The sound he makes then is closer to the beast than to Leo, and then his hand is gone from my throat. It’s fisted in my hair, pulling my head back, letting me sink all the way down to his fingers. “It hurts,” I breathe, pain arcing over my scalp.

Leo hooks his fingers and my orgasm implodes. I keep my eyes open. I know he wants me to. So I see his eyes burn. I see them flare with possession and pain and a deep relief. “Fuck, darling,” he says. “I want your cunt squeezing my cock. You’re going to give it to me.”

I haven’t stopped coming, my breaths coming too fast and hard, when he pulls his fingers out. Shoves down his zipper, and his pants. Then his palms are on my hips, guiding me to his cock, and thrusting in.

He groans, and for the first time he has to adjust. Leo plants one big palm on the desk behind him and puts the other on the back of my neck. He’s already made me come once and it still takes time to get used to him. To get used to the presence of him inside me. He’s so big. So hard. He’s the only man who’s ever fucked me. He’s the only man I want. I hook my chin over his shoulder. Let my arms drape around him. Work my hips. Leo’s letting me have the illusion of control. He could take it back any time, but it’s a test—that’s what it is, a test. He can’t help it. He needs it.

My thighs burn with the effort of fucking him. Of staying as close as I possibly can. I push myself down another inch and groan at the stretch. Under his skin, his heart pounds. The only gentle touch is his hand in my hair, keeping my head in place. Holding me. It doesn’t seem as gentle against the hard thrust of his cock. All of this in one person. Gentleness and pain. Anger and love. He’s a complicated person. He’ll always be complicated.

I trace one of his scars and grind down harder on him. With Leo inside me I can feel the whole-body response he has, feel how it travels through him head to toe. “Christ,” he says. “I never thought.” He doesn’t finish the sentence. One hand on my hip takes over the rhythm. “You’re so tight. You can’t hide anything from me.”

It’s a double-edged sword. He’s also saying he can’t hide anything from me. A tear slips down my cheek at the admission. I watch myself fucking him in the mirror, watch myself straddling him, but my own face isn’t what keeps me looking. It’s him. His movements. His strength. His searing honesty.

“Fuck me like you want it, darling.” My thighs protest but I move my hips with more purpose. It hurts more, to take more of him, but I need it. “That photo,” he says. “I should punish you for looking.”

“You. Didn’t.” Hard to catch my breath. “You let me see. And I saw.” With my chin on his shoulder like this, I can’t see his face in the mirror. I can only see him turn his head toward me. Only feel it, his cheek against mine. The subtle hitch in his chest. I touch his scars again, mind struggling to fuck him hard and touch him softly. I feel him brace. Not real fear, not with Leo, but a habit. He knows that pain is coming. And when it doesn’t, his body settles. No—I need to be honest. He feels it. I’m just not causing more. His pain is here with us, even now, but I’m not making it worse.

He presses his lips to the pulse at the side of my neck as sweat beads on my skin. I’m running out of breath but my heart feels so huge. It aches so much for him. It wants so much from him. I want so much from him.

I take as much of him inside me as possible, until it hurts. Until I cry out. He pulls me closer, stroking my hair, and nips the flesh at my shoulder. I have that shimmering feeling, like the whole world turns on this moment, and I touch him again. Another scar. There are so many.

“I wouldn’t wish this on you,” I tell him, and he buries his face in my neck. Bites me there. “I’m so—I’m so sorry it happened to you.” Another tear falls. Lands on his skin. “I grieve for you. For anything you lost or you thought—you thought you lost.” Leo’s breathing hard, my skin heating with it. My heart on fire. “But I love this version of you.”

He pushes me off his shoulder, puts his hand around my neck, forces me to look into his eyes. Black and gold. Fire and darkness. He takes away some of my air. Not too much. It makes my hips move faster. “I hate that photo.” Leo’s jaw works. “It’s mortifying for you to see it. To see me when I was weak like that. I was a fool who let—” I’m so frantic against him that it breaks his sentences apart. “Darling.”

“You weren’t weak.” I lean into his hand. “You were strong enough to survive. And you became—” His cock. His hand. All of me liquid pleasure and liquid pain. “You became this man, you became this beast, so you could live.” He lets out a shuddering breath. “So I could find you. I had to find you. I needed you like this. I need you. Like this. Exactly how you are.”

He turns us with a feral growl, shoving me down to the desk. A rough hand under my leg angles it up, opens me for him, and Leo takes me in one stroke. I touch him and touch him, my hands on his face, his shoulders. He kisses me while his hand works between us. He’s rough on my clit. Pinching. Making me writhe underneath him. He pulls away just long enough to slide down, to bury his face between my legs. “Look,” he orders, and I turn my head and see myself splayed on the desk, his hands wrapped around my thighs, his back partially hidden by his position. By the way he’s eating me like he’ll never eat again. He teases my clit with his teeth, holding me open. Five fingerprints on each thigh. Ten bruises forming.

“Oh, no,” I gasp. “Oh, no.”

Leo hauls me right to the edge of orgasm and throws me over. It’s a mean one. It makes my toes curl and my nerves spark and my body goes wild. As wild as he is.

He takes his mouth away. No. Not fair, not fair. But he’s using his hands and his body to lever me into the position he wants for fucking. He takes me with a bite and a growl and a vicious thrust. One hand on my head so that I have to watch myself come on his cock as he fucks me. So that I watch him come too, every muscle working. He’s terrifying in the daylight.

Beautiful. Terrifying. And mine.

I never want to look away.


[image: ‡]
CHAPTER TWELVE


Leo

I’ve never been so shaken in my life, except for the moment when Haley entered the room before Ronan shot me. She had no reason to return for me. No reason to think I was worth risking her own life for. All I’d given her was punishment, rough sex, and a visit to the library.

I’d given her the equivalent of a cracked-open door. Practically none of me. And she’d rushed back into the middle of an execution. For that. For me. I can’t sort any of my thoughts. They refuse to line up and make sense. So I place the call after dinner. Send the advance team. Sit with Haley while she reads that fantasy book her brother packed for her when she first came to me—a new copy, to replace the one I tore apart. When she falls asleep over the book, I put her in bed and leave her sleeping.

A frigid shower tempers the pain enough for the trip, but I can feel it waiting there. Crouched and clawed. It can’t be separated from the wreckage of my feelings. They’ve become too real. Too strong to bear.

Gerard waits outside the bedroom door. “It’s all clear. They’ll do a second check before you arrive.”

“If Haley wakes up, I need to know.”

A nod. “I’ll take the post until you get back.”

I don’t have to explain myself to him, but I feel compelled by the tide of the day. By everything that Haley said, and everything we did. “It can’t wait. Otherwise I wouldn’t leave her. Is there any indication—”

“None. All quiet.”

I listen outside the door for another minute, then tear myself away. It hurts to leave. The agony in my back relented while I was fucking Haley, but it’s come back full force now. Top of the wheel. Sitting in the car is misery.

It’s nearly midnight when I arrive at church. Thomas, my most trusted driver, drops me off behind the building. Stained glass glows against the dark. It’s never fully lit when I come. Bright enough to find my way and no more. The door at the back is open. The lock clicks closed as soon as I’m inside.

I’ve entered at the far end of the sanctuary, near an archway that opens onto an aisle. I pass rows of shadowed pews on the way to the narthex. My own confusion, my own unrest, doesn’t begin to calm until I’ve reached the baptismal font and made the sign of the cross. It should burn me. I’m going to hell. But it doesn’t. I shrug off my overcoat and hang it on one of the hooks off to the side. There are no others here. There are never any others here when I come to Mass. This is how I have to arrange it.

I know how fucked up it is that I’m here. Most of my siblings have dropped out of the church entirely. I don’t blame them for that. Some unholy shit has gone on behind the doors of most churches. Crimes. Of all of them, I’m the least likely to do this at all, ever. The Beast of Bishop’s Landing doesn’t believe in God. He definitely does not attend church.

It’s remained as big a secret as the wounds on my back. If anyone were to find out, they’d use this place against me. They would hurt the people inside it. And I won’t have that. I’ve worked too hard to make it what it is. A real sanctuary.

Father Simon moves behind the altar as I reenter, lighting candles near the crucifix. It hurts to bend my knee at the side of the last pew. My chest aches where I was shot. My muscles are all overtired. But following the ritual feels better than not following it. When I’ve finished I drop into the closest seat, fold my arms over the back of the next pew, and put my head down.

It’s against church etiquette. It’s not the worst I’ve done. Fortunately for me, Father Simon is a forgiving priest. He’s also the only priest who knows about Caroline. He is the only one who knows about the wounds, and the pain. Another reason I arrange private midnight Mass. Sometimes I need to be here. And sometimes I can’t stand up. Sometimes I need a minute in what he calls my personal attitude of prayer.

He moves unhurriedly down the nave a minute or two later, making no comment as he goes. He’ll be waiting for me in the confessional.

I spend another few minutes breathing in incense and polished wood, then follow him. The confessional itself is large, wooden, and meant to look like an antique. It’s not. I had it built for the church eight years ago. The one at the church where I was baptized, the one where I was an altar server—that confessional was too narrow. After Caroline, I couldn’t stand to be in a space that small. I made this one easier to breathe in. There’s a narrow shelf near the grate where I can lean, which is good, because I’m so out of sorts that sitting up straight would be the last straw.

In the dark of the confessional, I can only see Father Simon’s outline through the wooden grate. I make the sign of the cross. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.” He murmurs this along with me, and I hear him settle in afterward.

“Good evening, child of God.”

“You always say that to me. Child of God. But it’s not the usual greeting.”

“Some penitents cannot help but close their hearts if I say my child. I say it to remind you that I am standing in for Christ, not for your father.”

Well.

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been…” Jesus. How long? An eternity, and not long enough. “Five weeks since my last confession.”

“May God help you to know your sins and trust in his mercy.”

“Amen.”

“For the steadfast love of the Lord will never cease. His mercies are never ending. They are new every morning.”

So is His judgment, but that’s not why I’m here. Not all of why I’m here.

“Tell me,” says Father Simon.

“I’ve been busy.” From the moment I got Phillip Constantine to sign that contract to now feels like a hundred lifetimes.

“It’s been a long time. I thought you had forgotten me.”

“No, Father. I’ve broken every commandment at least twice, but I never forget.”

He pauses. The first time Father Simon did this, I wanted to tear the confessional down around me and light it on fire. I was sure he’d turn me out. Confirm what I already knew. “I sense a struggle in you. Something’s changed since you were last here.”

Something. Someone. Haley walked into my life, and now I’m another person. Or now she’s seen the heart of me. I don’t know which, but a heavy despair pulls at me with grasping hands. This is the only place I don’t have to hide it. It’s too late, and I’m too wrecked, to hide it. “What do you do when you’ve sinned, you’ve committed crimes, you’ve hurt an innocent and—” Fuck. Hard to breathe. “And you don’t regret it?”

“God’s mercies are never ending,” he answers. “As is love.”

My sharp laugh is answered by fresh pain where the bullet wound has mostly healed. “Is that what this is?”

“That is not for me to say. But I think you have much to tell me.”

I let out a breath. Will the agony to ease up a little. “I confess to Almighty God that I forced a woman. Not the way people would think it happened. Not in an alley with a knife in my hand. I used a pen instead. I forced her to sign an agreement. She had no choice. I used her love of her family against her so she had no choice, and then I used her body for my own pleasure. Again. And again.”

“Hmm. Go on.”

Father Simon has never been shocked by what I tell him. He has never broken the seal of the confessional. We had a frank discussion about that once. He’s bound to go to his grave with these secrets. But in this church, in my church, there’s a line. As far as I know, no one has ever confessed to hurting a child, and I would know about it.

“I killed three men. I almost killed a fourth. For putting their hands on her. I wanted to.” Rick’s throat in my hands. His eyes widening. “I don’t regret any of that, which must be another sin. And there’s something else.”

“Confess.”

“I confess that I took revenge on a woman. On Caroline.” Thank God he already knows about Caroline. “I hurt her. With a whip. I thought—” I swallow around an ache in my throat. “I thought it would free me, but I just felt hollow afterward.”

“Paul gave us guidance on this, child of God. Do not take revenge, dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath.”

“Yes, yes. Vengeance is mine, I will repay.”

“Yet you took matters into your own hands.”

“We’re supposed to be messengers of God.”

“And God told you to seek vengeance?”

I lean my head on my hand. “I swore I’d return the favor for what she did to me. And then I survived to do it, which seems like encouragement, if not endorsement. Whatsoever a man soweth, that he shall also reap.”

Father Simon waits. I haven’t made a convincing argument. There isn’t one. I’m here to confess, not to argue about Caroline.

“Her name is Haley,” I tell him, and my heart punches at my rib cage. “And I want to keep her. It would be—it is a sin to keep her.”

“I disagree.”

The sound I make isn’t appropriate for a confessional. “I’m sorry, Father. I’m fucking—I’m shocked you would say that. I have to let her go. How can I let her go?”

“If God has given her to you, then would it not be a sin to send her away?”

“God didn’t send her to me. I went after her family. Her father. And then I found her, and I took her.”

“The Lord moves in a mysterious way, His wonders to perform.”

“That’s a poem, Father, though I appreciate your sense of humor.”

He sighs. “You are a good man. If Haley needs your protection, then you will find a way.”

A flicker of anger. Of grief. “Your faith is clouding your vision. I’m not a good man.”

“The children who study at the after-school program you fund would disagree.”

My face goes hot with suspicion. A sensation of being seen when I didn’t want to be witnessed. It’s true that I have made good here. Anyone who works with children has been background-checked to within an inch of their lives. There are rules in place to protect them. Protocols. I am heavily involved with the teachings at the after-school program. I’ve forbidden the staff from using guilt as a cudgel. It’s different here. I have anonymously pissed off the diocese and the Vatican on more than one occasion because of it. “That’s not—”

“You remain anonymous to our church and to the world,” Father Simon says, his tone soothing. He’s completely unafraid of my temper. Completely unthreatened. “But you are known to the Lord. He knows what you give.”

This doesn’t settle me. It doesn’t give me the calm I came here to find. It’s not true, but when he says it, I want to believe it. Just like when Haley says I’m a fucking prince. Princes don’t have to confess to being nightmares made flesh. And I am a nightmare in more ways than one. “I confess that I came near to death.”

“Dying is not a sin, child of God.”

“I got shot in the chest. The bullet collapsed one of my lungs and almost killed me. I bled out all over Haley’s lap. I didn’t make an act of perfect contrition. I spoke to her, not God, and the whole thing terrified her. It’s given her nightmares.”

“Bear ye one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.”

“I’m the burden, Father Simon. Are you even listening?”

“To your every word. And the words you are not saying.”

I cover my face with both hands. Make the darkness more absolute. Breathe.

“I can’t burden her with me. With the—with the magnitude of my sins. I need penance.” I take my hands down. “I’m sorry for these and all the sins of my past life.”

“To satisfy your penance, you will pray three Hail Marys and one Our Father.”

“That’s bull—”

“And you will open your heart to this woman. To Haley.”

It takes several moments for his words to filter through my rage. My hurt. The grief that Haley stirred up and named when we looked at that photo. She’s seen it now. She’s seen me now. The things we did today, in that room—

“I can’t get much more open.”

“Tell me. Does she know you are here with me now?”

I stare at the outline of him through the grate. “No.”

“You hide yourself, but that is not the way.”

“Hide me under the shadow of your wings,” I say to him.

“From the wicked that oppress you,” Father Simon answers. “From your deadly enemies. Not from Haley.”

I don’t know where he gets the nerve. I can hardly speak. “Lord Jesus, Son of God, have mercy on me. A sinner.” The biggest sinner there ever was. The worst nightmare ever to walk the earth. But I’ll repent forever if it means keeping Haley. Forgive me.

“I absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father,” begins Father Simon, and something behind my heart releases. “And of the Son. And of the Holy Spirit.”

“Amen.”

Another pause. I catch my breath.

“The Lord has freed you from your sins. Come out into the church, child of God, and celebrate Mass.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Haley

My phone rings early, but it doesn’t come early enough. I’m dreaming of Leo again. Leo bleeding. Leo gasping. The buzzing on the bedside table pulls me out of it before it can drag me down completely.

I’ve slept late. My heart beat hard all day yesterday after we came out of Leo’s study. Before we left, he picked up the photo in its frame and put it in my hands. He waited while I put it back on the shelf. And then I couldn’t stand to be apart from him. It felt like fighting against a tide. Or gravity. We talked about dinner and books and nothing at all. What do you do, after a moment like that? I felt torn open by it. Exposed by it. Like all the soft parts of me had been turned inside out and put on display for him. I can only imagine how he felt.

The sun streams through his bedroom window. Bed’s empty. I push my hair out of my face and grab for the phone, fumbling it at the name on the screen. I get it to my ear just in time.

“Petra?”

“Hey, Hales.” My older sister sounds fresh and awake, unlike me. But concern has made her voice higher. And something else—surprise? “Did I wake you up?”

“It’s fine. Are you okay?” I ask, pushing away sleep. Her husband doesn’t like her to have much contact with us. She visits the house once a month, but we barely talk otherwise.

She sounds uncertain. “Of course. I was just calling to say congratulations.”

I run my hand through my hair again. Without Leo in the bed, without him in the room, I feel unprepared. For phone calls. For everything. I want him here.

“Congratulations—for what?”

“For your upcoming nuptials?”

Petra’s the one who did things right. She was in love with this boy who did underground boxing, but of course the family would never approve. Caroline Constantine would never approve. So she picked someone out for her to marry. They were introduced at a party. It was essentially a modern-day arranged marriage, and Petra went along with it.

She was the steady older sister who took care of things. Who got good grades. Who unburdened our dad as soon as she could so he could focus on his work. She’s a good sister. I miss living with her. And now I hear the hurt underpinning her polite question. I know she was torn between leaving and staying. Between making a life for herself and making one for us. She would be devastated if I got engaged without telling her.

A pang of guilt. I haven’t told her a thing about Leo. There hasn’t been a good moment. “Petra, I’m not getting married. I don’t know who told you that, but—”

“The Tribune,” she says. She means the Bishop’s Landing Tribune. “There’s an announcement in the paper today for your engagement. And your wedding.”

Oh, Jesus. Oh, shit.

“It’s right here in the society section.” A page turns. She’s flipping back to it. I can see her standing at the kitchen island of her house, keeping her neutral expression on while she leans an arm on the table and reads. “The Constantine family is pleased to announce the engagement of Haley Constantine, daughter of Phillip Constantine, to Rick Joseph Jr., son of Darla and Richard Joseph of Bishop’s Landing. Invited guests will gather at the Sweetwater Country Club on the second of February—”

I put a hand to my chest. It does nothing to calm down my terrified heart. “No. Petra. Stop. No. This isn’t real. This is—this must have been Caroline.”

“Caroline?”

“She’s been really out of control lately.” Regret wraps itself up in a ball and sits heavy in the pit of my stomach. I should have told Petra everything to begin with. Then it wouldn’t sound like this. It wouldn’t sound like some random accusation.

“What does that mean—out of control?” More confusion has clouded her voice. “Why would she think you were getting married if you’re not? Are you—” She lowers her voice. It makes me wonder if her husband is there. No, he has an office. Maybe there’s a maid or something. “Are you okay? Like, are you leading Rick on?”

Acid scorches the back of my throat and I swallow it. I’m not going to be sick. Not here. Not because of Rick. He was willing to do anything to me for Caroline, up to and including rape. It’s not Petra’s fault she doesn’t know. “I am not leading him on.”

“Hales, I’m not trying to upset you. I just don’t understand how this happened. Have you been clear with Caroline? I know she has strong opinions, but she gave me the choice. When I got engaged, we talked about it beforehand. I agreed to it.”

It wasn’t a real choice. I long to tell her that. If she didn’t marry who Caroline wanted, we would have been ostracized from the family. “I was as clear as I could possibly be.”

She had me in her house. She’s capable of hurting people. Of damaging them for life. So Petra’s suggestion feels like a condemnation of what I did, even though it can’t possibly be. She doesn’t know. Petra is assuming that Caroline is the woman we’ve always known. Cold and demanding and judgmental, but not a psychopath. Petra is assuming that Caroline is a garden-variety Constantine. And Caroline, for all she’s done to me, has never done anything to Petra beyond choosing her husband.

“Well, maybe you should give her a call. Set things straight. It’ll be a little awkward, but you don’t want people wondering if they’re invited to a wedding that doesn’t exist.” My sister laughs a little. It’s an attempt to smooth things over, but I’m all jagged edges. I breathe deep, trying to clear that knot from my stomach. Trying not to be sick. A notice in the paper—Jesus.

“I can’t call Caroline.” I don’t know what else to tell Petra. Where to start the story. How to tell it in a way that she would understand. “That’s not really an option for me right now.”

“About that.” She makes a clicking sound with her tongue. Petra always used to do that when she was thinking. She would lean against the countertop and look out the window. “Is that because Leo Morelli won’t let you call her? Is he controlling your actions?”

All of my emotions tumble free. Guilt that I didn’t tell her earlier. Shame that I believed what the Constantines thought about Leo. Hurt that she’s come to such a wrong conclusion. Such a terribly wrong conclusion. “Why would you think—Petra, why would you think he wouldn’t let me call Caroline?”

“Cash told me you were with him. At his house.”

I put my hand over my eyes to cover the burn of my tears. I haven’t heard from Cash, or talked to Cash, since he lured me outside to get kidnapped by Caroline’s henchman. And now he’s telling Petra things about me. It’s more than the rug coming out from under my feet. It’s the whole floor.

“Are you okay, Hales? Should I—” Her voice drops again. “Should I call the police?”

“Jesus, Petra, no. I’m fine. I promise.”

“How did you end up with him, though? That’s not like you. Cash said something bizarre about some papers Dad signed, and I can’t—” This time, when she laughs, the sound is all hurt confusion. “You’re not like that. You don’t date guys like that. Stay at their houses.”

“Guys like that,” I snap, and then I bite it back, I shut it down. Petra doesn’t know Leo, and I haven’t done a damn thing about it. I haven’t told her the truth. I haven’t stood up for him, the way I should have. Not that it’ll ever convince her, or any of the Constantines. It just hurts. Because Rick actually is a guy like that. Rick was the one who told me that I was doing great while he had his hands on me. I didn’t want his hands on me. I detested his hands on me. Thinking about it now makes me sick. Because I know what it is to want someone. I have always wanted Leo. From the first moment I saw him, I wanted him.

“Haley,” she says, and I realize how silent I’ve gone, how cold.

“I’m really, really okay.” It’s a lie. I’m not okay, but it’s not because of Leo. The only reason I’m sleeping at night at all is because of Leo. A tear leaks out from under my palm. Petra can never hear that I’m crying. She would assume it was because of him, when really it’s Caroline. When really I’m tired from being woken by nightmares. When I want Leo to be here.

When I’m not sure if I’ll ever be fine. If we’ll ever be fine. If Caroline won’t leave us alone, then how can we be fine? How can we be happy?

The door to the bedroom opens and closes. A pause. And then swift footsteps over to my side of the bed. Leo tugs my hand away from my eyes, and when I open them he’s on one knee in front of me, dark eyes taking everything in. He runs a steadying hand down one of my legs with enough pressure to keep from setting me off.

“I don’t know if I believe you,” says Petra. “You sound like you’re crying.”

I look into Leo’s eyes. At his viciously beautiful face. The curve of his lips. The mouth that’s been everywhere on me. That I want everywhere on me now. “I promise, I’m not. And I’m also not getting married. I want to be here with Leo.”

Leo narrows his eyes.

“Okay.” Petra sighs. “Will you call me if you need anything? I’m always here, you know. We’re sisters no matter what.”

“No matter what,” I echo. “I love you.”

“Love you too, Hales. Text me soon.”

She hangs up before I can answer, and I let the phone fall to the bed. “Tell me,” says Leo.

“Caroline put an announcement in the paper. For my engagement to Rick.” My chin trembles. “I just—I just don’t think—” The tears come, and damn it, I wasn’t going to do this. I wasn’t going to cry first thing in the morning. “I don’t think she’s ever going to stop.”

Leo pulls me off the bed, down into his arms. He lets me cry until I’m done, running his fingers through my hair, tugging at it when he’s removed all the knots. Little bits of pain and pressure to remind me that it’s him.

What irony, to need pain like this. Or maybe it’s not irony. Maybe it’s meant to be.

He has enough pain to spare.

Even after the tears and shudders have left me, he holds my body. He cradles me, his touch at once soothing and inflaming me. But he doesn’t make me promises he can’t keep. He doesn’t promise to stop Caroline, because she can’t be stopped. It’s like hoping that an earthquake won’t shake the earth. He’s strong, but even stone can shatter.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Leo

I’m drifting into hard-won sleep under a blanket of pain when Haley screams.

I hear her breath first. An enormous gasp, like something’s come to the side of the bed in the night. The gasp dumps adrenaline into my veins but the scream is a baseball bat to my heart. It sends it flying. She’s sitting up, her hands frantic at the covers. Pushing down. Searching, searching, searching. “No.” She breaks into a panicked sob and screams again.

It’s not like her screams when I’m fucking her. Those are all hot pleasure and pleas for more pain. These sound like she’s dying.

Or someone else is dying.

Over the last several days her nightmares have been getting more frequent, but this is the worst I’ve seen.

I take her by the shoulders and she startles, all of her resisting. “Stop,” she screams at me, her eyes wide. Cold dread bleeds down my spine. Her eyes are open but unseeing. This is worse than a nightmare. It’s become something else. She claws at the covers. Tears them back. “Help me.”

The door to my bedroom bursts open. “Mr. Morelli—”

“You have to get out.” Gerard has rushed to the side of the bed, closely followed by two agents from the security team. “All of you.” He’s already reaching for his phone. “What the hell are you doing? Don’t call anyone. Just get out. Take them and get out.”

A protective instinct snaps and howls. I don’t want them seeing her like this. I don’t want this to be happening at all. Haley’s sobbing, tears streaking down her cheeks, her body shaking. “Darling.” I get closer. Stroke her hair away from her face. Her expression contorts and she jerks her head away. Christ. No one can be here for this. No one will understand. They won’t understand what she needs. God help me if I don’t know what she needs.

I can only start where she’s at.

“Get out,” I tell Gerard. “Wait in the hall if you want. I don’t care. But if she wakes up and you’re in here, I’ll have your job.”

The door closes a moment later, and I reach for Haley’s hands. Pull her toward me. She falls, her balance deserting her, her palms landing on my chest. One connects with the bullet wound. “Fuck. Darling. It’s me. Wake up. You’re dreaming. Wake up.”

“Leo,” she says, and her voice is so broken, so terrified, that my throat constricts. Her love for me follows her everywhere, even to her nightmares. “You’re bleeding. You’re burning up.”

“I’m not.” I take her hand and press it harder into the wound. It hurts. “Feel my shirt. It’s dry. There’s nothing there. I’m not bleeding.”

“I have to stop it,” she says. Haley scrambles up onto her knees and brings her other hand up to my chest. “I have to stop it.”

I have to get her out of this. This dream, this night terror, whatever it is—it’s hurting her. I put both my hands over both of hers and hold them there.

“Good girl,” I tell her, because I don’t know what else to do. I don’t know how else to be with her, other than to step into the nightmare too. “It’s already less. It’s stopping. It’s—” My god, this is painful. Her touch on sensitive, damaged flesh, yes. But seeing this happen to her with clear eyes—“It’s not so hard to breathe.”

She blinks, then blinks again, staring at my hands over hers. “I—” Another sob. This one softer. “I’m having a terrible dream.”

“I know.”

Her eyes come up to mine. “It won’t let go,” she whispers. “I have to stop it.”

I take her chin in my hand. She’s not falling into whatever this is, not for another second. “You’re awake now.”

“I don’t feel awake.” Worry is creeping into her tone. “I can’t take my hands away.”

“Look at me.” Her eyes have slipped down to her hands again, but they come back now. Tears drip from her lashes. It makes me furious. At Caroline, at Ronan, at myself. One long blink, and her eyes go wide again. Her hands push in. Sitting here in the dark isn’t going to do it. We need a clean break. And I need to fuck her.

I take Haley off the bed in my arms. She fights to press her hands to my chest again and I let her. She doesn’t seem to notice when I stop at my closet. Her focus is back in the nightmare. The dreamworld. Whatever the hell is happening. I’m getting her out. I’m bringing her back to me.

I’m keeping a promise.

“Stand here.” I put her on her feet on the rug by the armchair.

“No. Why?” Haley’s crying. Reaching for me.

“Because, darling, you’re half-asleep, and I want you awake when I fuck your ass.”

The windows here look like solid panes of glass, and they are. But they open on an angle. I wouldn’t live in a house where I couldn’t open the windows. I press the switch at the bottom of the one nearest and open it halfway.

Winter air rushes in and Haley lets out a soft gasp. She crosses her arms over her chest. Her expression is the picture of relief. I’m not going to let it stay that way for long. She scared me, with all that screaming. My heart pounds with fresh anger. How dare Caroline. How fucking dare Ronan.

I go to her, thread my fingers through her hair, and kiss her until she whines. Until I know it’s verging on too rough. And then I take her clothes. My shirt. Her panties. Gone in a heartbeat. Her nipples are hard from the frosty air. I push her hands out of the way and pinch them. Haley tips her head back, her eyes closed. “You pinch so hard.”

I pinch harder. She makes a hot, wounded sound at the back of her throat. “I’m awake now,” she gasps. “I’m awake. I promise.”

“Awake isn’t enough.” I pull her in and bite. Another, just below her ear. On her neck. On her shoulder. I back her up while I do it. When she’s in the right place, I shove her over the arm of the chair, the beast snapping at the end of his leash.

Shove her face right into the cushion. “You’re going to stay where you are.” I allow her to turn her head so she can breathe. That’s it. “And you’re going to cry for me. Not for some fucking dream. Not for that coward with his gun. Me.”

I undo my pants and test her with my fingers. She’s wet. Nothing gets her wetter than being bent over and ordered around, the filthy thing. It’s like she was made for me. I push into her, filling her pussy, stretching her, and she grips the cushion. “Leo—”

“Let go with one hand and play with your clit.” Haley obeys me, pushing back against me to give herself enough room. “You have thirty seconds to come.”

I make her spend the first ten seconds in silence. She’s panting by the end. On the verge of begging. I can tell. Her muscles ripple around my cock but she doesn’t come. Haley rises on tiptoe, trying harder, trying her damned best, and it’s all I can do not to destroy her now. Her screaming. Her terror. I’m barely hanging on to my humanity.

“You can tell me, darling.” I slide my hand up her spine to the back of her neck. Her pussy clenches when I add pressure to her head.

“Tell you what?” Haley’s cheeks are a deep, lovely pink.

“That your fingers aren’t enough. That you’re stretched too far to come without help.”

New tears shine in her eyes. “No. I can do it.”

“But you’re not doing it. I don’t feel your cunt getting tighter and tighter until your body can’t take it anymore. I don’t feel you getting wet enough to drip down your thighs. I promise you, darling, you’ll want my cock to be dripping.”

“You’re not really—” Another squeeze to my cock, and I groan. “You’re not really going to fuck—”

“I keep my word. You only have ten seconds left. I’ve brought the strap in case you don’t make it. How many would it take? Ten? Twenty? How many until you’re out of tears? How many until you never scream for anyone but me again?”

I bring my hand down hard on her ass and Haley comes with fluttering muscles and a trembling body and a gorgeous moan. A gust of cold air sweeps in from the window. I’m so hot for her, already on fire. It doesn’t touch me. But Haley shivers. I let her feel the chill. Her whole body tightens with it. Good.

“Hold on.”

She grabs the sides of the seat as I gather lube and press two fingers against her hole. It’s tighter because of the cold. More resistance.

I push past it, and Haley turns her face into the cushion. “Oh—oh, oh.” She’s so tiny, and so tight, and her muscles tremble and tense. “Wait. What if I can’t—what if I can’t—”

“Wait? You want me to wait? Fuck no, darling. You woke me up with your screaming.” I fuck my fingers into her while she tries to push me out, her face buried in the cushioned, pained moans vibrating through her body. “I’m the only one who hurts you.” I push my fingers in deep and she cries out. With my free hand, I stroke between her legs. Dripping. “I’d give you more fingers to get you ready, but you deserve what’s coming.”

Haley’s wound so tight she won’t let my fingers go. “Please. Help me.”

“No.” I pull my fingers out and replace them with the head of my cock, and now all her fear is mine. I have it in my grip. I can feel her shaking around me, feel her trying to angle her hips to get away. I pin her with a hand to the small of her back and laugh at her. “Are you going to run?”

“I’m not—I’m not—”

“Do you think I wouldn’t catch you? I’m taking this hole, darling.”

Haley takes a shuddering breath and stops resisting. She turns her face to the side so I can see her. “I’m sorry. For waking you up.”

“I’ll make you sorry. You scared the fuck out of me.” Animal anger, animal need, claws through the rest of my patience. I force the head of me inside her and Haley whimpers. Fuck, fuck, fuck she’s tight. “I thought you were hurt.” If anyone else ever touches her, if anyone else hurts her—thinking of it turns the edges of my vision red. “Are you hurt now?”

“Yes.” She offers herself to me, calves straining, body struggling. “It always hurts. And I—” I take another inch of her, pushing past her barriers, forcing them down. I’m an asshole. I’m a nightmare. She’d be writhing if I gave her any room to move. “And I feel so helpless.”

“And who’s allowed to do that, darling? Who is allowed to make you feel helpless and stretched and hurt?”

“You.” Her voice is choked with tears.

“Anyone else?” I thrust into her, my control fraying at the seams. Haley howls into the cushion, the sound twisting into a moan.

“No, no, no.”

“It felt like hell to hear you scream like that.” Gritted teeth. I’m going to lose myself in her soon. “How does it feel to pay for it with this tight little hole?”

Her thighs become small earthquakes now. She’s trying so hard to give herself to me. “It hurts. And it’s—it’s so embarrassing. I can’t stop having the dreams.” Haley bursts into tears, and I run my hands over the small of her back. Over her ass. Spread her wider. “I don’t know how to stop having them.”

“I’ll fuck them out of you. Stop worrying about the dreams. Worry about taking this cock. Relax, or I’ll hurt you.”

She’s shivering. “It’s hard—harder in the cold.”

“You don’t feel cold. You feel hot.” Haley clenches, and it drags a groan out of me. “Soft and tight. Like a vise. But you’re not listening. I told you to relax.” She reaches for it, struggles for it, her breaths coming fast. She’s letting me in. She’s doing her best. Her resistance fades. They hurt her. These dreams hurt her. I’m going to destroy them. A growl works past my teeth. “I have to fuck you, darling, and I can’t be gentle.”

One violent thrust, and I’m home. Haley sobs as her body grips me, her body electric with how hard I’ve taken her. She moans as she cries, her body quaking, but she doesn’t let go of the cushion. “Jesus. You’re being so good for me. Every time you sob, you get tighter.”

I reach around in front of her and work my fingers over her clit. Her hips rock helplessly against the arm of the chair. I fuck her with deep, relentless strokes, driving the breath out of her. I shrug off some of the pain. I’m on the edge of giving her too much. I’m on the edge. How am I ever supposed to live without her?

Haley gasps with every movement of my hips and I push in deep, deeper than I have before, so deep she lets out a low cry. I stay, and stay. Her hands grip the cushion so tight her knuckles have paled. She is completely at my mercy. Completely in my power. She will only be powerless for me.

With my own body still I can feel all the tiny tremors in her muscles. Feel the caged tilt of her hips. I circle her clit with my fingertips. It’s swollen, sensitive, and she begs me wordlessly for more.

“You’re helpless,” I tell her. “Because you belong to me. I hurt you. I make you come. Nobody else. Nobody. Fucking. Else. Who’s the nightmare, darling? Who is it?”

“You.”

“And your pussy loves it.” She squeezes my cock again, and I make my touch rough, I make it ruthless. I drag her own slickness up to her oversensitive clit and circle it again and again and again until she screams.

Screams, and comes, every muscle working over my cock. It was so hard for her to take me. I love it. As much as I love feeling her come apart under the pain and the pleasure and the cage I’ve made of my own body.

My own orgasm starts in my toes and explodes upward until it grabs me by the hips and turns me into a monster. I fuck her with such hard strokes that she comes again. “You’re so big,” she cries. “Oh my god. Oh my god. Please.”

“Please?”

Haley reaches back and grabs for my hand. Holds on tight, though I’m the one hurting her and enjoying the hell out of it. “Please don’t stop.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Leo

I take Haley into the shower and make her stand in the water while I wash her. Father Simon doesn’t know what he’s talking about. I’m not a good man. My darling is awake now, bright-eyed and needy, but I’m teasing her. Torturing her. I won’t touch her clit or finger-fuck her.

I will angle her toward the water.

It’s too soft for her now.

I don’t say a thing about how the sound of her screaming is burned into my memory. How the sight of her in the clutches of that nightmare made my stomach turn cold. Or how fear is spreading like cancer, multiplying by the second. I love the way she cries for me. But now that the beast has settled, I want more. I want everything.

I’m not giving up gentleness to Caroline. And fucking Rick.

So we’ll start here, with the water. I hold her close with one arm slung across her chest, her delicate shoulder blades pinned against me, and hook my other hand under her knee. She shivers when I lift it up and open her wide. Haley grabs for my arm. I don’t think she’s aware of trying to scratch me. Her breathing quickens. I won’t show her a second of my fear that she’ll spiral away from me again. “It’s soft. It’s too gentle.”

I won’t let her turn away. I keep her open to it. “It’s just water.” I nip her earlobe and she gasps. “It’s only touching you because I want it there. I’ve opened your cunt to it for that purpose.”

Haley lets her head fall back against my shoulder. Her chest heaves. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because I’m a monster. I’m a cruel bastard.” Her hips push back. Haley can insist that I’m a prince all she wants, but this turns her on. “And I want to touch you however I want. I don’t want a single door closed to me.” I don’t want any doors closed to her, either. I don’t want her to grow more and more sensitive until there’s no touch she can tolerate. It’s not for a person like Haley. I know.

“You like—you like to hurt me. I want you to hurt me.”

I laugh at her. “It’s more complicated than that, darling. I can’t always start with pain for you. It’ll only end up—” Well, fuck. I didn’t intend for my throat to get tight. I didn’t intend to get this close to the truth. That it’s too late for me, but it’s not too late for her. “There’s a limit to what you can take.”

“There’s not.”

I put my hand over her throat and press. “There is. If you want me to find it for you, I’ll find it. But right now you’re going to come from the water running over your pussy.”

“I can’t.”

“You can. I’m making you do this. I’m ordering you to do this. It’s soft, and it’s warm, but it’s fucking relentless. It won’t stop until you come for me. I want this. I want you to feel this, just like I wanted you to feel me stretching your hole until your little ring was white and you were crying.” Haley trembles now, her hips rocking. “And if you’re very good, I’ll fuck you again. But your cunt needs to be wet. You need to come before I’ll touch you. Because once I start, darling, there’s no stopping me.”

She makes a sound of despair. Of hope.

“I’ll tear you apart.” I keep these words soft. Low. “I’ll be too much for you, and you’ll take me. You’ll take this. It’s making you come. You’re filthy, and all it takes to make you come is the water.”

Haley takes in three quick breaths and then her orgasm arrives. It’s a hard victory, and her thigh quakes in my hand. She rocks up onto the ball of her foot and tries to fuck the air. Jesus, she’s sweet. And crying. A relieved cry. I’m going to reward her for it. I’m perfunctory with the towels because I don’t care. All I care about is getting her to the bed and pulling her to the edge so I can kneel between her legs and tongue the evidence of her pleasure off heated flesh.

“Please, Leo,” she begs. “Please, please. I need you.”

One last lick of her, and then I’m on the bed, pushing into her warmth. She’s soaked. I was cruel, with the shower. I knew it would be difficult for her. But I have to erase what they did. And if I have to hide gentleness in a show of cruelty to get her through, I will. I have to hope and pray it works. I have to hope there’s a way to at least replace the sensation. To overwrite the past horror.

For now I fuck her with one hand braced on the headboard. “Hold yourself open for me. Like I just did to you.”

Haley’s breathless as one of her hands goes under her knee. “Oh—it’s deeper like that. I can feel—”

She’s swollen. Sensitive. Tight. The fluttering of her muscles cascades through her body and into mine. “Fuck, darling. I’m going to come. Your cunt is mine. Mine.” Harder. Deeper. Pleasure unhitches itself from my hips and surges into her. Haley puts her hand on the back of my neck. It pushes me over the edge. I can’t stop fucking her. Can’t stop rutting against her. Into more heat now. My heat.

The bedroom door opens.

“Leo?”

Daphne.

Haley freezes underneath me, but I don’t freeze. I can’t. Every muscle is wrapped up in filling her with cum. There is no stopping it.

My sister makes a strangled sound. Like she’s crying. Or about to scream. And I am so sick of screaming. I am so irritated. I push up from Haley as the last shudder fades. “What the hell, Daphne? You throw a tantrum for days and now you want to talk in the middle of the night? Get out.”

Then I see it. The slant of light through the door. Illuminating our bodies. Mine, mainly.

Haley buries her face in my neck.

My bare neck.

I don’t have a shirt on.

This is what it must be like to step on a landmine. My heart stops. I have enough time to realize what I’ve done before the explosion of heat and shame and rage. Daphne wasn’t supposed to see this. No one was ever supposed to see this. Showing Haley in broad daylight was like excising my soul and laying it out for her.

“Jesus. Daphne—”

She runs out, leaving the door open behind her, and I drop my head onto Haley’s shoulder and breathe her in. With one gentle hand, she rubs the back of my neck. “Are you okay?”

I kiss her collarbone and get out of bed, which is the last thing I want. “I’m fine.” Lie. “I’m going to go talk to her.”

Once I’m fully clothed, I pad across the house. Daphne’s staying in a tower suite overlooking the woods. The floor above the bedroom is a small studio where she can paint.

Light from Daphne’s room cuts across the floor. She’s left the door partway open. It swings open under my hand. This is not the first time I’ve come to Daphne’s room to talk to her. It’s a different room now. She’s older. But some things are the same.

She sits at her desk, head down, face buried in her arms. My chest caves in. I’ve done everything in my power to let Daphne be whoever she wants to be. Sweetness and innocence don’t last long for Morellis. I’ve given her as much time as I could. Shielded her from as much pain as I could. I didn’t want her to be like me.

And yet.

This pose is so familiar. She could be me, sitting in that pew at church, waiting for the pain to pass and knowing it never will.

I step into the light. “Daphne.”

She lifts her head from her arms. In the soft lamplight her eyes are red. Cheeks splotchy. “Who did that to you?” A pause. Her chin dimples, the way it does when she’s going to cry. “Was it Dad?”

*     *     *

Haley’s in my personal library when I get back, curled up under a blanket with Jane Eyre in her lap. Every one of my scars is on fire. I can feel the individual wounds. My head swims with exhaustion. With the agonizing stress of having to have this conversation with Daphne. So when Haley opens her arms, I go. It infuriates me that we’re limited in the ways I can hold her, that I can be with her, because of me.

But fuck it. I get to my knees by her chair. Rest my head on her lap. Let her fold her arms over me.

It feels familiar here. Haley reaches for the lamp and turns it off. Starshine feels better than naked light.

“You did this once when you were sick,” she says, running her fingers through my hair.

“Did I?”

“Yeah. You were having a nightmare.”

“I was dreaming of hell.” I remember that part. I remember Eva, and Haley. I don’t remember doing this. It feels like a last resort. It feels like having my chest cut open and my heart exposed. “I was dreaming of—other things.”

If Haley asks me, I’ll tell her. I told her after my fever stopped boiling my brain that we would talk about what happened, and we haven’t.

She takes a deep breath. “How is Daphne?”

“She’s pissed at me. Even more now. For not telling her earlier.”

“You couldn’t tell her.”

“No, I couldn’t. She was five years old when Caroline happened.” Regret taps at my ribs. “She’s hurt, and she’s angry that I’m keeping her here, and it’s—” I let out a breath. Haley curves her hand over the back of my neck. “I’m not happy about it. She used to tell me everything. Even shit I didn’t want to know. Not anymore. And now she thinks I kept a secret from her because I thought she couldn’t handle it.” There. Is that enough penance? Everything above my waist aches. “Do you miss your family?”

Haley considers this. “I miss my dad. I want to talk to Cash. Whatever happened must have been bad if it convinced him to do that to me. He has to feel like shit. I miss Petra, too, but she has her own life now. And I—” Another heavy breath. “I don’t know if I can fix all of this. Not just for now, but forever. I don’t know if I can keep them in my life.”

She doesn’t say the rest. She doesn’t say if I’m with you.

I hear it anyway.

“What do you miss?” I miss very little about my childhood. I have no desire to spend more time with my father, or my mother. The photo Haley found was a rare moment of happiness on my part. We had money, yes. We lived in a mansion. Attended an expensive school. And suffered a private hell. The best times were undoubtedly the vacations, like the one in the photo. My father wore his public persona when we were on vacation. He didn’t beat the shit out of me in the Bahamas.

“You’ve met my dad,” Haley begins, “so you know how he is. He’s so excited about his work. And he’s absentminded. He’s always been like that. His mind is always in his own world, with his inventions and his projects, so sometimes he missed things. Sometimes it was Petra who came to my after-school things and not him. But we spent time together.” I can’t see her face, but I can hear the smile in her voice. “On the weekends he would take us to the public library. Petra would go to the romances. Cash and I would go to the youth section. My dad would go to the science section, and we would spend hours there. We would go and find him when our stomachs started growling.”

It sounds so normal. So un-fucked up. “And then you would go home?”

“We would stop at this hot dog stand outside. I would get mustard, and he would get ketchup with relish.” Haley laughs. “I can’t stand relish. Sometimes the hot dog guy would get mine wrong, and Cash would always make him fix it.” A sad sigh. “He would defend me. He was younger, but he would always stand up for me.”

“At the library?”

“At the parties.” Haley outlines the shell of my ear with a fingertip. “We had to go to the Constantine parties, and I would get teased.”

I pick my head up, take one look at her face in the pale light of the stars, and switch with her. Gather her into my lap. It’s times like this I wish I could just sit in the chair like a normal person. But I’ll be damned if it stops me from holding her like this and looking out into the night. “What could anyone have to tease you about?”

Haley snorts. “You ripped up all my Target clothes the first night I was here. Which was kind of hot, honestly. But that’s what they would tease me about. My dresses wouldn’t be designer. They would be secondhand or borrowed, and I always brought a book with me. Cash would get into arguments about it. Fights. Even though he wanted to fit in. He was the best at fitting in.”

“I didn’t know Constantines would use such terrible manners at parties.”

A sad laugh. “I felt bad when it got that far. When he could get hurt. And then Caroline’s henchman hurt him again. It’s my fault. I left him out there on his own, and they had to break his ribs to get him to do what he did. More than that, probably. He must have thought—” She shakes her head. “I feel bad that it came to that. I hate that it came to that.”

“Don’t.” Haley turns her face to mine, her eyes luminous. “He defended you because he wanted to.”

She runs her fingertip along the collar of my shirt. “Like you defended your siblings?”

I turn my face away. Pure instinct. I don’t want to talk about that. Don’t want to go back to that time. Except this is what that bastard Father Simon meant. Damn him and his penance.

God’s penance.

Fuck.

When Haley puts her hand on my cheek and turns me back to her, I let her. “You don’t have to talk about this,” she says softly.

“My father was a real bastard.” It feels like new whip wounds, to say these things. “He would get into a mood. Something would set him off. He hated to see us being human. Being weak. But that was always a moving target. He liked it best if you were a ruthless prick like him, but always with flawless manners. That’s why he liked Lucian best.”

“Manners?”

“Yes. The Constantines think we’re uncultured fucks, but they’ve never sat for a formal dinner with my parents. None of them would have survived.” Haley leans her head against my shoulder. She’s too soft to hear this. “I couldn’t stand the waiting. He’d take it out on one of us eventually. Someone would use the wrong tone at dinner or say the wrong thing, and then what are you supposed to do? The last time I—” Jesus. This is way too far. It’s like being burned alive. “He thought he was doing us a favor. He would say that. I’m doing you a favor. It would only ever be one of us at a time, because he would get tired, or he would get bored. Only Tiernan ever escaped the abuse, because he was a bastard. My father never saw him as a child, more like a tool he could use. The rest of us, though, we were his. His to raise. His to beat. It was his version of parenting.”

“So you—” She’s crying. “You put yourself in the way?”

“I’ll never forgive myself for this time I let him get to Eva. She insists it wasn’t my fault. It was one night at dinner, and he was in one of his moods, and she made some comment. At first I thought she’d get away with it. That motherfucker waited until after everyone was done eating to call her to his office. And her face afterward—” I can’t let myself think of it now. “Anyway. I decided then I would be the target. Whatever I had to do.”

“How old were you?”

“Eleven.” I kiss her because I can’t say anything else. I can’t drive the knife in any deeper. The taste of her, sweet mint and Haley, soothes the wretched fear that telling her is itself a weakness. Even if I’ve been compelled to do it. “This has to be enough penance,” I grumble against her mouth.

She pulls back, stroking the sides of my face. “What?”

I was wrong. There’s a deeper cut to make. I’m going to make an enormous donation to that church. Maybe then Father Simon won’t try to kill me on a regular basis. “You know that my family is Catholic.”

“Everyone knows that, I think.”

“We never missed a Sunday Mass. We never missed anything at the church. We had to be a credit to our parents. That was—” It hurts to laugh. “That was the great irony of life. That he could be such a piece of shit at home and an icon at church. Most of my siblings stopped going after they moved out.” I hate this. I hate this. “But I couldn’t let it go.”

Haley stares, her blue eyes wide. “Really?”

“I know. I should burst into flame when I step past the threshold.”

“No.” She puts her hands on my chest. Gentle, gentle. Puts one over my heart. “I never guessed. I never knew.”

“Yes, well. I don’t advertise it. And it’s very different now. I obviously can’t go to a regular Mass, and no amount of money would convince me to go back to the one we attended. It was too corrupt.”

“So…what do you do? Where do you go?”

“St. Thomas’s. In the city. The priest there holds midnight Mass for me. He hears my confession first.”

Haley’s eyes shine. “Confession?”

“I’m a sinner, darling.”

“I have a confession.”

I lift her face to mine. “It’s not a sin to love the way I fuck you.”

She laughs, a tear slipping down her cheek. “When we were fighting before. When we weren’t talking? I went to the kitchen at night. Gerard was there. And I met Timothy.”

“I know. Gerard told me.”

A huff. “I thought he might. But that’s not the confession.”

“Tell me.”

“Timothy told me about your dad. He told me about the maids, and about being your half brother. And he told me—” A deep breath. “He told me that you think you’re going to hell. Is that what it means—is that why—”

I kiss her into silence. Jesus. There’s always more she wants from me. She’s down to the bone already. “Timothy’s wrong. For a long time, I thought I was already burning.”

“What changed?”

“You.” Haley pulls me close by the neck. Kisses me. Her tongue darts out to meet mine, and goddamn, I want her. “You’re too innocent for hell, so this can’t be it. Even if it hurts like a motherfucker.”

“You’re corrupting me, though. What then?” That she can play with me, at a time like this—I’ll never be worthy of it.

“Then I’ll go to church and ask for absolution. I’ll do the penance, if that’s the cost.” I lean down and brush my lips over the downy skin at her neck. “I confess to you, darling, that I go because sometimes it eases the pain.”

“Like a miracle?”

“No. Not like a miracle.” I could breathe her in forever. “When I was growing up, it was a safe place, which I know is another ridiculous irony.”

She makes a sound of sorrow, but I shake my head.

“For that hour, my father had to be on his best behavior. He couldn’t beat anyone in the pews. So I looked forward to it. I looked forward to church, and vacations, and birthday parties, even though they were always strict, formal affairs usually attended by the bishop. My destroyed nerves recognize that, on some level. It can be less painful when I walk in the door.”

“Leo.” She can’t keep the sympathy from her voice.

“It wasn’t all a nightmare, darling. Don’t get that into your head.”

She runs her lips down the line of my jaw. “The birthdays. Were they big parties?”

“Yes. My mother has always been good at throwing elegant events.”

“We have them, too,” she says, sounding almost wistful. “The Constantines, I mean. Elaborate parties with ball gowns and tuxedos, with cakes that are as tall as a person. With fireworks and pop stars and every other kind of thing you can imagine.”

There’s a pressure in my chest as I imagine her with her family. Will she miss them if she’s with me? Of course she would. “Pop stars, huh? Who was at your birthday party? Ariana Grande?” Jealousy makes my voice come out gravelly. I don’t want her having a crush on anyone, even a famous pop star. “Or maybe Harry Styles?”

She gives a nervous laugh. “I never had a birthday party.”

I pull back so I can see her face. “What?”

I can’t see the pink of her cheeks, but I know it’s there. “We had family parties. Before my mom died. I don’t mean to say—” Haley swallows. “She was working, and my dad was so busy. She would make a cake from a box and we would sing, just the five of us. There wasn’t always a lot of extra money, so…” An embarrassed breath. “After she died, Petra would make the cake. But we didn’t have guests. I’m not complaining,” she says in a rush. “I would never complain. They loved me. It just wasn’t—we didn’t have parties like that.”

Outrage tightens my throat. “What about the huge Constantine parties?”

Her lips twist. “We’re not really Constantines. At least, not the real ones. The favorite ones. The rich ones. And I don’t think I would need a huge gala anyway. It’s ridiculous. I know that. It’s just something fun to daydream about around my birthday. A small party just for me.”

I’m a fucking fool. “When is your birthday, darling?”

“Does it matter?” She bites her lip. Blushes.

Damn her family. They made her feel like she wasn’t important. The Morelli children were strapped like animals, and even we got birthday cakes. “Of course it matters.”

“It’s…it’s on Saturday.”

“This Saturday.”

“It’s not a big deal,” she whispers, though it sounds less like she’s trying to convince me. More like she’s been trying to convince herself of that for her entire life.

“How old?” I’m pissed about her treatment, so it comes out gruff.

She shivers in my arms, but she answers me—my obedient girl even when she’s afraid. I pull her against my chest, comforting her even while I order her around. “I’m turning twenty-two,” she says, trying to sound nonchalant. And failing. It’s important, this milestone. She’s turning twenty-two, and she’ll have a damned party if it’s the last thing I do.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Leo

I’m in my office planning a party for a Constantine when the text arrives. The last of the daylight is fading in the courtyard. A bird from the trees taps at my window. “There’s new birdseed,” I tell it, though it can’t hear me. “Go away.”

It flutters off the sill as I pick up my phone.

A message from Eva.

Turn on the TV—channel 9

I loathe the sound of live TV and rarely require background noise to work, so I don’t have one in my office. There’s one in the den. It spends most of its time hidden by a panel above the fireplace. “Gerard,” I say as I open it. I know he’s nearby. I heard him in the hall.

“Sir?”

“Is Haley upstairs?”

“She is.”

She went up to read an hour ago. Some days, she prefers the smaller space and the deeper quiet in the private library. I wasn’t fucking around about my plans for the room on the first floor, but I haven’t had time for full-scale renovation yet.

Gerard steps into the den as the TV flickers to life. Channel 9.

It’s a news channel. And a news broadcast. And a very familiar face. The chyron at the bottom of the screen reads KIDNAPPED CONSTANTINE BRIDE.

“What the fuck.”

Rick stands on the sidewalk in front of the Constantine compound, camera lights competing with the dying sun. He has one hand in the pocket of what looks like a brand-new overcoat and a fading black eye from where I punched him. The other hand clutches a piece of paper.

“—engagement announcement was a painful day for the family. In all the confusion, no one thought to stop it from being printed. But Haley had already been taken. I’m here to ask for her safe return.” His eyes come up to the camera, and he takes a big nervous breath. I hate this motherfucker. He’s right to be nervous. “I’m so worried. We’re obviously—we’re offering a reward for her safe return.”

“When did you last see her?” one of the reporters calls. A press conference. Caroline planned this. Every detail. It’s not just that she wants him to kill me. She wants to set it up first.

“I haven’t seen her in almost two weeks.” This is the truth, and my stomach sinks. They’re going to run the same play as before. The one that made Haley cry. They said things that were close to the truth. Rick Joseph Jr. is going to stand on live TV and tie the truth in knots. “I was attacked, and she was taken.”

Clever. He was attacked, and then I took her back. Gerard makes a sound off to my side. I can’t see him. My vision is going dark with rage, and if I’m honest, if I am doing penance and opening my goddamn heart—

Fear, too.

“Do you know where she’s being held?”

“No,” Rick lies, and he’s almost convincing in this. “I didn’t get a good look at my attacker and I don’t know where Haley is.” He swallows hard and looks directly into the camera. “If anyone watching this has any information about her whereabouts, please call the Bishop’s Landing sheriff’s office. I—” He holds a gloved fist to his mouth. “I’m begging you. If you have her, please return her to us. She needs to be with her family. Haley is a sweet person who only—who only deserves the best. And if you’ve seen her, don’t wait to call. Every second counts.”

A photo of Haley flashes up on the screen. It’s her college ID. In the photo, she’s wearing a dove gray shirt and grinning like whoever took the photo told her a joke.

“Is there anything else you can tell us about her, Rick?”

He consults the paper in his hand. “She was last seen wearing a white nightgown. She’s five foot three, slim, with blonde hair. She has beautiful blonde hair. And she—she always loved to read.” Rick chokes out the last few words. The wail he lets out next is the highlight of his performance.

I yank a hardcover off the nearest shelf and throw it at the TV. It splinters the screen, turning Rick’s face into shattered glass. Another book. It hurtles through the air. This time, the circuitry shorts. I can’t breathe. I can’t see. I want my hands around his neck again. I would make the right choice this time. I would end this. I don’t know I’ve thrown another book until it bangs against the windowsill. A framed print that Daphne gave me falls. More glass breaks. I want more broken glass. I want more destruction. I draw back a fist, aiming for the window, and someone catches it.

“Enough. Enough.”

“It’s not enough,” I spit at Gerard, shaking his hand off mine. He doesn’t accept this. He locks his arm around mine and pulls me away from the window. My back screams. “You saw. I’m going to kill him.”

“We’ll figure out a strategy.” I try to lunge past him, and he blocks me. “You have bulletproof windows. Mr. Morelli. Leo. Your hand will break before the windows, and you won’t be able to help Haley.”

I shove him one more time, but he’s right. God, I hate that he’s right. The red clears from my vision. My breathing slows. The pain doesn’t budge. It won’t. It’s never going to stop. I’m going to be in hell forever. Penance forever. I cover my face with both hands, intensely aware of Gerard’s eyes on me.

I never do this in front of people.

It takes too long to drag them back down.

When I do, Gerard’s expression is neutral. The rest of him is not. He’s poised to stop me from destroying my own home. From destroying myself. He might not have a choice, in the end, if Caroline won’t leave Haley alone.

“I want to call in the second team,” I tell him. He pulls out his phone without hesitation. “I want every shift doubled. Nobody is getting in here. Call my legal team and have them on standby. They’re going to stand at the door if that piece of shit sends the cops.”

“What else can I do?”

Help me. Fucking help me. Find a way out of this.

“Just do your job. Keep them out.”

I leave Gerard in the den and go to find Haley. My heart pounds. It’s been set with needles and every one of them digs in with every beat. She’s curled up with her fantasy book again, Jane Eyre waiting in reserve, and I hate that I’m going to ruin this moment for her.

At the expression on my face, she scrambles up from her chair and comes to me. “What’s wrong?”

I do not and will not ever deserve this woman, this angel, who puts her arms around me with infinite care. She does touch my scars now, since the day in the study. It’s always the lightest pressure. I’m a selfish bastard, so I let myself hold her for a minute before I answer.

“I got a text from Eva.” Haley lifts her head from my chest and looks into my eyes. “Telling me to turn on the TV. Caroline sent Rick to do a press conference.”

Her brow furrows. “What does that even mean?”

“She called in a bunch of reporters for him to make a statement about you on the air.”

The color disappears from her face. “About the engagement?”

“No.” I run my fingers through her hair. It’s soft, and beautiful, and I hate that Rick talked about it like it belonged to him. “He announced that you’d been kidnapped and that your family is offering a reward for your return.”

Haley slips out of my arms, her hand to her mouth, and paces away. “A reward,” she murmurs. “A reward. She’s crazy.” She stops at the table and brushes her fingertips over the cover of Jane Eyre, then moves to the window. Her shoulders go up and up and up. Haley leans over the windowsill.

She’s holding her breath.

This is worse than outright crying. Her shoulders shake, but she presses both hands over her mouth. “I just—” A frustrated inhale. “I just—why?” Her eyes, made brighter by her tears, land on mine. “Why are they doing this?”

I go and sit on the windowsill. Pull her between my legs. Take her face in my hands. Her lips tremble, but she takes another long breath. I know she’s tired of crying. It’s not a release for her now. Not unless I’m making her do it. “They’re trying to get to you.”

This is almost the truth. They’re trying to get to me. And it’s working.

“Should I—” Her hands come up to mine, as if she’s afraid I might let go. Fuck letting go. “Should I just go back? Should I just go back home?”

“Absolutely not, darling.”

Her breath is coming faster. Ratcheting up into panic. “How does this end, Leo? When? Do I need to call the press? The police?”

“Not yet.” Not ever. None of those people will help the situation. No matter what Haley thinks I am, I’m the Beast of Bishop’s Landing to the rest of the world. The press will only take Haley’s words as evidence that I’ve brainwashed her, and the police are useless. “I’ll figure it out.”

Haley doesn’t believe me. I can see it in her eyes.

I put a hand around her throat.

There.

Her shoulders relax. So do her hands on mine. The rest of her body goes pliant and waiting, her breathing settling, and this—this is a miracle. That she’s like this for me. That she walks the earth and isn’t afraid of me. Or that she is, but it’s a trustworthy fear. She knows I’ll only exploit it to make her hot. To make her wet.

To make her calm.

“I’ll figure it out.”

Her lips part, and she blinks back tears. The tip of her tongue wets her bottom lip. “Do you promise?”

I kiss her first. Squeeze her neck until she gasps in my mouth. I’ll mark this promise on her. I’ll keep it. No matter the cost. I’ll ask for help, if that’s what I have to do. I’ll admit weakness. I’ll call in reinforcements. Anything. “I promise.” The color has come back to her cheeks. I knew it would. She can’t help but respond to me. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was sent. A gift. “If I touch you now,” I muse, keeping my eyes on hers, “what will I find?”

Her face goes scarlet. “That I’m wet.”

I lean in and bite her earlobe. Haley arches in my hand. “Take off all your clothes and bend over the bed. Don’t make me wait.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Haley

My birthday arrives, and Leo wakes me up with a kiss. More than one, in fact. A trail of them down my neck and between my breasts and over my stomach.

And lower.

He keeps my legs spread with his body and licks three orgasms out of me. I can’t breathe by the time he looks at me from between my thighs, dark eyes glittering, hair a gorgeous mess. It’s work to catch my breath. “Is that all?”

He licks my clit again, a precise movement that sends a tremor through my legs and makes my head fall back on the pillow. “Greedy,” he scolds, and then he crawls between my legs and fills me up.

It’s a whirlwind day, with more people in and out of the house than I’ve seen. His front door keeps opening and closing. It gets louder every time, because Leo’s security team checks everyone who comes in. I’m forbidden from going into the dining room. I’m required to have lunch brought to me on a silver tray while I read.

In the afternoon he sends Mrs. Page to bring me to the guest suite, where two women in black uniforms wait to give me a makeover.

Daphne’s waiting too, her hand at the collar of her shirt. She can’t stop biting her lip. “Hi,” she says, her smile lighting up and disappearing again under the awkwardness. I haven’t seen her since she came into Leo’s room. I didn’t want to bother her. “Happy birthday.”

“Hey, Daphne. Are you here for a makeover too?”

“I can just go,” she says quickly. “It’s your birthday. You probably don’t want me in here, given—”

I grab her hand and tug her toward the door. “Listen. I don’t care that you walked in on us.”

“Oh my god.” She covers her face with both hands. “I’m so sorry. I should have knocked. Leo’s usually up late and I wasn’t thinking.”

“Are you okay, though?” This isn’t a conversation I expected to have in front of two stylists. But here we are.

Daphne blows out a breath and lets her hands fall to her sides. “It’s complicated.” A small smile. “I had no idea. And I probably have no right to be mad at him for not telling me, I just—I wish I’d known.”

“He didn’t tell me, either.”

“He didn’t?”

“No. I walked in on him. If he could have told you, Daph, I’m sure he’d have done it.”

She sighs. “It’s a lot. Living here is a lot.”

“I know. You don’t have to get ready with me, if you don’t want to. I wouldn’t blame you.”

Daphne rolls her eyes, and it’s so pretty it makes me laugh. “I want to come to your party. I want to get ready with you. That’s pretty simple, at least.”

“Is it? Because—” My cheeks heat. “Okay, so, I’ve never gotten ready for a party like this before. My sister always did my hair. Are there any rules I should know about? I don’t want to make a fool of myself.”

Leo’s sister presses her lips together in pure, kind sympathy and pats my shoulder. “No, there are no rules. Just tell them what you want.”

They’ve brought a big mirror and chairs for us, and it turns out I don’t have to tell them what I want, because Leo already has. Daphne raises an eyebrow when the stylist tells me that he’s already given instructions. “He is such a control freak.”

I meet her eyes in the mirror. “I find it pretty hot.”

“Gross,” Daphne whispers, and then she dissolves into laughter.

It’s nice, getting your hair done by someone with skills. It doesn’t feel terrible to be touched. Leo’s taken that on as his own personal mission. The shower was only the beginning, and it’s working.

He’s so much more than I thought. So much more than everyone gives him credit for. He would be furious if anyone knew, and I get it. He uses his reputation as a tool to protect his family. To protect me. To protect himself. So I wish things were different, but not too different. It’s an impossible task, untangling him from his past. I don’t think everything happens for a reason. That pat bullshit people say when they can’t think of anything better. But at some point, it all added up into the man he’s become.

“What are you thinking about?” Daphne asks. “You’re so quiet.”

My eyes are closed so the stylist can put on eyeshadow. They wouldn’t be here if Leo hadn’t approved their presence, and this is his sister, so I feel relatively safe in my honesty. And I’m tired. Tired from having nightmares. Tired from worrying about what Caroline will do next. And from the good things, too. “I was thinking about Leo.”

“You are, like…so in love with him.”

There’s no denying it, and no point in denying it. Daphne wouldn’t even be the first person I’ve told. She wouldn’t be the first Morelli. “It’s true.”

“Are you happy?” I’m so glad, so glad, that my eyes are closed. That the sweep of the makeup brushes is keeping them that way. I hope Daphne’s not looking. “You sound like it’s complicated.”

I don’t have the words. Just like with Eva, everything I could say about Leo falls short of him. Disastrously short. And if I try to describe to Daphne how I love him, I’ll cry and ruin all my makeup. I’m not sure I could force those descriptions past the lump in my throat. How my heart aches every second I’m apart from him, and sometimes more when he’s in the room. How the only thing that settles the fear and uncertainty of this moment in my life is his hands on me. How the sound of his voice is the closest thing I’ll ever feel to an answered prayer.

“He was sick,” I say instead. “After he came home from the hospital. He had this awful fever.”

“I know,” she answers. “Eva told me. She wouldn’t let me come over.” Daphne clears her throat. “She said he wouldn’t want me to see him like that. Which isn’t fair. He’s my brother, too. He keeps me at arm’s length and then he turns around and makes me live here for safety.”

“My brother helped Caroline kidnap me.”

“Jesus.” Daphne’s quiet for a long time. “Leo said you went out to meet him. He didn’t say—”

“He didn’t say that Cash called me and asked me to come. Caroline’s man beat him up first and made him do it. That’s why I went outside in the first place.” I breathe slow and deep. I’m not going to screw up this makeup. This party. “I don’t know what point I’m trying to make. Just that brothers are complicated sometimes.”

“So things are not easy with your family.”

“No. I talked to Eva about this when Leo was sick, and she said I would have to choose between them and Leo. After everything that’s happened, I’m worried we’ll never have any peace. I’m worried she might be right.”

“She won’t be.” Daphne sounds confident about this, at least. “Not if Leo has anything to say about it. He always gets his way.” She knows it’s not true. I know it’s not true. But it’s a step onto lighter ground, which is where we’re supposed to be for a birthday makeover. “My collector has been texting me.”

“You can open your eyes,” says the stylist, and when I do, I find a completely neutral, friendly expression. I would bet anything that she’s deliberately not paying attention to our conversation. It’s probably part of her contract.

“Have you texted back?”

“No.” Daphne bites her lip. “I don’t know what to say. Leo would be pissed if I told him where I am, so I haven’t said anything.” She groans as her stylist applies a rosy shimmer to her cheeks. “He’s not a bad guy. Leo should settle down.”

“I don’t think that’s in his DNA. How long are you going to hide him, though? Do you have a secret name for him in your phone?”

“Collector,” says Daphne. “Obviously.”

I laugh harder. The stylist quirks her lips and waits for me to stop. “My sister had a boyfriend when she was in high school. She didn’t want my dad to know who it was, so she saved him in her phone as a smiley face emoji. It was funny because her face made that same expression every time he texted her.”

Daphne grins, her dark eyes lit up. “Did they run away together? Get married?”

“No, they didn’t make it past senior year. She married someone that was Constantine approved. An investment banker.” Jeremy Rand seems nice enough, in a severe kind of way. He manages the finances for most of the Constantines. Except for my father, of course, who doesn’t have enough money to manage. He has strict ideas about what Petra should wear and say and do. “I miss her, but I feel like I don’t know her very well anymore.”

“Yeah,” says Daphne. “Sometimes I feel like I don’t know anyone at all.”

“You know me. What you see is pretty much what you get.”

Her smile crinkles her eyes. “No way. You look like a Constantine—you are a Constantine—but you’re kind. And you look quiet and soft, but when you’re with Leo, he listens to you.”

Something about her voice makes me reassure her. “He listens to you, too.”

She makes a face. “No, he doesn’t. He just tells me what to do. You have a stalker, Daphne. Move in with us, Daphne. Don’t get murdered, Daphne.”

“Well, the last one seems like good advice,” I say, unable to hold back a laugh.

“I’m a grown woman, but he treats me like I’m a child.”

“He cares about you. That’s why he’s so protective.”

“Overprotective,” Daphne says. “I mean, the whole idea is offensive. Someone likes my paintings, so they must be a crazy stalker?”

“I’m sorry,” I say, not because I think Leo is wrong about this collector. More because I can see the hurt in Daphne’s eyes. It’s painful not to be taken seriously by your family.

“Whatever,” she says. “Enough about Leo.”

“Enough about him,” I agree. “He’s not interesting in the least. Besides, I want to hear more about this collector. There’s something in your voice when you talk about him.”

“He likes my paintings. That’s all.”

“Maybe,” I say, my tone noncommittal. “Maybe he only cares about your paintings, but what about you? Do you only care about him as a customer?”

Her cheeks turn pink. “I don’t know. How are you supposed to know?”

The jumble of feelings I have for Leo rises—the love and the hate, the frustration and the fear. He’s everything good and hopeful in a dark world, but he would hate to hear me say that. “I think if you don’t know how you feel about him, he’s already more than a customer.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Haley

Daphne leaves me alone to get dressed. The stylist stays to help me. It’s a good thing, because it’s a fancy gown and I need her help to get it over my head without smudging my makeup. She does the zipper, fluffs the fabric, and turns me to face the mirror.

“Wow.” I can’t stop looking at myself. “You did a good job.”

“You were an easy client,” she says with a smile. “Beautiful from the start.”

I look like spun gold. He’s chosen a gold gown with layers of gossamer fabric that float and shimmer in the light. My hair is in soft curls, perfect and shining. My makeup is darker than the dress. More dramatic. I have to blink with purpose to keep from crying. I’ve always told myself it wasn’t important to have expensive clothes and nice makeup. And it isn’t. Not really. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t want it. My cousins always looked so gorgeous at Constantine parties. They looked like something out of a dream. More than anything, I wanted the dream. I know now that it couldn’t have been real. People’s lives aren’t the way they look at parties.

One night would have been more than enough. And now Leo’s going to give it to me.

The stylist helps me into my shoes and sends me out.

Leo waits for me at the top of the stairs. He’s looking down as I approach, his head bowed almost as if he’s praying. He stands in a dark suit, black on black like always, except tonight he has a gold pocket square. I can tell, even from several feet away, that it’s made from a piece of my dress. Black and gold. His eyes brought to life. Everything about him is sharp and beautiful, like a breath of winter deep in the night. The sight of him wakes me up. Trips all my nerves. Pulls them to him. He has my heart tucked in his pocket with that flash of gold. So much beauty to hide so much pain.

My dress makes a soft sound, and he looks up. Sees me. His lips part, and his entire face—

It reminds me of when his painkillers kicked in in the hospital. A change came over him. Only this time he’s not slipping into unconsciousness, he’s throwing the door to himself open wide. Astonishment flares in his eyes, followed by want, and he shakes his head a little. Disbelief that I’m here. That I’m real.

I feel like a dream.

He stands tall as I come to him and takes my face gently in his hands. “Look at you,” he breathes. “You’re the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

It takes my breath away, and my voice, and all I can do is smile at him until he leans down and kisses me. He tastes like starlight and fire. I never want to stop, but eventually he laughs. “I won’t let you miss your own birthday party. Come on.”

There are no nerves like the frantic butterflies I get descending the staircase on his arm. For once in my life, I feel exactly right. Dreamlike. But Leo hasn’t said a word about the guest list, if there is a guest list. Having other people at the party besides Daphne is too much to hope for. I don’t let myself hope.

Leo leads me past the bodyguards lined up in the foyer. The lights have been dimmed for the evening. My veins don’t have enough space for how excited I am. My face is hot before we get to the dining room door.

It’s hot before I hear the voices.

Because there is music coming from the dining room, filtering out into the hall, and voices. Someone laughs. It sounds like a party.

We turn the corner into the dining room.

I stop dead in the doorway.

Leo has decorated his dining room for me before. It’s a private space, but it’s not particularly small. He could have a table for twenty in here, if he wanted. Instead, he’s filled the room with the most beautiful party I’ve ever seen.

White and gold balloons are absolutely everywhere. The ceiling has been draped in gold and white, making it look both taller and more intimate somehow. Tiny lights run along the draping like stars. Those lights spill down behind a three-tiered cake in the corner. It’s wrapped in white fondant with gold-dust roses painted across. Nearby is a small stack of gifts, also in gold. And all this beauty, all this love, is just the backdrop for what else he’s done.

In the middle of it all, framed by gold and white, are his siblings. Daphne’s here, a glass of champagne in her hand, but she’s not talking to Eva. She’s talking to Elaine. Elaine, who laughs again. Eva stands nearby with Lucian, gesturing at him with her own glass of champagne. He has one hand up and is talking over her wearing a handsome, devilish half-smile that has to be intimidating in the real world. Not to Eva.

Every one of them is dressed for my party in black with gold accents. A gold headband glints in Daphne’s hair. A gold necklace shines around Elaine’s neck. Eva’s hair is held in its elegance by an arrangement of gold hairpins, sprays of flowers and leaves winking in the light.

“I couldn’t give you a Constantine birthday.”

I look up at Leo and find him watching me, and I know he’s been watching me since we arrived at this room. I can feel him waiting for my reaction. I can feel his hope, and underneath that, his worry that this isn’t enough.

“I wanted—” He clears his throat. “I would have made it a bigger party, but I couldn’t find a safe way. That was the most important thing. I trust the people here.”

“You invited your family.”

“I know. It’s not what you wanted, but—”

I reach up and cover his mouth with my hand. Tears gather at the corners of my eyes but I breathe through them. “You offered me your own family and I—” He takes my hand away and kisses my palm. “You’re a prince. And I want all of you. They’re a part of you. Even when it’s hard.” My chin starts to tremble but I stop it through sheer force of will. “I don’t need a bigger party. They count for thirty people. Maybe a hundred.”

He runs the pad of his thumb over my cheek. “Cry for me later, darling. Not now.”

I hold my breath for a count of three. “I’m not crying now. This is perfect.”

“Lucian, shut up, she’s here,” Daphne says, and I was right. There are only a handful of them, but they sound like a full ballroom when they shout happy birthday. Daphne comes to pull me into the room, and it doesn’t matter that it’s a small party. I’m surrounded by joy. Everyone gathers around to see my reaction to the cake. Eva puts champagne in my hand. “I was promised dinner,” Elaine says after she kisses my cheek. There’s a table set up at the other side of the room, and I already know it won’t be like the first dinner we had together. There’s no awkwardness now.

Because.

They were raised to attend parties. To be a credit to their family. But this isn’t a show. This is real.

“Presents first or dinner first?” asks Eva. The music is just loud enough for atmosphere, not so loud it drowns her out.

“Dinner,” I answer quickly, before anyone else can. They’re already doing so much for me. I don’t think I can stand here and open gifts without actually starting to cry.

“Then let me get the last guest.” Leo presses a kiss to my hair, and then he goes for the door.

Daphne takes my arm. “Do you like it? There are a lot of balloons, and that’s partially my fault.”

“I love it. It’s—” Of course I loved my birthdays with my family, with the box cake Petra would make and the gift Cash would bring me from the corner store. Of course I did. And I won’t say a word against them. “I’ve never had a party like this before.”

She grins, and then she looks past me. At that moment Leo arrives behind me and puts his hand on the small of my back. I turn toward his touch, and over his arm, I see who he went to retrieve.

Cash stands a few steps inside the door of the dining room in a suit like Lucian and Leo are wearing, his lips pressed together, hands in his pockets.

I step out of Leo’s arm and rush across the room to him, fast as I can go in my heels. Cash tenses as I get close. “Haley—”

“Hi.” I throw my arms around him, careful not to squeeze. It hasn’t been long enough for his ribs to heal. My heart fills. Bursts. I missed him. Cash hesitates another moment, and then he puts his arms around me and pulls me close. “You were almost late for dinner.”

“Yeah, there was a surprise dress code,” he teases. “They made me change into it before I came inside.” He takes a deep breath. “Are you pissed?”

“I’m hungry,” I tell him, stepping back to look at Cash. He looks good. Tired, but okay.

“I meant—”

“I know what you meant. We don’t have to talk about all that at the party.” I squeeze his hand. “I know you wouldn’t have done it if you had a choice. Will you sit next to me at dinner?”

Cash does sit next to me at dinner, with Leo on my other side, and Eva works a kind of magic over the table so there’s no lull in the conversation. Not a single awkward moment, though Cash stays quiet. They can’t quite draw him into the conversation, and he can’t quite open up to them. It’s no one’s fault. They’re all trying.

Afterward, they all stand close while Leo lights the candles on top of my cake. Daphne produces a camera from somewhere and takes a million photos of me blowing out the candles with Leo at my side. Cash is the first one to start singing the birthday song, but it turns out all the Morellis can sing. It’s the most beautiful, in-tune version I’ve ever heard.

After that, there’s dancing. I’m drunk on champagne, and Leo is a good dancer, and the only reason anyone stops is to talk in pairs or threes. Midway through the night, I meet Cash on the quieter side of the dining room. Leo and Daphne are talking by the gift table. Lucian, Elaine, and Eva stand nearby, the three of them close together.

“Hey, Hales,” says my brother.

“I didn’t think you’d want to come,” I say, a little too loud. Too much champagne, probably. Too much honesty. But it’s my birthday.

Cash looks away. “Of course I wanted to come. You’re my sister. But Leo…” He shakes his head. “I don’t like him. I don’t trust him. But if you do…” He pauses, gathering himself. “If you do, then that counts for something.”

For the hundredth time tonight, tears well up in my eyes. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I don’t think Caroline is going to give up anytime soon.”

We both let several moments go by in silence. What Caroline’s doing is going to end up affecting both families in the room, one way or another. She’s already done enough damage. I don’t want her to ruin the fragile peace we’re building.

“I’m glad you’re here.” I look Cash in the eye. “Really glad. It means a lot to me, Cash.”

He nods, glancing down, and I’ve never seen him so hesitant. So out of his depth. He was the sibling who was best at the Constantine parties. Cash takes a deep breath and narrows his eyes conspiratorially. “Want to dance?”

“Only if you promise not to step on my feet.”

Cash takes one big step away and starts dancing. He’s slightly stiff. His ribs must be hurting him. It takes weeks for ribs to heal. “I never stepped on you,” he says. “But you did elbow me in the face once. Remember that?”

He reaches a hand out and spins me toward him, and we dance.

“That was an accident. I thought there was a bug.”

“I barely survived,” he says seriously. And then Leo is there, taking me in his arms.

I stay in this golden, glittering dream, hoping it never ends. The cake is so good I could cry. The presents, wrapped in thick gilt paper and glittering bows, contain expensive, luxurious gifts. I unwrap my first-ever Louis Vuitton clutch while Daphne leans over to see and my face turns hot, then hotter.

There’s everything I could have wanted for a birthday party, but even in my wildest dreams, I never could have conjured up Leo Morelli. He watches me with those dark eyes, the ones that scared me at the beginning. They seemed full of violence. Now I know it’s true. He promises a million sleepless nights, holding me, hurting me. This birthday is more than a special day. It’s a milestone, one where I’m no longer a little girl. I’m a woman now, and I’m not afraid.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


Leo

Haley is pink and pleased after her party, and so exhausted she falls asleep the moment her head touches her pillow.

I, on the other hand, cannot sleep. The pain is too much. It’s set off by stress, and I can’t relax about it until after the meeting is over.

The next day comes too early all the same.

Cash wasn’t the only Constantine I made contact with in the run-up to the party. Haley’s brother was the more difficult call. He didn’t believe there was going to be a party at all. The only way to convince him to come was to offer him his own personal bodyguard. Fine. Done.

In the car on the way to the city in the morning, I wish the second call hadn’t been so easy. It was too fucking simple. Like it was meant to be.

I invited Cash to Haley’s party because I had to. If I’m going to make this work for her—if I’m going to make being with me work for her—then I’m going to have to solve all these problems with her family. Isolation from them would break her heart. So I arranged for Cash to attend. I just need her to see that she doesn’t have to choose.

That I’ll make whatever she wants a reality.

She was happy last night. Happy with how things had gone with Cash. Which means there’s one other Constantine I need to get under control.

I can’t deal with Caroline directly for obvious reasons. So, in the way of powerful families since time immemorial, I have set up a meeting with her eldest son. Winston didn’t even put up a fight. He just scheduled the damn thing.

It feels very much like penance. Opening my heart to Haley is turning out to demand more pain than I thought possible.

Thomas parks in a structure near Halcyon and accompanies me into the glass building. All of my drivers are also skilled bodyguards, so he should be enough. I hate going to Constantine properties at the best of times. I don’t want to be here now. But showing up with a full team is off the table. Not if I want a compromise.

He stays with me outside Winston’s office. The bastard makes me wait three minutes past our appointment time, and then his secretary shows me in. Thomas posts himself at the door.

Perry stands near the corner of Winston’s desk. He has a black eye and a bruise on his cheek. “Hey, asshole,” he says. “I hope you’re in a better mood today.”

“Perry.” Winston doesn’t look thrilled to see me. He looks like he always looks. Clean cut. Cocky. And irritated. “I’ll talk to you after lunch.”

“I can’t wait.” A sarcastic tone. Perry snaps up a folder from Winston’s desk and leaves, walking around me in a wide arc. “Try to keep your hands to yourself,” he mutters to me.

Winston watches him go, then crosses his arms over his chest. I take the seat opposite him.

And wait.

After a minute he lets out an annoyed breath. “You wanted to meet with me, prick. Did you come to apologize for beating the shit out of my brothers? And in our own house.”

“If you want an apology, you’ll have to ask your mother.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Listen.” This is already the most painful thing in my existence, bar none. I cannot go back and forth with Winston right now. “I know we hate each other. I know you’re pissed at me for beating up Keaton and Perry. But this shit with Haley has to stop.”

“She was sick. My mother was only trying to help, and you broke into her house like a psychopath. Are you even taking care of her, or do you have her locked in a dungeon?”

“She wasn’t sick. Caroline sent one of her bulldogs to take Haley from my house. To kidnap her. She didn’t intend to let her go.”

Winston scoffs. “Let her go where? She’s my cousin. She belongs with us. I don’t care what kind of deal you signed with Phillip. No Constantine belongs in a house with you.”

“This isn’t about the deal with Phillip.”

“Then what is it about?” He checks his watch. “I don’t have all day to listen to your bullshit complaints, Leo. Are you sad you didn’t get to fuck my cousin enough times to make up for some perceived slight? Get over it. You’re lucky we haven’t pressed charges.”

There’s no other way to explain it.

I’ve turned it over in my head a thousand times. There’s no other way to explain why Caroline is doing what she’s doing without going back to the beginning. Every muscle, every cell, resists taking out my phone. Opening the correct app. Pulling up the videos.

I’ve had them for eighteen years. I can’t stand to see them. I only look when I have to transfer the files. Fire ripples out from the scars and covers every inch of my skin. My own body trying to warn me. This is too far, too far, too far.

It’s also necessary. Winston and the rest of the Constantines invest heavily in reputation management. In building a narrative featuring them as the benevolent rulers of Bishop’s Landing and my family as the convenient evil foil.

What Caroline did goes against every story the Constantines tell about themselves. He’ll have to see it to believe it.

I turn the phone around and put it in the center of Winston’s desk. He stares at me over it, eyes narrowed.

“That’s what this is about.”

He picks up the phone gingerly and glances at the image on the screen. “What the fuck is this,” he says, his voice flat.

I don’t answer. I’m not going to describe what he’s about to see. I’m not sure I could.

Winston presses play, and his thumb searches for a button to make sure the volume’s down. It already is.

Part of my mind shears off and goes somewhere else while Winston watches. I know what’s in each of the videos. They were taken from the vantage point of my backpack from school, propped on a chair.

He’ll be able to see me and the bed. For the first twenty seconds, that’s all there is.

“Leo, tell me what I’m looking at.”

At twenty-one seconds, Caroline steps into the frame. Winston’s face pales. His teeth lock together. He wants to turn it off. His wrist flicks as if to set the phone down. He keeps watching. By forty seconds, I’m on my back on the bed, Caroline on top. The sex was always that way.

This is the longest ninety-two seconds of my life.

When it’s over, Winston looks at me, my phone in his hands.

“Is there more?” His inflection stays steady. Stays flat. He must know by now that there is more. His eyes glint with an emotion I can’t name, but his expression remains stoic.

“Swipe and find out.”

He does and stabs his thumb into the center to make it play.

Same angle. Same day. Different scene. Caroline with a whip in her hand. Welts appearing on my back. Welts turning to cuts, turning to rivulets of blood. Toward the end of this video, a moment arrives when she thinks she might have killed me. I’ve stopped moving. Stopped responding to the blows. Caroline purses her lips. She looks beautiful, even like that. A beautiful coiled snake. And then she draws back her arm and opens another wound.

“How old?” How old am I in the videos, he means. He does not want to ask this question.

“Fourteen.”

Winston curses. “How many are there?”

“Three.”

“I’ve seen enough.” It’s too late for him now. It’s been too late since he pressed play on the very first video. If he’d have thrown me out, if he’d refused the meeting, he wouldn’t have to know this. “How much to keep this quiet?”

“Keep going.”

He glares at me.

I glare back.

The last video is objectively the worst. Winston grits his teeth and presses play.

I’ve only ever looked at the first few seconds of this video and the last few seconds to make sure it’s intact. I’ll never watch the rest, except in my memory.

Except when I can’t keep it buried.

In the story I tell about that day, if I tell it at all, I leave this part out. That was the story I told Eva. That Caroline whipped me, and then she sent me out onto the sidewalk to get home or die trying. It’s close to the truth. She did whip me. And she did send me away. I left out her name, and I left out one other part.

The video shows what happened after the whipping. And before she let me go.

In one way, the content is substantially similar to the other two. There is the bed. There is me. There is Caroline.

She’s even in the same position she was in by the halfway point of that first video. Straddling me with an imperious expression.

The difference is the blood on the sheets from the wounds on my back.

That, and the screaming behind gritted teeth.

Winston makes it fifteen seconds before he drops the phone, stands up, and paces to the window. I stand up too. Put the phone in my pocket.

And wait.

It takes time to process a scene like the one I’ve just shown to Winston. My whole chest is a minefield. It’s going to explode. Watching him watch those videos made them all play again, in full, in my mind. It doesn’t matter how hard I’ve tried to forget. It’s like taking a blowtorch to my soul. I never imagined I’d tell someone else, much less a Constantine. But I’d do anything for Haley. Even this.

Winston turns to face me, his hands in his pockets. “You didn’t care about that building.”

He’s talking about a building I bought just to fuck with him. He made up a whole scheme to force me into selling it back, which of course I did. Winston fancies himself the king of New York City real estate. It’s a vulnerability that’s easy to exploit.

“No. I didn’t.”

“And you didn’t care about Ash.”

Ash, his girlfriend. I made a bit of trouble for them via posting a few videos on the Internet. I had them all taken down, wiped completely, after the game was finished. It was a bullshit thing to do, but I didn’t care who got hurt. Back then, I hadn’t met Haley Constantine. “No.”

“That was a fucking message. To her.” He means Caroline. “To show her what you could do.”

“Yes.”

No more waiting. No more delaying. The moment of penance has arrived. I feel it like a rushing wind against my scarred back. I have not come to bring peace. Not to Winston. I have come to lay down my sword.

And so I open my mouth and tell him. All of my organs, out in front of him. What it was like to find myself in over my head at fourteen. The whipping. The revenge games. What it was like to drown in my own blood. What it was like to burn in the fever afterward.

Everything I can bring myself to say.

“She took Haley,” I say, my voice hard as a diamond. “Now she’s announcing an engagement and sending that asshole to press conferences to accuse me of kidnapping. It’s hurting Haley. I need it to be over.”

Winston studies me for a long time.

“Is that the price for you to keep your mouth shut? Me, calling off my mother?” He knows as well as I do that videos like the ones I have won’t ever go away.

For the first time ever in front of Winston Constantine, I drop the Morelli mask and level him with a look that’s entirely me. “It’s not a bargaining chip. I’m not threatening to release the videos. Do you think for a second I could live with that?”

“You released videos of me and Ash. We had to live with it.”

“You weren’t raping her in those videos.”

The eldest Constantine son looks away. “If you’re not going to release them, then why the fuck did you show me?”

“Would you have taken my word for it?”

“No.”

“That’s why.”

Winston puts a hand to his forehead and releases a heavy sigh. He’s a calculating bastard. And now he’s having to recalculate his entire life. I don’t expect it will change his view of me, and I don’t care if it does. All I care about is Haley. All I care about is giving her what she wants, which is a life free of Caroline’s bullshit. Even if it means carving into my flesh and bone to do it.

“You want this finished,” Winston says finally. “Does that mean you’re going to stop, too?”

I give Winston an incredulous look. “I’ve wanted this to be finished since I was fourteen. I didn’t have a choice in the matter.”

A long pause. I survive painful heartbeat after painful heartbeat. I survive another trip through my memories. I survive another burst of searing pain across my back.

“Fuck.” Winston takes in a deep breath and gives the window one last glance. “I can’t make any guarantees. But I’ll talk to her. I’ll find a way. This has to stop.”

“Good.”

There’s nothing else to say. He doesn’t want me here. I don’t want to be here. I’ve made my penance. “Leo,” he says as I reach the door. Push it open.

I look back at him.

“I’m sorry.” Winston stands by the window, a look of genuine concern on his face. Not for me. It’s for his mother, and his family, and their reputation. It might not collapse if I released these videos, but it would be damaged.

“It was a long time ago,” I tell him.

He doesn’t say anything else.

One more minute, and we’re out of Halcyon. Thomas shuts the door to the SUV behind me and jogs around to the driver’s seat. He keeps his eyes firmly on the road. I’m the only one to witness how badly my hands are shaking. I can’t hold my phone.

Now that the meeting is over, now that we’re away from that building, my body has recognized the size of the threat. A delayed response to reliving what Caroline did and to the act of showing another person. I never have before. My lungs constrict and my heart tests the boundaries of my rib cage, looking for a way out. I have a flash fever. Rising fast.

“Pull over.”

Thomas doesn’t hesitate. He pulls directly to the curb. I have just enough time to get to an alley before I’m sick on the ground.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Haley

Leo’s house is quiet the morning after my party, but it’s a good quiet. The quiet of a space that was very recently bursting at the seams with joy. Everyone but Daphne left with drivers at the end of the night. I’ve taken a long, long shower and dressed in soft clothes. I’m sore from the party. I don’t know if it’s from the heels or the dancing or my nerves.

I go downstairs to look for Leo and find Gerard waiting in the foyer instead. “Good morning, Haley. How was your party?”

“It was amazing.” There’s a tense set to his posture. Gerard’s eyes go back to Leo’s large double doors. “Is Leo in the dining room?”

There are usually three places I can find him if he’s not in the bedroom when I wake up. His office, the den, or the dining room. Sometimes I find him reading at the table with a cup of coffee at his place. The first day I was here, I found him just that way. His plate in front of him, and his book. He’d abandoned the book in favor of making me take all my clothes off and come all over his fingers. I told myself it was awful, and cruel, and humiliating, but in reality it was over for me. I was never going to be the same after that. I was never going to want anyone else. I just didn’t know it yet.

“No. He’ll be arriving back at the house in about five minutes.”

“Back at the house? Where did he go?” Worry clenches my stomach in a fist. Leo didn’t say a word about leaving. The last time he invited me for a walk, he turned out to be very, very sick. “Is everything all right?”

“He had a meeting in the city. Everything is secure. We’ve had no problems on the grounds.”

Secure is not the same thing as all right.

I go to the dining room to wait for him.

The space has been transformed back into its usual arrangement. All that’s left from my party are the gold hangings on the ceiling. He made that perfect night for me, and then he went to the city without telling me. I don’t know whether to be pissed off or afraid or both. The house feels like a cavern without him. It feels like a popped balloon. Someone has put his book back on the table. It’s a battered paperback. I recognize it. It’s a story about building a cathedral.

Voices in the foyer. Footsteps in the hall. And Leo appears in the doorway.

I’ve come into the room many times while he’s backlit by the window. He has the most cutting profile, the most beautiful profile I’ve ever seen. The light always catches on the planes of him, casting shadows that take my breath away.

It’s a different view from his seat. That first day when I came into this room, I almost stopped breathing at the sunlight on his cheekbones. He would have seen me, lit in a soft glow. He’s standing in it now. What I didn’t know on that day was how it showed everything. It’s the kind of light that makes hiding impossible.

This is his house. He’s choosing to let me see him this way. In his pristine black clothes. They were made for him. To highlight his body, yes. To show off the lean muscle on his tall frame and his perfect thighs and strong shoulders. But they were also made to protect him from as much pain as possible.

I don’t think it’s working.

He’s wrung out, his dark eyes haunted. Leo stands up the tallest when his pain is bad. There’s another level beyond that, though. There is. He hasn’t admitted it to me out loud, but I can tell by looking at him that we’re almost there now. A pressure in my chest expands. I want answers. I don’t want to ask for them. Not because I’m afraid of the answers, but because I don’t want to hurt him. Not any more than this meeting already has.

Leo looks at me for a long, long time. Until I can feel him struggling. Until the silence seems heavier by the second. His eyes go to his book, and then back to me. “Are you ready for breakfast?”

“Are you?”

His hands come up and he covers his face. Runs them right over his eyes and down. It’s over in a split second and it’s probably nothing. Except it’s not a gesture Leo makes. It’s not something I’ve ever seen him do. And not with trembling hands. “I’m not hungry.”

“What if we just—” I cross the room and take his hand. Leo squeezes mine and brings it to his mouth. Grazes his teeth over my knuckles. “Sometimes, if I was having a really shitty day, my sister would send me upstairs to start over. So I’d get in bed and take a nap and wake up again, and then it would be better. Or at least bearable.”

He lets out a breath. “I’m fucking terrible at napping.”

“Then let’s not nap.”

Leo pushes me back against the doorframe then. He drops his head and kisses my jawline, kisses my neck, kisses my mouth. He puts both hands on my face, and the shaking disappears. Like I’m the only solid thing in the room. In his life. He feels like the only solid thing in mine. “Upstairs,” he says against my skin, and then he picks me up and takes me there himself.

*     *     *

The day passes. The night. The next morning. Leo doesn’t tell me about his meeting, and I don’t ask, but I know he’s thinking about it. I keep catching him staring off into nothing. I go to him every time. I can’t resist it. He’ll tell me when it’s time, when he can, but until then—

Until then, I can kiss his cheek. Drag my nails down the back of his neck and make him shiver. Beg him to take me to bed.

It’s nightfall, and I’ve been reading in the den. Daphne sits on the opposite chair, her legs over the arm, staring at the ceiling while she bickers with Leo about her room. “I just want you to have an opinion about it.”

“I have no opinion about your mural, Daphne.” He’s standing at the window, looking out.

“It’s going to be on a wall in your house. You could at least say if you want a forest scene or an ocean scene.”

“You only paint oceans.”

“Maybe I want to paint a forest.”

“Then paint a forest.”

Daphne gives a dramatic sigh and flings herself off the chair. She goes over and gets up on tiptoe to brush a kiss to Leo’s cheek, then flounces away. “‘We’re not done with this discussion,” she warns with a glare. He rolls his eyes.

“Go to bed.”

“You go to bed,” Daphne says, and then she’s gone.

I’m about to make a joke that’s not really a joke about going to bed when Leo pulls his phone out of his pocket. He takes one look at the screen, and then all the quiet of the evening is shattered. Leo’s phone hits the floor, forgotten. He strides across the room to the fireplace and throws open a panel in the wall above it to reveal a TV that’s brand-new and surrounded by fresh paint.

“I didn’t know you had—” The rest of the sentence never makes it to the air.

Because my dad is on the news. On TV.

My blanket pools on the floor, slipping off legs gone numb. The TV is partially blocked by Leo’s shoulder until I’m up next to him. So close. Too close. I reach to touch the screen before I know what I’m doing.

“He looks—” He looks so old. He looks so afraid. So tired. My dad is washed out in the bright lights from the cameras, his face pale, sweat gathering at his hairline. The podium in front of him is too tall. “Oh, Jesus.” He’s not alone. Caroline stands next to him, her arm looped through his. It’s meant to look like she’s steadying him, but I bet she’s not, I bet she’s keeping him there. Making him do this.

Leo pushes another button on the bottom of the TV, and I can hear him.

I can hear my dad.

“—her fiancé has already spoken to you, but it’s not enough. It hasn’t been enough. I’m asking you—asking as a father.” His voice is unstable. Trembling. He raises his sleeve to dab at his forehead. “Please return my daughter to her family. We are all worried sick. We need Haley in our lives. Our Haley. She’s about to graduate college next semester. Her whole life is ahead of her. All she ever wanted—”

He puts a hand to his chest, his fingers curled into a fist. I can feel it on my own chest, like a brand, burning through my heart. Goose bumps fly down my shoulders to my fingernails. I dream of Leo dying almost every time I fall asleep. This is a waking nightmare. It was one thing for Rick to work with Caroline, to agree to give a press conference, to lie. It’s another for her to scare my dad like this. I thought Cash would tell him I was okay after the party. And maybe he did. But Caroline obviously told him something else.

She’s been nodding along with everything my dad says. Caroline nods again. But she’s nodding at silence. I can’t take my eyes off my dad. He’s wincing.

“All she ever wanted—” He clears his throat.

“Dad,” I say, and I know it’s foolish, I know he can’t hear me. I know. The fist at his chest spreads out and a matching horror takes wing across my heart. “Something’s happening. Leo. Something’s happening to my dad.” I grab for his arm and hold tight.

“Haley,” my dad says. His face contorts. I think he might sob, or beg, but he doesn’t.

He collapses over the podium, his hand clutching his heart.

It’s chaos on the screen. Someone runs in from the side, and Caroline’s bending over him. I launch myself at the TV and get both hands over him before the picture cuts out, replaced by the news studio.

“Oh my god.” I let go of Leo and scramble for the couch. For my phone. “Oh my god. I think he just died on TV. I think he just died. I think he just had a heart attack and died on TV.” My face is numb. My heart is numb, or it hurts so much I can’t feel it. I don’t know who to call. The phone screen swims in front of me. “Oh, help. Help.” I go back over to Leo. “Please. I don’t know who to call.”

“It was for nothing.”

“What?” I try to push my phone into his hands. “What are you talking about?”

He turns, and all the worry, all the uncertainty of the past few days, is gone from his expression. He looks like the man I met in the street a lifetime ago. The mean, devastating man who took pleasure in my fear. The beast.

Leo glances down at me like I’m a stranger. He takes in my face. My clothes. My tears. And then he shakes his head, like I’ve overstayed my welcome at one of his business meetings. “This is over.”

My mouth falls open. I can’t close it. “Just—I just need to know who to call.”

“You can call anyone you want from the car, but you’re leaving. It’s over.”

“Leo, what—” He’s killing me. His eyes are so blank, so devoid of warmth, that they could freeze me in a blink. “What car?”

He walks away from me. Turns on his heel, and goes away. Picks up his phone from the floor. He dials a number and puts it to his ear. “Haley’s coat and a car out front,” he says into it. “Now.”

“No.”

“Time to go,” he says.

I turn and run. He’s not doing this. He’s sick, or he’s upset, or he’s in pain. He’s not actually doing this. I’ll barricade myself in the first room I find. I’ll make him understand.

Or I’ll run headfirst into Gerard, who stalls me long enough for Leo to catch me.

I fight him.

I fight him with everything I have. With fists and feet and all my weight.

I fight him, and I lose. Leo takes me to the front doors like a doll or a discarded piece of furniture. He holds out one of my arms so Gerard can put my coat on. The pink coat he bought me. I pull my arm back, fighting, fighting, fighting.

“It’s freezing,” Leo snaps.

“Then don’t send me out. Leo. Stop.” He gets the coat around behind me, and no matter how hard I pull, I can’t stop him. It’s over both arms. “I want to stay with you.”

“You don’t belong here.” Gerard opens the door, his eyes unbearably sad, and stands by while Leo takes me out into the cold. To the waiting car.

The driver opens the door. Leo tries to put me in the back seat, but I fling both arms out and grip the frame with both hands. “Stop,” I scream at him. “What are you doing?”

“I’m sending you home, where you belong.” There’s no blank look in his eyes now. It’s fire and rage, heat and hurt. “I don’t want you here with me. You’re a complication. A liability.”

“You need me here. And I need you. I’m choosing you. I can just stay here with you. I only wanted to call and find out if he’s alive.”

“You’re going to do better than that, darling. You’re going to go see him. They’ll be taking him to a hospital. Gerard will find out which one, and Thomas will have that information before you reach the highway.”

I take one hand off the car and get my fist into his shirt. “I’m coming back to you. I don’t care what you say. I want you. I choose you. I love you, Leo. Please don’t do this.”

His eyes linger on my lips and hope tears through the air, through my lungs.

Leo brushes my hand away from his shirt and pushes me into the SUV. He traps my face with his hands. “You’re a Constantine.” He practically spits the name. It sounds so ugly when he says it like that. “And you’re sweet. You were fun to toy with, like the rest of them, but you’re not worth my life.”

“You don’t mean this. You don’t.” It’s half sob, half scream, like getting louder can get through to him. I grab for his wrist. His hand. My heart won’t beat. It hangs in pieces. “Please. Don’t do this. Please, let me stay.”

He pats my cheek, sarcastic and mean. “We’re finished now, Haley. Done. Don’t come back.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Haley

The public hospital at the outskirts of Bishop’s Landing is a threadbare place. It’s not like the gleaming hospital wing where Leo went when he was shot. Where I went. This place is all fluorescent lights and yellowing tile and the sharp smell of disinfectant. I look ridiculous in my pink coat. I feel worse than ridiculous. I feel like there’s a giant bloody hole in my chest that everyone can see and no one can fix.

“This way,” says the nurse who’s taking me to see my dad. “He’s in room number nine. We’re going to be monitoring him very closely through the night. The surgery will be first thing in the morning.”

“He’s—” I hate this. I hate this. “He’s awake? He’s talking?”

The nurse puts a compassionate hand on my arm. “He’s shaken up, but he’s talking. The man just survived a heart attack. You’ll have to take things slow.”

I don’t know what that means, but I don’t get a chance to ask, because we’re here.

My dad is tucked into a narrow hospital bed, the rails up on one side and a lamp burning behind him. He doesn’t look any better than he did on TV. His face is colorless and clammy and he looks so small. So helpless. His eyes go to me the second I step in the room. “Haley,” he says. “Sweetheart.”

He lifts his arms to me. I drop down on his bed and hug him back like he’s made of glass. He’s so much older now than he used to be. There’s so much more gray in his hair. I didn’t pay much attention before. The change was gradual, and we were busy, and he was happily consumed in his work. We weren’t rich. We were never that kind of Constantine. But life was simple. “Hi, Daddy.”

His sigh sounds off. “I’m so sorry, honey. I’m sorry you had to see that.” A tired laugh. “I didn’t mean to have a heart attack in the middle of my speech.”

“Daddy—” I let myself listen to his heart for a few more beats, and then I sit up so I can see him. “Why were you doing that? Did you really think I’d been taken? I told you it was all right.”

The corners of his mouth tremble. “I didn’t think you’d been taken. I heard what you said. And Cash said you were doing fine.”

“Then why?”

“Caroline came over.” His eyes cloud. “You know my mind is always on my work. It’s hard to stop it from wandering. There’s so much to do, and now that you kids are grown up, I don’t have to worry. Not quite so much, anyway. But she said so many things, Haley. She had so much to say about you, and about Leo, and about my work. She said—” His brow furrows. “She said if I made this one speech, I could have you back. My work would be protected. There were more cameras than I expected. I didn’t feel well.”

I touch his cheek, and my dad closes his eyes.

“Caroline made it impossible to refuse that speech. But everything I said was real. Even if she forced me to say it. I want you to come home. I want you to be safe and happy. I want—” He closes his eyes again. “I just want you where I can see you. I know you’ll be out in the world soon enough, but it doesn’t have to—” His eyebrows lift like he’s trying to stay awake, but he doesn’t look at me. “Not quite yet. Not yet.”

My dad’s breathing evens out.

I ease myself off the bed and fold myself into a hard plastic chair nearby.

“Miss Constantine?”

“Yeah?” I watch my dad’s chest rise and fall under the hospital gown and scratchy sheet.

“Could we speak in the hall?”

“Of course.” I leave my coat on the chair and follow her out. This is a different nurse from before. One with green scrubs and a clipboard. She has dark hair and kind eyes.

“I wanted to talk with you about your father’s situation. The doctor can go over things with you in more detail in an hour or two, but I like people to have their bearings.”

I’m not going to have my bearings for a long time. Maybe forever. I feel perpetually off-balance, like my head is swinging heavily toward the walls, a different direction every time I move my eyes. My heart keeps searching for Leo. He’s not here, and he’s not going to be. I can’t go back.

And I can’t think about that now.

“Thank you,” I tell the nurse.

“You’re welcome.” She pats my elbow, then flips over the page on her notebook. “Your father has suffered a major heart attack involving at least two arteries. The surgeon can tell you more about the procedure in the morning, but for tonight we’re focused on keeping him stable. The event sapped a lot of his strength, so after the surgery, he’ll require a lot of assistance to recover. First steps, we stabilize his condition for the surgery. We have all the signatures we need to go forward with that, but we can’t help you with funding for in-home care.”

“Signatures?” My brain hangs up on that word. My dad is one person.

She flips another page and scans down it. “Your father is currently in a gap in his insurance coverage. There’s a chance you can apply for reimbursement after the fact, but hospital admin won’t let us proceed with the surgery without a funding agreement. It’s so lucky that his sister was here when he arrived.”

“That was my aunt. She’s his sister-in-law.”

“She’s a good one.” The nurse shakes her head, her eyes going wide and sympathetic. “It takes a little finessing with the paperwork, and we have to check for her approval at several points along the way, but your father’s surgery and care here will be paid for.” She leans in and studies my face. “Are you all right, Miss Constantine?”

“I’m—” Dying. I’m dying. “I should call my siblings. Is there anything else I need to know?”

“Not for now. Go make your calls.”

Another plastic chair waits outside the door to my father’s hospital room. I lean in to check on him before I dial Petra.

He’s asleep, but it’s a restless sleep. His hand is up on his chest. Every so often, it flutters up and comes back down again. I can’t watch for very long, or else I’ll cry, and I have to hold it together.

I sink down onto the rigid plastic and dial Petra’s number with my hand over my eyes. She answers on the first ring. “Hey, Hales. What’s up?”

“Hey, listen.”

That’s all I manage before the sobs get the better of me. The more I try to keep them quiet, the worse they sound. Petra makes a bunch of soothing noises over the phone, but I can tell she’s freaked out. I would be, too. I feel like I’m swallowing broken glass but I do it until I can speak.

“So.” I wipe my whole sleeve over my eyes. “Dad had a heart attack.”

Petra drops her phone. It thunks against her kitchen counter and there’s a static sound as she grabs it back up. “Is he okay?”

“No, he had a heart attack. He’s not dead, but he’s in the hospital. I’m here with him.”

“I’m on my way.”

“Petra, no. No—don’t come over here. It’s late at night, and there’s nowhere to sit. He’s asleep anyway.”

“What did the doctors say?”

“I haven’t talked to them yet. But the nurse said it was a bad heart attack. There’s going to be a surgery in the morning. I think he’s going to be here for a while, and then—then someone’s going to have to be home with him. To help him. He’s really weak.”

“I should be the one to do that.”

“You’re married. You have a life. And Cash has school. I’m the only one with the time. I can—I can defer the last semester of college and graduate next winter instead.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” I can see her pacing around her kitchen. Petra used to do the same thing when we were younger. Pace around any available space. “What are you saying? I thought you were staying with Leo Morelli. You said you wanted to be there.”

“I do want to be there.” I want to not cry in this hallway anymore. I want for this terrible night to unwind itself until I’m back in the den with Leo. I want for my father to say no to Caroline, and for her not to be so awful.

“So I’ll come and take over,” Petra says briskly. “I’m the oldest, and I’m most prepared to—”

“I’m already here.” My sister lapses into silence. “And things are over with Leo. I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

“Hales…are you sure? You don’t sound—I don’t know. Maybe I don’t know what the hell I’m talking about. Are you sure it wasn’t some kind of misunderstanding?”

You were fun to toy with, like the rest of them, but you’re not worth my life.

“I’m sure.”

“And there’s no chance you could talk it out with him?”

“Petra. You’re really trying to convince me to make up with Leo Morelli?”

“Yeah.” Her voice has a helpless shrug written all over it. “You’ve never sounded so sad. And you don’t say things you don’t mean. So I have to think you meant it when you told me you wanted to be with him.”

“I’m sad because Dad had a heart attack.”

The truth. Just not the full truth.

“Was it him or you?” Petra asks.

I want you. I choose you. I love you.

“Him.”

“Then you didn’t want to leave.”

“It doesn’t matter what I want.” I straighten up in my seat. “What matters is that someone has to be here for Dad. I have to be here for Dad. I’ll keep you and Cash updated, obviously, but it’s best for everybody if it’s just one of us.”

“Haley—”

“I have to go. The doctor is coming to meet me. I’ll text you after, okay?”

“Okay, but—”

I hang up on her. It doesn’t feel great, but it feels better than listening to my older sister talk about this. She gave up the man she loved to obey Caroline Constantine. She wouldn’t understand my dilemma. I tip my head back against the hospital’s concrete wall. It’s painted a drab sandy color that makes me vaguely sick. A white stripe runs along the middle of the wall. This place is in desperate need of a person like Daphne. I’d rather look at the ocean. I’d rather let the waves swallow me whole.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Leo

I lost her.

I lost her.

I lost her.

It’s the only thought that circles my mind as clouds cover the stars and the moon sets. As the weak winter sun rises over fresh snow. As I tell Daphne that Haley is gone and won’t be back. As I take in her shocked expression with detached recognition. Why is she surprised? This is how it has to be. The sun peaks and falls below the horizon.

I lost her.

It’s irritating for its inaccuracy. I didn’t lose Haley. I sent her away. With my own two hands. She fought. Screamed. Cried. I put her in the SUV anyway and sent her to her father. I did it because I had to. We were at the end of the line. She touched her father’s face on the TV screen and I knew, I knew, that was it. That’s all I could ever offer her. Winston wasn’t convinced, or he couldn’t convince Caroline. Either way. Haley can’t live like that. I’ll never be a replacement for her family. She loves them. They love her. People like Haley belong with their families.

End of the line. Now I’m past it.

Mrs. Page comes into my office on the second day with a sandwich.

She tries again on the third day with a bowl of my favorite soup.

On the fourth day, she’s desperate. The teacup trembles in her hands. “It has milk and sugar,” she says. “You need to have something if you’re not eating, Mr. Morelli.”

“I’m not sleeping, either. Is there anything else you wanted to know?”

She leaves the tea on my desk. It goes cold, and after a few hours, it disappears again.

I don’t stop eating to spite Mrs. Page. It just no longer seems worthwhile. Sleeping would be an escape, but it’s not available to me. I’ve never stayed so long at the peak of my pain. It started when I watched Haley lose her shit over her dad having a heart attack and it hasn’t let up. It makes no distinction between my back and the rest of my body. My head throbs and burns. My bones are broken shards. My nerves are piano wire cutting through flesh.

For these four days, I sit through meetings like a fucking corpse. I don’t hear a thing anyone says. I send emails I don’t remember sending. My business runs on autopilot. Daphne pokes her head into my office every afternoon and talks to me with worried eyes. She’s painting a wall in her suite. She’s painting the ocean. She’s painting an underwater forest. Are you okay? I’m fine. I’m busy. I’m working. Go back to your painting, Daphne.

I am not fine.

I’m a pillar of flame. A torched cathedral. Ash burns to ash. It hurts too much to bear. The pain tears out my mind and throws it on the pyre of my soul. Dante would have jumped into boiling glass to escape the heat of purgatory. But he was promised paradise. There’s no such promise for me. I had her in my hands, and I let her go.

On the fourth night I attend a last, desperate Mass at St. Thomas’s. I spend the entire thing on my feet, gripping the back of a pew. Sitting is beyond me. Kneeling is beyond me. When I approach the altar for Communion, Father Simon asks if he should call an ambulance.

Of course not, of course not. What would they do? Bring her back to me?

It’s past one when I return and climb the stairs. I’ve been avoiding my bedroom, and my private library, because Haley’s books are there. I thought it would spare me more pain, but the opposite has happened. As of this morning I’ve started to hallucinate her.

I don’t go to the library. I go to the medicine cabinet in my bathroom. If my mind is already short-circuiting, which it is, I might as well lean into it.

There is a bottle in the medicine cabinet. Every six months, it gets taken out and replaced with a new one. I suspect Gerard, or Mrs. Page. I suspect they are in league with Eva. In eighteen years, I’ve never opened one of the bottles.

Father Simon told me once that refusing painkillers isn’t a penance that’s required of me, but that’s not why I do it. Or—penance is the least of those reasons. When Eva brought me home from the hospital all those years ago, seven pills came with me in my bag. Taking the first one was enough to know it wouldn’t be an option. Not for me. Not if I wanted to be alert enough to protect my siblings from my father, and to protect my secret from my siblings. The amount it takes to touch the pain is enough to render me unconscious. I told myself that one day I would be in a position to take them.

It’s never been true. The years have added more responsibilities. More threats. And a reputation that makes it more necessary than ever not to offer that kind of weakness to my enemies. I would never forgive myself if I missed something. If I let danger through because I couldn’t handle the pain.

I woke up from that first and only pill in a cold sweat. It had made me defenseless, made my siblings defenseless, and stole my ability to know when our father was arriving home. The clutching fear set off a new round of pain.

It’s been a long eighteen years.

I take the bottle out of the cabinet and shake it. It’s full. A month’s worth of pills at least.

Enough.

In my office, a bottle of whiskey waits for me in my desk drawer. I don’t particularly like whiskey. Lucian gave it to me as a joke. It burns going down, but my brother was right. It is a joke. A fucking joke. It goes to my head but it doesn’t touch the pain. I can see Haley out of the corner of my eye. Not all of her, just a flash of blonde hair and the glimmer of sunlight in her blue eyes. If I look directly at her, she disappears. I make a game of it. Drink. Look for her outline. Drink some more. Consider the glass paperweight on my desk. Drink. The paperweight is shaped like a rose. Daphne gave it to me when she was twelve. She was so proud of it. The whiskey loses its burn and its taste.

I’ll never see Haley again. She’ll stay with her father, and she’ll help him recover from his heart attack, and she won’t be able to leave. She won’t want to leave. She’ll realize that’s where she is supposed to be. A good daughter. A good sister. Not mine. Never mine. God. Fuck. It hurts. Does it make me a coward to open the pills and take one out? Does it make me a coward to take one? What about two? Three?

I abandon both bottles and take out my phone. I have a question for a person I talked to once. Does it make me a coward that I couldn’t ask him before? I’m quite drunk now. Drunk enough that it’s difficult to search my call log for the number. Consciousness starts to play hide-and-seek between rings.

“I don’t have anything you want, Leo. You got your book. Did she like it?” The coldest voice I’ve ever heard spears through my drunkenness. Colder than Lucian’s voice. Colder than snow. Colder than the void of my life without Haley.

“She wept to see it.”

A silence. I hate Hades’ silences. What a prick. “You’ve been drinking.”

“I’ve been dying.”

“In what sense?”

“All of them. And me with no one to say the last rites.”

“If it’s a priest you’re looking for—”

“No. No. I wanted an answer.” Ah—there she is. Getting clearer all the time. Hallucination or dream? I’ll take either one.

“I’ll require the question first.” In the background, a door closes. Is he in his office too? Or somewhere with his wife? I don’t have a wife. I don’t have Haley.

“You’re so fucking demanding.”

“This from the man who’s called me in the middle of the night. Ask.”

“You said you were acquainted with pain.” Haley disappears again. “What kind is it?”

“It’s nerve pain related to a genetic sensitivity to light. My past history worsened the condition.”

“You get headaches or something?”

“I have seizures. Preceded by pain I would describe as excruciating. It’s the feedback loop of the pain that causes the episodes. This isn’t what you want to know. Ask the question.”

“You can’t be a ruthless terror if you have—” A hiccup interrupts me. “If you have seizures. That would make you weak.”

Hades laughs, the sound icy and dark, the tone a vivid illustration of fuck around and find out. “Perhaps. Though it has had little to no effect on my reputation.”

“How?”

“No one in the outside world knows. As far as they’re concerned, I am—how did you put it? A prick with strange eyes.”

“I know. You just told me.”

“You’re drunk. And you sound like you’ve taken pills.”

“Just a few. But I can’t take them normally. Only on special occasions.”

“What’s the occasion tonight?”

“I lost Haley. I sent her out of my house to save her. I won’t see her again. And even if a miracle happened, even if she came back to me, I have nothing to give her.” I stifle a bitter, unhinged laugh. “I’ll die like this. Either I’ll die from the pain, or I’ll be a coward and die from a hit while I’m incapacitated by painkillers. I have too many enemies to risk them.” The dark is closing in. Haley brushes her fingertips over my cheek. “Did you find a way to live with it? Did you find some secret? Or do you just wait to die? That’s what I want to know.”

“A secret for a secret. What happened to you eighteen years ago?”

God help me. I tell him. I just tell him, slipping into a nightmare. He’s a voice on the phone. A windswept mountain. A prick with strange eyes. A confessor. He remembered what I told him in our last conversation. And he keeps his word. When I’m done talking a lifetime later, he tells me a story like a fever dream. About a farm and a mountain. A white building in the city and the sea. And a wide green field with red poppies.

I fold my arms on my desk and put my head down. Bless me, for I have sinned. I don’t receive absolution before I fall into a black, eternal night.

A door opens.

A gasp.

“Leo.”

I’ve been here a long time. I don’t want to wake up. Don’t want to come back. Can’t move.

“Oh, shit. Oh my god. Oh my god.” Glass scrapes on wood. Shut up. Shut up. I’m not here. A muffled sob. “No, Leo, No. Oh, shit, what do I do? What do I—Leo. Please? Leo—”

A hand meets my shoulder blade and pain erupts over my skin. It takes me off the desk with a roar. I sweep one hand out to get them away. “Don’t touch me. Don’t touch me.” Jesus, it hurts. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. I stand up to get out from under it and brace two fists on the desk.

“I thought you were dead.” Daphne stares, her face pale, eyes shining with tears and terror. “You weren’t moving, Leo. Have you been in here all night? Did you drink all of that?” She points a shaking finger at the bottle on my desk.

“Get out.” I glare at her, and she shrinks back. “Get the fuck out.”

“No. I can’t leave you in here. I thought you were dead. Did you try to kill yourself? You’re—you’re scary like this.” I sit down hard in the chair, the fight going out of me. The pain stays. It’s Daphne. My sister. It’s just Daphne.

“I didn’t try to kill myself. I’m fine.”

“You’re lying.” She swallows. Clears her throat. “You’re so pale. And you were so still. I know you’re not fine. I can see you.” She approaches the desk, and I hate this. I hate what I’ve become. “I think I should call Eva. She would know what to do.”

“She has her own heartbreak to deal with. Her own life.”

Daphne tugs on the collar of her shirt. “Why don’t you go to her? Why don’t you go to Haley?”

I rub my hands over my face and try not to resist the pain. Resistance only makes it worse. “Because I love her.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.” Daphne’s crying now, and I see how badly I scared her. “If you love her, you should be with her. And you do. I know you do.”

“My love for her is more than that. It’s strong enough to let her go.” I take a breath I don’t want to take. A breath that hurts like a bitch. “She has a family. Those are her people. I was always fooling myself that she could be mine.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Haley

Leo was a dream, and I’m awake now. Awake in a hospital room next to my dad’s bed. Awake with a book in my hands, wearing old clothes from my closet.

Back in my old life.

Though in my old life, I could fall into a book and let it take the hours away. Now the words make no impression. I keep having to start the page over. My dad sleeps in his bed, oblivious to everything. He’s improving now that we’re a few days past his surgery. Sleeping better.

I’ve read five paragraphs without taking in a thing. Maybe I shouldn’t have submitted my deferment this morning. Maybe schoolwork would be easier to concentrate on. There are grades to think about, at least.

I swallow a snort. Grades. I don’t think I could bring myself to care about grades. They used to matter to me. They used to be everything to me. Grades and books and my family. They’ll be everything to me again. Hopefully by spring semester.

It would be a good idea to get a notebook and a pen and make a plan for the next few months. First thing on my list is to get my dad back to good health. He’s the only parent I have left, and I love him. I need him and his disorganized presence in my life. Second is to figure out how I’m going to get back to school after a semester-long delay. And third is to hope against all hope that I’ll stop feeling like a clawed animal has reached inside my chest and torn it apart for sport.

“Hi, Haley.” The evening nurse bustles in, keeping her voice low. She’s efficient with her checks. “I wanted to let you know, hon, that we’ll have to reauthorize the hospital stay within the next twenty-four hours.”

“Okay.” My heart rate spikes. Reauthorizing the stay means coming to a new payment agreement with Caroline. If Caroline won’t pay, the hospital will discharge my dad. They can do it as long as he’s in stable condition. Which he is. I’d just have to keep him that way at home. “Will you let me know if you need anything from us?”

“Of course I will.” She takes some notes on her clipboard. “Back in a while. Use the Call button if you need anything. If I’m not here another nurse will help you.”

There’s no dedicated team just for my dad here. The difference between his hospital stay and Leo’s breaks my heart. Everything breaks my heart. I’m going to be walking around with a useless muscle in the center of my chest forever. If only it would ease up on the aching hurt. I’d settle for being numb.

Soft footsteps come in through the door. The nurse must have forgotten something from her list. Good. I can ask her what medicine is in the IV. I open my mouth to do it.

And shut it again.

It’s not the nurse moving into the room as if she owns it.

It’s Caroline.

She’s in her beautiful Prada coat. A brilliant white against the tired walls. Her hair is in a shining, complicated knot. Bright eyes. Pink cheeks. I could be standing at a Constantine party like we went to as kids. Me in threadbare clothes, trying not to do anything embarrassing in front of perfect Caroline. My skin crawls. Her perfection is a lie. Below the glamorous clothes and the gorgeous face is a corrupt nightmare.

A genteel tilt of her head as she peers at my dad. “He hasn’t breathed his last?”

My book snaps closed in my hands. How dare she? Prickling indignation makes my muscles ache. I can’t react to her. I can only respond. We need her now, so I have to be polite. I can’t risk my dad’s care. “He’s in stable condition after the surgery. They had to go back in yesterday for a minor fix, but he’s resting a lot more comfortably now. His doctors don’t want him released for another few days so they can be sure he’s ready for the next step.”

“Mm-hmm. Your father is going to have a long recovery.”

“I’ll be by his side. I’m not leaving.”

Caroline’s eyes meet mine for the first time since she came into the room. Cold. The blue in her eyes is so cold, and edged in satisfaction. “Good. You’ve spent too long as a Morelli whore as it is.”

My breath catches in my throat. Her words should be meaningless. They shouldn’t sting at all. But they’re side by side with the truth. I was a whore for Leo Morelli. I couldn’t get enough of him. I wanted all of him, forever, and Caroline destroyed everything we had.

I blink at her, lifting my eyebrows a fraction of an inch. A hint of shock. I’ve seen Caroline deploy this expression at parties to keep the people around her in line.

She narrows her eyes, and I lose my nerve. Shame runs hot over my cheeks. I’m ashamed of everything. Of turning back into quiet Haley Constantine, the girl with her book, and not standing up for my dad. For myself. I’m ashamed that I let her comment sail past. I’m ashamed I didn’t fight hard enough to stay with Leo.

“We need to get you settled,” Caroline pronounces. “It will be the best thing for everyone, including your father.”

“What does that mean?”

It could mean anything. She’s kept my dad under house arrest before. She could keep me in our house, too.

“It means you’ll marry Rick on the second of February. The venue has been booked, and invitations will go out in three weeks. Traditionally, the bride’s family covers most of the costs. I know your father isn’t in any position to do so, but you’re a lucky girl. You have a loving extended family.”

Horror is a hard plastic chair in a too-small room. It’s endless beeping from machines that monitor whether your dad is going to live or die. It’s a woman who’s done unthinkable things laying out your entire future in a reasonable tone.

“No.”

Caroline purses her lips like I’m a child who’s refusing to sit down for dinner. “You’ll do as I say.”

“You can’t make me take any vows. You can’t make me say I do.”

Her cool gaze flicks to my father and holds. The threat digs into my gut. Into my heart. “Actually, darling, I think I can.”

“I’ll never marry him.” I want to sound strong. Defiant. Unafraid. But my voice trembles. It gives me away. All my doubt. All my fear. That little shake is enough of an admission.

The corner of Caroline’s mouth turns up. She looks me up and down one more time. “Enjoy your book.” She moves to the door, graceful as ever, then stops. “Oh—I thought I would stop by the billing department on my way out. I believe there was something to reauthorize. A form or two.” She laughs a little. “There’s always so much paperwork when it comes to hospital stays. I suppose I could make it easier on myself if I bowed out and left things to you.”

This is how it happens. Caroline stands here in her white coat and her beautiful makeup and pretends the choice she’s giving me is a real one and not the cruelest possible joke. My eyes sting with tears that I am not, not, going to let fall in front of her. Caroline already knows how far I’ll go for my family. She knows I was with Leo. She’ll know why I was with Leo. The difference between them is that Caroline pretends to be a queen when she’s a monster. Leo pretends to be a monster when he’s a prince.

He is a prince.

Isn’t he?

The things he said when he sent me away can’t have been things he meant. Things he felt. They had to be a cover for something else. That’s how Leo is. He shows people what they expect to see so that he can keep his true self hidden. So that he can keep himself safe.

Unless it’s the beast who’s real.

In the end, it doesn’t matter, does it? In the end, he’s not coming to save me. I’ve spent every day here in this hospital room, wishing he would come for me. Wishing he would fold me in his arms and take my chin in his hand and kiss me until it hurt. But he’s not. He’s allowing Caroline to be here instead.

She lets go of her sleeve and tucks her hands into the pockets of her coat. “What do you think, Haley? Should I tell them I’m all finished funding your father’s care?”

Yes. I’ll figure it out. I’ll get a job. I’ll work nights so I can be with him whenever he’s awake. I’ll take the risk with his health to prove a point to you.

My mouth is bone-dry. “You know you can stop paying for him any time, Aunt Caroline.” I could cry. I could scream. “I wish you wouldn’t. Please help him.”

A smile that cuts. A smile that slices me open. A smile that demands what’s left of my heart in ribbons. “All right. But only because you asked so nicely. After all, I’m always here to help my family. Just like you want to help me. Don’t you?”

What will she demand? I already know the answer. Everything. My fake engagement to Rick will become a reality. And more. My whole life will belong to her. I swallow around the knot in my throat. It means saying goodbye to Leo. No. I can’t. My father looks so pale in the hospital bed. He needs me. His life is on the line. “Yes,” I whisper.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Leo

Dinner is a travesty.

Daphne sits across from me at the dining table, wired with tension. She holds her fork too tight and eats her salad with a vengeance. As if it’s the salad that scared her and not her snarling beast of an older brother.

“You’re not eating anything, Leo.”

“I’ve eaten.” It’s all tasteless. Pointless. The texture of everything serves only to remind me that I have the most painful hangover in history.

“Okay, but you know you have to eat more than that. You’re going to starve to death. Plus, it’s good salad.”

“I hate salad.”

Daphne drops her fork and puts her hands over her face. “Why are we having salad, then?”

“Penance.”

She’s in the middle of rolling her eyes when shouting starts. Daphne’s head snaps up. “What is that?”

“Go up to your room.” I get up from my seat. Something’s happening in the foyer. “Put on some music and don’t come down until the album’s over.”

Daphne runs to my side. “You’ll have to carry me there yourself.”

“Might be a little short on time.” I can see Gerard from the hall. He’s huddled with the security team. Two of them are shouting. He’s talking over them. Gerard sees me coming and holds out a hand.

“Go back,” he says. “Go up.”

I don’t. I keep walking toward him like a fool, so Daphne and I have just stepped into the foyer when the police breach the front doors. I understand now why an argument had broken out among my security staff. Situations with police often get ugly, then uglier. Everything will be heightened by the fact that my house is full of hired firepower.

Which is why they’ve sent so many of them. They pour in the front door two by two, guns drawn. Gerard glues himself to my side and stands in front of Daphne. And I go to the middle of the foyer and put myself in the way.

Ten. Twenty. Thirty. They’re running through my house like an army, and part of me is furious. Part of me is dead, and has been since Haley left my house. More detectives. And then the captain, who is brandishing a piece of paper.

“You’re supposed to show me the warrant before you invade my house,” I tell him.

He advances on me, glaring, sneering. “Mr. Morelli, we have a warrant to search your property for evidence of the kidnapping and captivity of Haley Constantine. We had reason to believe there would be interference with the collection of evidence, necessitating a no-knock entrance.”

“Her toothbrush is upstairs in the master bath, if you’d like to start there.”

“My god. You have the right to remain silent, you sick fuck. Everything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you can’t afford an attorney, one will be provided for you. Do you understand the rights I’ve just read to you?”

“You didn’t read them. Let’s strive for accuracy.”

“Do you understand your rights?”

“Yes, Captain, I do. Everyone’s body cameras on? Let’s make this simple. I kidnapped Haley Constantine.”

“Leo, stop. Let me go.” Daphne wrestles away from Gerard and rushes over to me. “Stop. Don’t say that.” Her face is white. “You can’t say this.”

“Haley Constantine was my captive.” They’re getting quieter, probably so that my full confession is clear in the video. “I held her here, and I didn’t let her leave.”

“Leo.” Gerard comes to my other side. “That’s not what happened.”

“I forced her to sign a contract with me in exchange for releasing her father from a business deal. I coerced her. Exploited her.”

It’s all close to the truth. They’ll accept it as the truth.

Gerard curses under his breath and takes out his phone. Cops are crawling everywhere, down all the halls, all through the foyer. There’s nothing for them to find there. I think there’s nothing to find until one of them pulls out a coat. Haley never wore it. There was never an occasion for her to wear a black coat. But it is her size. There’s a tag on the hanger with her initials on it. It goes into an evidence bag.

“Eva,” Gerard says. “There’s a situation at the house.”

Let him call her. I don’t care. There’s nothing she can do. The police are already here, and I’m not going to do anything to stop them. Set the machine in motion. Let it destroy me. What’s the worst they can do?

Daphne pulls hard on my elbow. “Don’t lie to them, Leo.”

“I’m telling the truth. God as my witness. I held Haley Constantine hostage.”

“You didn’t.” Daphne sounds horrified. “You didn’t hold her hostage. She wanted to be here. What are you talking about?”

“I held her hostage. She wasn’t free to leave. Or would you prefer if I called her a prisoner?” I’m talking to Daphne. I’m talking to all of them.

“It’s not true.” Silent tears streak down Daphne’s cheeks. “Stop lying. Stop, stop, stop.”

“Sorry, sister mine. I’m not the man you think I am. I’m as bad as your collector. Worse. Dry your tears. They’re not worth crying for me.”

Daphne sucks in a breath and holds it. She swipes at her face with the back of her hand, and through the pain, through the hangover, through the despair, I hate myself. I hate that here, in my house, she has to put on that mask. It’s not what I meant. I just meant that it’s worthless to cry for a sinner. A ruined man. A hell-bound soul.

“Anything else you’d like to confess?” The police captain is having the best day of his life. His people are coming down my stairs with boxes of evidence. They’ve turned the house upside down in ten minutes flat. I have no doubt it’s because someone is guiding their search. Caroline’s only been in this house once. She’ll never see a blueprint. There are no public records of the inside of my home. But she’ll have planted ideas in their heads about where Haley might have spent her time. It’s too large a space to search it all this quickly.

They appear to have enough.

“They’re already in the house,” Gerard is saying. “I couldn’t get him to stop talking. He confessed everything. No. No. The lawyer isn’t here. There was nobody except the security detail.”

“Leave her alone, Gerard,” I tell him.

He ignores me. Keeps hovering around. Barking orders at the security team to stay back by the walls. It’s so loud in here. My home has never been invaded like this. I can’t summon the will to be shocked. Caroline will do anything to fuck with me. Anything. It doesn’t matter that she has Haley back.

I laugh out loud, and the police captain’s lip curls. “Is this funny to you?”

“I’m entertained. Of course I am. You and thirty of your buddies are in my house, rifling through my things because you’re so convinced I kidnapped a woman. Fine. I agree. I kidnapped her. It doesn’t matter that she came here by herself, does it? Or that she’s home with her family as we speak.”

They’re filing out the door. Boxes and boxes. I don’t know what they could have taken that would be proof Haley was here. Her clothes, probably. That’s most of what she left behind. All the clothes I bought for her. The clothes I wanted to see her in. I want to see her every day of my life. And if I can’t see her, then I don’t want a life.

Not that I’m going to mention that on the record. They have what they need.

The police leave, several of them taking the time to jostle me on the way out. Daphne lets her hands fall to her sides and stares up at the police captain, who wants to savor every moment on the job. He waits until all of his men have gone. Then he straightens his tie. The motherfucker didn’t lift a finger throughout this little raid, but now he’s putting himself back together.

“Charges are pending investigation, Mr. Morelli.” He makes a show of looking around the foyer. “I bet you’ll miss this place when we put you away.”

I let a grin creep over my face. Show him my teeth. I watch the realization dawn that he’s standing in my foyer alone, with none of his men around him.

Daphne moves to stand in front of me, brave in the face of uniforms and guns and search warrants. “Stop trying to scare us. You’ve done your job.”

The policeman gives her an interested look, a very male look, and I growl low in my throat. “Get the hell out of here.”

He leaves, and then it’s only me. And my sister.

“Why did you say that?” she says, turning on me, her eyes alight with frustration. “Why did you say that you kidnapped Haley when you didn’t? They’re going to use that against you.”

“Because it’s true.” I am exhausted. I have had enough. “So close to the truth, it might as well be true. I forced her to be with me. Did you think your brother was kind and noble? No, sister mine. I made her trade her body to save her father.”

I deserve the shock in her eyes. The condemnation. And I deserve for her to walk away, to run up the stairs and leave me standing here, alone.

*     *     *

I’m entirely unsurprised when Gerard comes into my office an hour later with his phone in his hand and his jaw set. “The Constantines aren’t done yet.”

“Who are they sending now?”

“Rick Joseph Jr. is looking for you. He’s on his way over.”

The last time Caroline sent someone to my house, I made Gerard and the rest of the staff leave. Haley was the only one in the house when Ronan shot me. “Fine.”

“I can stop him at the gates.”

“No. Let him come. I’ve waited too long to kill that motherfucker.” I let Haley live with the knowledge of him in the world for too long.

“Don’t, Leo. Don’t do it tonight. You’re not thinking clearly.”

I raise my eyebrows at him. “If you don’t want to be a witness, you can leave.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“Guard Daphne’s door, then. Show that bastard in and make sure my sister doesn’t come out until it’s over.”

It used to be me telling Daphne to stay in her room until a nightmare had passed her by. Gerard will have to do it now, though he’d rather play his old part. He’d rather put a bullet through Rick’s head before he could step into my foyer. It’s what my father would have ordered him to do without a second thought. He’s fielded similar orders many times, I’m sure.

It’s different now. Both of us know it’s not Rick he’ll be protecting Daphne from. It’s me. It’s the sight of me keeping a promise to Rick on a knife’s edge.

He makes up his mind. Stands up tall. “You don’t need more blood on your hands.”

“And if I want it?”

“Let me do my job.”

“Your job is to stand in front of my sister’s door and guarantee her safety. We can make it an order, Gerard. I don’t care. I want everyone off the first floor and on the second, with you. Anyone who wants to leave can go. When is Rick arriving?”

Gerard sighs. “He’ll be here within the hour.”

I send him away, though not out of the house, and return to the master bedroom. My favorite knife waits for me in the weapons safe in the corner of my closet. A pistol. I bring both back to my office.

All the lights should stay on for this, but in addition to the clawing pain in my back, I have a splitting headache. I don’t get headaches. Having one now gives the sweet release of death an added appeal. The drilling in my skull tugs at a memory I can’t reach. Something nonsensical about someone else’s headaches.

I don’t know. I don’t care. This is why I don’t drink, except when I need to be seen drinking for a social event.

It’s possible Rick will kill me tonight. I don’t intend to let him have an easy victory, however. He’ll have to do it with his eyes open.

He’s left me some time to set up my office.

He’s left me some time to sit in my chair by the fire.

He’s left me some time to pray.

I wasted it, the day Ronan came. I was too consumed with getting all the staff out of the house. Too consumed with the Constantine girl I’d sent away. By the time I started, by the time he was standing in my office, my thoughts were too disorganized to do anything but ask for a swift end to the pain. The pain in my back, yes. But more than that, the pain of tearing the new green shoot of what I had with Haley out of the ground and throwing it into the fire.

I wanted more time with her. I knew I’d never get it. Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. Make it fast, make it fast, make it fast. Ronan wouldn’t shut up. He was squeamish about shooting me mid-prayer. I dragged it out to spite him. And I dragged it out because my mind’s eye had caught on Haley like the image of the cross. It was her I asked for forgiveness. Her I asked for absolution. It was no act of contrition. It was not perfect. But in the end, all I could think of was her name. Haley, Haley, Haley.

God has a sick sense of humor. He answered my prayer. I got more time with Haley. Enough time to scare her. To scar her.

Forgive me.

A tap on the window interrupts my final request.

A little bird perches at the sill. Tap, tap, tap. I go over and put my finger to the glass. “It’s the middle of the night,” I tell it. “Go back to your nest.”

It taps again.

“It’s not going to be pretty,” I warn. I don’t know what it’s doing here. It’s dark, with blustering snow in the courtyard. The bird ruffles its wings and settles into the corner.

A loud voice echoes across the foyer. Gerard, letting Rick in. His footsteps move past the door. The firelight doesn’t reach him.

Another shape is framed by the doorway a moment later. Shoulders rising and falling. He’s breathing hard.

“If you wanted a meeting with me, all you had to do was call.”

“I don’t want a meeting with you.” Rick steps into the flickering orange light. “I want a life.”

“You have a life, pathetic as it is.”

“Not after tonight.”

I trace my knife, flat on my desk, with a fingertip. “I understand she promised you Haley.”

His eyes flare. “Not just Haley. A big, Constantine wedding. I’ll finally have a place in the family. I’ll finally belong somewhere.” Rick catches himself. Pulls back. He’s not accustomed to terse expressions. The scowl he puts on would be laughable if it weren’t so sad. He sees the Constantines as a shining city on a hill, but he’ll never find safety there. Never find peace. “All I have to do is kill you. All I have to do is make sure you never hurt her again.”

“Then let’s not waste any more time.”

Rick hesitates for a single heartbeat, and then he rushes me.

The man isn’t a fighter. He wasn’t born for it, wasn’t bred for it, but he’s desperate for this reward Caroline’s dangled in front of him. He’s desperate to be the hero. Giving in to his desperation is his biggest mistake.

He could have shot me from the door, but a shooting in cold blood doesn’t fit the narrative. A fistfight does.

I might as well give it to him.

Rick tackles me with the zeal of a convert. The only thing I didn’t account for was how bad the pain had gotten. How much the headache had affected my balance. I find it too late, after we’re already on the floor. I get the first punch in. Rick lands one on my ribs. Levering him off the floor takes more energy than I would have thought. The chair by the fire goes over.

Everything hurts.

Not because of Rick, though the wild hits he manages to land don’t help. It’s possible this is additional penance for when I kill him.

A glass vase on a corner table tips off and shatters. I’ve lost a minute. I don’t remember getting to this corner of the room. But the sound of that breaking glass snaps me out of this purgatory. I promised I’d kill him if he touched Haley, and he did. There will be no more mercy now. I want him to feel the knife break his skin. I want him to feel it spilling his blood. It’s not far to my desk. I’ll take him there. God help me.

Fear flashes into Rick’s eyes. Then he’s out of time.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Haley

The heater in my brother’s car is broken. It blows winter air into my face. I’ve never cared less that this car can’t protect me from the snow. All I care about is that it gets me back to Leo.

I’m nothing but heartbeat and panic. No skin, no bones. Just a thundering muscle howling his name.

Thank God for this car. Thank God for my brother, who brought it to the hospital so I’d have a way to get home. I’ll never be the kind of Constantine who has a new car and a uniformed driver. I will never, ever be that kind of Constantine. But the life I had was enough. It got me to Leo, and it’ll get me to him again.

Please. Let me get to him in time.

I didn’t expect to see Eva’s name on my caller ID. I didn’t expect her to sound breathless with fear when I answered the phone. She’s the capable older sister, like Petra. She’s the one who knows what to do.

“I’m trying to get there.” Her voice shook so badly it was hard to understand her. “I’m not going to get there in time. You have to stop him.”

I left my dad sleeping in his hospital bed and went into the hall. “Eva, who? Where?”

“Leo.” The story tumbled out of her in a frantic rush I only half understood. The police. Constantines pressing charges. A raid on his house. “Caroline sent Rick to his house. He’s going to kill him.”

I dug Cash’s keys from my purse and ran for the car. No coat. Just the jangling keys and Eva’s voice in my ear. “I’ll talk Rick out of it. He’ll listen to me.”

“No. No. Leo will murder Rick. He’s already made up his mind, and I can’t get there. You’re the only one. Haley, you have to stop him.”

My hands are freezing. Teeth chattering. There’s no heat. But I wouldn’t warm up even with it on full blast.

I know why Eva’s so afraid. I know what it means if Leo takes the bait and kills Rick. It means prison, and more than that, it’s proof the rumors about him are true. Caroline will get to hide behind her flawless image forever, and Leo will go down in history as a monster. It won’t matter that Caroline kidnapped me, or that she ordered Rick to rape me, or that she tried to force me into a marriage I never wanted.

It doesn’t matter that Leo sent me away. It doesn’t matter that he said we were finished. I love him too much to let this happen to him.

I just have to get there in time.

The car door sticks when I arrive at Leo’s gate and I have to force it open to punch the code in. He hasn’t changed it. The big gates slide open. No guards wait on the other side. My stomach sinks. Please, let this not mean I’m too late.

I take the rest of the driveway too fast and stop at the bottom of the wide steps leading up to his door. Leo’s castle rises into the night, the windows glowing softly, like everyone is about to go to sleep. A gust of wind cuts through my clothes and my hair as I wrench the front door open. It swings shut behind me and I hold my breath, my lungs screaming. I need to hear if he’s dying. I need to hear if he’s alive.

Empty foyer. Empty hallway. And the sound of a fist connecting with flesh.

I don’t know whose fist it is. I don’t know whose flesh is being beaten.

Are all nightmares like this? Do they all repeat over and over until you can hardly see anything else? I’ve been here before. Hurrying to get to Leo. Not knowing if he was alive or dead. History repeating itself, only it hasn’t been long enough to become history. I don’t want this to be my life. I don’t want this to be Leo’s life. We can make a new one. I’ll make it apart from him, if that’s what he needs, but not this. Not this.

The lights in his office are off. A fire burns in the grate, casting everything in orange and gold.

Casting Leo in orange and gold. All the dark lines of him. All the hard planes. All his terrible beauty.

He drags Rick up off the floor, but Rick is fighting him. Rick came here with a purpose, and I see now what it is. He came here to fight Leo and kill him.

He came to kill Leo and he found the beast.

There’s no shimmer in the air, only the sharp tang of violence. He’s a dead man. If there’s one thing I know about Leo, it’s that he keeps his word.

Rick shoves at him, and Leo laughs.

He laughs.

And I know.

I know how much it hurt him to send me away. I know how dead he feels inside, how agonized.

I know that in a few moments at most, it will be too late.

Leo gets both hands around Rick’s throat, and I take a deep breath. I feel that shimmer. That sense that his moment carries weight. Only it’s settled on my shoulders. I’m supposed to be here. I’m meant to be here. And it’s because of Leo.

I had foolish, childish ideas of what sacrifice means. I thought it was a transaction. My body for my family’s freedom, and nothing else. I thought I could trade that to Leo without coming to know him. Without letting it change me. But I was wrong.

It’s not a real sacrifice if it doesn’t involve your soul.

Leo has given up so much of his for the people he loves.

Neither man turns as I enter the room. They’re too busy fighting. Rick is railing against Leo’s hands, throwing his body around, putting them both off-balance. He doesn’t see that Leo is only waiting for the perfect moment to kill him. He doesn’t see how much stronger Leo is. How much harder. How much he’s already lost.

Leo backs Rick up against the desk and punches him in the face. “Fuck you,” spits Rick. “Fuck you. I’m going to kill you.”

“I’m getting impatient.” Leo’s hand goes down to the desk in a simple, graceful movement, and firelight flashes in the blade of a knife.

“No.” I run the last few steps, run right into this moment, and reach for him. “Leo. Stop.”

He takes in a breath. I don’t let go. Now that I’m touching him, I can feel the fury singing under his skin. I can feel his bloodlust. Determination draws his muscles tight. He’s decided to do this. He’s given himself over to it. It must feel peaceful, in a way, giving in to his need. Leo’s held himself back for so long. In so many ways. He sacrificed the person he is to be the person who could keep his family safe. He gave up any hope of being understood. Of being loved. And he’s done. I know he’s done.

Leo has one hand so tight around Rick’s throat that he’s beginning to crush his windpipe. Rick tries to pull his hand away, but Leo is too focused. He’s always been so focused. He’s always seen everything about me, even the things I refused to see myself. The whites of Rick’s eyes are huge. Terrified. A part of me wants to let Leo kill him for what he tried to do to me, but I can’t. It would only cause Leo more pain. It would teach Caroline nothing. It would be for nothing.

The knife is an inch from Rick’s throat.

“I can’t,” Leo says, his voice rough with agony. “I can’t stop. He hurt you.”

“Yes, he did. He scared me. He made me feel dirty and helpless and afraid. And he would have done more, if you hadn’t saved me. But killing him won’t fix anything.”

“If I end him now, he’ll never touch you again.”

I thought a heart could only break so many times, but mine does it again. It comes apart like rose petals in a storm.

Leo is trying to give me what he could never give himself.

He could never bring himself to kill Caroline, because it meant putting his family in danger. He’s willing to give up his own life, his own freedom, for me. So that I won’t have to suffer the way he did. The way he still does.

“He means nothing to me.” Leo’s arm tenses under my hands. “You made me feel clean again, Leo. You made me feel safe. And if you kill him, I’ll never have that again. I’ll never have you. And I need you.”

Rick wheezes. He’s past the power of speech.

I run my hand over Leo’s. Over the one gripping the knife. I use the softest possible touch. I do it the way I would touch his scars. The way I would touch any part of him that had been hurt. “I need you,” I tell him again. “Come back.”

“I can’t. It’s so hard. I want—I want—” His grip tightens around Rick’s throat.

“I want you. All I want is you. All I’ve ever wanted is you. This man is nothing. Don’t leave me for nothing. Please.”

The knife grazes Rick’s neck.

“I know it’s hard, Leo. I know it’s the hardest thing you’ve ever done.”

“Weak,” he forces through gritted teeth. “I should have done this a long time ago.”

“You didn’t do it because you are so strong. You’re the strongest, bravest man I’ve ever known. And you’re mine. You can come back. It’s okay. Put down the knife.” I reach up and stroke his cheek. “Let go.”

“Fuck, darling,” Leo whispers. The knife drops. In one movement, Leo shoves Rick away and takes me in his arms. His arms are tight around my body, tighter than they’ve ever been, and he breathes me in like I’m all the air he’ll ever need. “You’re so soft,” he says. “You’re the softest thing.”

Soft. The best thing I could be for him. He’s had to claw scraps of softness from the world so he could tolerate living. I can be that for him. I am that for him.

I take his hand. “Let’s go.” I don’t have a plan for where we’ll go, I just know we need to get out of here. Out of this room.

“Wait,” Leo says, but I’m already turning. Already creating space between the two of us.

Rick is a white streak in the corner of my vision, a hand coming up high. Coming back down. He’s aiming for Leo. Whatever he’s doing, he’s aiming for Leo with a wild, half-crushed growl.

Both of us move at the last second. I don’t know who’s pushing, who’s pulling. No more. Don’t touch him.

An impact at the side of my head rattles my teeth. The floor wheels up and something hits my head again. Something sharp, like the corner of a desk. It pushes through my skull, through the spot that’s already aching, oh, that hurts so much. Too much. I can’t see the firelight anymore. I land in someone’s arms, softly, softly.

“Oh, fuck.” Rick. “Oh, shit. Oh—”

His voice cuts out. There’s only silence left. And then there’s nothing at all.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Leo

Haley is so soft in my arms. So small.

So still.

Rick stunned her with the paperweight. A glass flower in his hand, hurtling toward my skull. And then, somehow, Haley’s. For that split second he looked like a Morelli. Men like Rick Joseph Jr. don’t know violence. They only know the idea of it. The illusion. The reality is always different. In this reality Haley didn’t drop straight down. She lost her balance and her head hit the corner of my desk. Two blows to one delicate temple.

I fell to my knees. Caught her before she could hit the floor. It was too late by then.

I pull her close, as close as I can get her. Cradle her body in one of my arms, stroke her hair back from her face. She did this for me once. She tried so hard not to hurt me, even though I’d hurt her. Even though I deserved to be left on the hard floor to bleed out alone. I would give anything to hear her voice. Anything for her to open her eyes. Every second that passes forces more fear down my throat. Haley’s unconscious, and I never knew how awful this was, I never knew how deep the terror went. The day Ronan came to kill me, I heard her scream as the world faded away. I understand that scream now. It’s happening in my own mind.

She was screaming for help.

I know better than that.

“That’s not what I meant.” Rick’s voice quavers, and if I had anything left, I would hate him. But all I have is pain. It’s impossible to separate the pain in my body from the pain in my soul and the all-encompassing pain of loving her. Desperately. Furiously. Against every rule I’ve ever made for myself. In spite of the threat of me. I love her.

Rick drops the paperweight. The glass spiders and cracks next to my knee. The structure of the petals separates, each one of them catching reflections of the fire. Those petals used to refract the light from my window. “Oh, fuck,” he says again, that coward. “I didn’t mean to hit her. Caroline sent me after you, not her. Fuck.”

I can’t hear if she’s breathing. I don’t think she is. Rick babbles more excuses. More apologies. He’s a stain on this room. On this moment. He deserves to die for what he’s done to Haley, but I would have to put her down to kill him. I will never let her out of my arms again.

“Get the fuck out of my office. Get out. Get out.”

He runs. Trips over the fallen chair and scrambles away. His footsteps are replaced by quiet. Not silence. The fire crackles softly in the grate. Snowflakes graze the window pane on a night breeze. Air moves in a harsh saw in and out of my own lungs. I have to be calm for her. I have to be steady. I don’t know if I can do it.

Because she’s not breathing.

I press a hand to her chest and pray for it to rise.

“Please. Darling. Wake up.” Her chin in my hand feels unbearably fragile. “Please, take another breath. It’s all right. It’s okay. You’re going to be okay. One breath. Wake up.”

Nothing.

“Haley. Darling. You have to keep breathing.” I press down on her chest, trying to coax the air out of her. Into her. It shouldn’t have stopped her breathing. Hitting her head shouldn’t have stopped her lungs from working. But then Caroline shouldn’t have been able to cause permanent damage to me. If it were simple, it would be easy to fix, it would be easy to get her to start again. Haley was strong enough to survive me, to survive the darkest parts of my rage and pain. She weathered me like a storm. Cried for the storm. Loved it, too. I want her to be too strong for this. I push harder, feeling the echo of her hands against my chest. In her nightmares, she’s trying to keep my heart beating. I’m trying to keep hers beating now, though I don’t know if I’m feeling her pulse or mine. “Please.”

Nothing.

I kiss her, put my mouth on hers to feel the sweet movement of her breath. When I kiss Haley her whole body responds to me. Now there’s nothing. I make the sign of the cross over her with a shaking hand. She’s innocent. She’s perfect. God’s mercy is supposed to be never ending. He could offer her a scrap, even if He offers me nothing. Any grace should go to her, not me, not me. I have never been able to accept endless mercy. Always wrestled with it, no matter how many times Father Simon claims to know the truth.

And maybe this is my failing. I knew violence to be a limited resource. The more violence I accepted from my father, the less he would have for my siblings. Why wouldn’t the mercy of God be the same? The more he gives to one sinner, the less he has for another.

An endless capacity for anything is a danger. Endless mercy can lead to endless violence. Endless sacrifice can lead to endless pain.

All of this falls away. What does it matter now? I don’t need endless mercy. I only need one act of grace. Please, for Haley. I confess my love for her. I confess it’s everything, all I feel. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, my entire heart does not belong to God, so much of it belongs to Haley, and if that means I’ll burn forever, then so be it.

She’s not breathing.

Panic winds itself around my pain and screws itself into my flesh. My heart. Raw terror threatens to separate each piece of me from the whole. It’s pulling out ribs and organs. One by one. “God, please. Darling, please.” A little shake to her face. “Not this way. You have to survive this. You have to survive me. I’ll let you go if I have to. I’ll let you go. Anywhere you want to go, just don’t leave.” Don’t leave the world. Exist in the world. It will be enough if she exists. “Forgive me. Stay with me.”

Nothing.

“Anything.” I feel a presence here. I feel witnessed. I don’t allow myself to be seen like this, I don’t, but I can’t stop it, and nothing matters but Haley. The air grows heavy. Harder to work in and out of my lungs but I am painfully awake, painfully alive. “I’ll do anything. I’m so sorry, darling. With all my heart. I chose the wrong things. I’ve done terrible things. I’ve sinned, Jesus, so many times and I would do it all again, I would suffer it all over again if you’ll wake up. Let me take your place. Let me take her place.”

I look down into Haley’s peaceful expression and my soul tears apart. A raindrop falls to her cheek. Another one. It’s too cold for rain but angels could weep for her, Jesus, please. “I’ll sin again. I have to do it. But don’t take her from me, please, please. I’ll do anything. Let her live. She’s so soft. She’s so sweet. Let her live.” Her head is heavy in the crook of my arm, her eyelashes a gentle shadow on her skin. I put my hand to her face, to her perfect face, and run my thumb over her cheek. “You’re—” Another raindrop. “You’re dreaming, darling. Wake up. I love you.”

Haley stirs, the movement so subtle I think it might be me. I hold my breath. Try to stop moving. A stretch in her legs, like she’s wiggling her toes. I don’t dare look down toward her feet.

The fingers on her hand curl in. I gather her arm closer. Take her hand. Squeeze at her fingertips. “Please, darling. Please.”

Her chest hitches, almost like a sigh.

It rises.

It falls.

I put my hand over her heart. Hope is excruciating. It hurts so fucking much. But over that pain, I feel her breath. It’s light. Soft. Like she is.

Firelight caresses her face. I put my hand there too. Give me this one mercy. I know I don’t deserve it. Take her under the shadow of your wings. Protect her, protect her.

Haley’s eyelashes flutter. Another raindrop falls onto my hand. And then I’m looking into the clear, warm blue of her eyes. They move over my face, her lips parting in soft surprise. Her eyes open wider. A bolt of fear threatens—what if she doesn’t know me?—but the presence in the room holds it at bay. Like vast wings over us. A temporary shelter.

A frown tugs at the corner of Haley’s mouth. She reaches up for me. Her fingertips brush against my cheekbone. “Oh, Leo, you’re crying.”

At the sound of her voice, at the sound of my name, my balance deserts me. I rock back until I’m sitting heavily on the rug, my back to the fire. My shadow covers Haley’s body but there’s enough light surrounding us to see her eyes. Haley loops her arms around my neck and lets me hold her. I kiss her forehead. Her cheeks. Her chin. I turn her face in my hand and breathe a silent prayer to the bruise darkening her skin. Never again. They’ll never hurt her here again. No one will ever hurt her again. A light hand, light as air, rests on the top of my head for a fraction of a breath.

Small hands on my face bring me back to her eyes. I never thought I would see this shade of blue again, except in my dreams. “Darling. You came back.”

She smiles, a little sheepish, wholly perfect. “I’ll always come back. You can’t scare me away.”

“I love you.” The words are so small. My love for her so great. I want to make her understand that these words are like grains of sand in comparison to the size of the universe. I’ll take a lifetime to do it, if she’ll give it to me. “I should have told you before.”

Haley breathes a laugh. “You did. I don’t think you knew you were saying it. We were—” So many things we’ve done together, so many things I’ve done to her, and she blushes for me. “The night you brought me home.” I was rough with her that night, and Haley begged me for it. She wasn’t afraid. “But I knew. I always knew.” She puts my hand over her heart again. The beat is strong and steady under my palm. “I could feel it here.”

“But I was—I’ve been—”

“I love you,” she says. “You showed yourself to me, over and over again, even when it hurt.” Haley runs her fingers through my hair and over the contours of my face. “For a beast, you really wear your heart on your sleeve.”

“My heart has been in your pocket from the moment we met. Stay with me.” I bring her hand to my lips and kiss her knuckles. “Forever. I don’t care where we go. I don’t care if we have to live with your family or go to the ends of the earth. I need you.”

Haley shakes her head. “My home is here, with you. In your house.” Her nose wrinkles, and it’s so adorable I could die. Or live. “You have a castle, Leo. I don’t know why you won’t admit you’re a prince.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Haley

Daphne thought Leo was a control freak about the makeup for my birthday party, and maybe she was right. But it’s nothing compared to how he is after I hit my head. After Rick hit my head.

He summons Dr. Carina Jain to examine me, along with a full team including a neurotrauma specialist and a neurologist and three other people with intimidating titles. They recommend ice, rest, and ibuprofen for the pain. It’s Leo who insists on keeping me in his bed for those days. It’s Leo who wakes me up in the night so he can look at my pupils for signs of concussion and ask me questions to look for signs of confusion.

“It’s just a headache,” I tell him in the middle of the third night as he stares into my eyes. “Do you ever sleep? How can you sleep if you wake me up all night?”

“I wake you up once every night. Do you remember where you are?”

His hands are so warm, so gentle on my face. I’m so tired. My eyes burn. “Your house.”

“Where’s my house?”

“A castle.”

Leo frowns.

“A castle outside New York City. It’s not in Bishop’s Landing.”

“And who am I?”

He asks me this question every time, his tone almost teasing. “Leo Morelli. Beast of Bishop’s Landing. A man with a terrible temper and an even worse reputation.”

“And?”

“And the love of my life.” Leo leans in and kisses me. His teeth sink into my bottom lip. His hand wraps around the back of my neck. But before he can put any real pressure on my body, he’s gone. Turning out the low light in the bathroom. He puts his arm around my waist and ushers me back to the bed. Puts me in. Pulls the covers up tight. I let out a frustrated groan, fighting uselessly against the blanket. “I wish you would just—”

“Fuck you?” Leo says from the other side of the bed. “Is that what you were going to ask for? You still blush when you want sex. But I think not, darling. Not until you can take it.”

“I can take it now,” I say, pouting.

“Can you?” His fingers in my hair. His voice in my ear. “You’re already falling asleep.”

“I’m not,” I say, but it’s a lie. My eyes drift closed against my will. The last thing I see is Leo’s face blurring into light and shadows as dreams overtake me.

On the fourth day, in a quiet moment between making plans and consulting with lawyers, Leo tells me about the videos.

“I’ll show them to you if you need to see,” he says, voice tight. “But I’d rather you not have those things in your memory, too.”

On the fifth day, the doctors clear me for light physical activity. Leo says that doesn’t include fucking. I tell him he’s never been so mean.

On the sixth day, I wake up with a pit in my stomach and jittery hands. Early, because we’re going into the city for the meeting. I wanted to go sooner. Leo didn’t. I pretend not to be nervous when he takes me into his enormous shower, with its wide shelf and its wide bench.

When Leo has the temperature the way he wants it, he pulls me underneath the stream and kisses me. Hard. Harder. So hard my body responds, coming alive again after days and days of missing him, of wanting him, of having a headache. It’s better today. It’s a lot better. The bruise isn’t. He backs me up to the stone bench and pushes me onto it under the force of his kiss.

And then he starts kissing down my body. He takes each of my nipples between his teeth, one by one, and by the time he’s on his knees between my legs I’m a hot, panting mess braced against the wall. Leo wraps his arms around my thighs and spreads them open for more access, and Jesus, it’s good. It’s good. It’s so good. I’m not used to it, my muscles straining, but the first lick of his tongue chases that feeling away.

He’s careful, but he’s not gentle.

Oh, thank god.

I can’t breathe for what he’s doing. Tongue and teeth and relentless pressure. His fingertips dig into my legs the way they always have, hard, hard, hard, and the pain makes me feel less like a delicate creature made of glass and more like myself. The woman who loves Leo Morelli. The woman who wants him every second. Pleasure spikes from my center and wraps around my hips, which buck against it, fight against it. It’s like the time he did this on his dining room table. My whole body fights him. My whole body wants him to win.

And I’m going to explode, I’m going to fly apart from this indescribable thing he’s doing with his tongue on my clit, when he slows.

Leo’s body shifts back and I reach for any part of him I can touch. His hair. His shoulders. “No. Don’t stop. No. Please.”

He’s looking at me from between my thighs, his big hands holding me still, dark eyes on my face.

“Why?” Frustrated tears gather in the corners of my eyes. My body is still sore and exhausted, but I need this intimacy with him. “Why did you stop? I’m fine, Leo, I’m okay, please…”

“You’re the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen,” he says.

I arch toward him again. He’s so close. His mouth is so close. I feel his warm breath on the inside of my thighs. “I’ll do anything, Leo. I’ll—I’ll beg, if that’s what you want. Just—”

“Marry me.”

I feel the heat of his words against the heat of me, and now I am crying, now the tears are set free. I’m still trying to get his mouth back on me. His tongue. His teeth. Please. I get my hands on his face, and oh, how dare he. How dare he. “Now? Now’s when you’re going to ask? Today?”

“I’m not asking.” Counterpressure on my thighs, holding me down. Oh, I love this. I love this. “I need you. I need this.” He strokes his tongue through my slickness, a dark grin in his eyes. “And you. I can’t breathe without you. I don’t want to breathe without you. Marry me.”

“Yes. Yes. Yes. Please.”

He leans down to taste me then. Takes his time. There’s no part of me he doesn’t touch. Doesn’t mark. “Your pussy loved that,” he says, and then he closes his mouth over my clit and I’m lost. “Your pussy wants to marry me. It loves the feel of my tongue, doesn’t it?”

Leo’s first act as my fiancé is to make me come so hard my thighs ache and my vision darkens, shutting out everything but the pleasure he’s giving me. The pain. Everything but him.

*     *     *

Leo

Haley dresses for the meeting in the city in black. I bring in her favorite stylist to do her hair and her makeup. My fiancée glows the entire time, which eases the tight knot at the center of my chest. Haley has been insisting on the meeting since I got her up to my bedroom after that asshole Rick fled the scene. Insisting. On meeting with Caroline.

She wanted to go alone—to meet with her Constantine to Constantine—but there’s no way in hell. So we’re both attending the meeting.

I’ve given her everything I could think of as armor. Access to my lawyers. A custom Armani dress. Delicate earrings and a necklace that puts a glint of gold at the hollow of her throat. I asked her if she wanted any other color but black for her clothes, but she shook her head. “I don’t want to look like a Constantine. I want to be yours.”

And now there’s a string around her finger, a length of thread taken from one of my shirts. “This is a placeholder,” I said as I slipped it on, and Haley nodded, her eyes shining. The last shield between her and this day, except for me.

Thomas pulls up to the curb outside one of New York City’s many glassed-in high-rises, and I take Haley’s hand in mine. “We can send the lawyers without us. You don’t have to meet with her. All this can be resolved another way.”

She lifts her chin, her blue eyes filled with determination. “I want it like this,” she says.

I will give her anything she wants. Always.

We are first to the meeting room on the ninth floor, a detail I demanded in negotiations. Haley has time to get her bearings with the lawyer and her associate, and I’m standing at her side when Caroline comes in with hers. Four lawyers means four witnesses.

Caroline, all in white, takes her seat with an air of impatience, tucks her purse into her lap, and looks me in the eye. “I’m not sure why you asked me here, Leo. What the prosecutor does is out of my hands. The police have your confession to them on the record.”

“His confession?” Haley tilts her head to the side, so graceful and queenlike I could fuck her right here on this table. “We didn’t come to discuss the charges against Leo.”

Haley’s aunt directs a fake, sad smile across the table. “Sweetheart, it’s best if you stay out of these negotiations. You’ve been through so much. The family will protect you, if you would only let us. He’s twisted your mind so much you think he’s helping you.”

My darling returns that fake, sad smile to her with such accuracy I get goose bumps. In this moment I can see the Constantine in her—the ferocity. “I’m so glad to hear that, Aunt Caroline. I’m going to need your help with the case.”

“Case?”

“The case against Rick Joseph Jr..” The corners of Haley’s mouth turn down. “Now that I’m able to sit for interviews, I’m pressing charges for assault.”

Caroline’s eyes narrow. “He didn’t assault you, darling. The two of you had a perfectly lovely dinner date. Your outburst near the end was completely understandable, given what Leo has put you through. You were distraught.”

“The dinner date,” Haley muses. “The dinner date was lovely, up until he touched me without my consent.” I breathe through a sharp spike of rage. Keep it in check. Haley wears a symbol of my love for her on her finger, and she’s sitting on my side of the table, and she’s mine. “All the way up my inner thigh. Almost to my—”

“Haley,” Caroline scolds, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. This is the same bullshit tone she tried to use with me the night I whipped her. The same false calm, as if she’s in control of the situation instead of spiraling out of control.

“It was odd,” my darling continues. “Because he leaned over me and reached for his belt, and then he said—” Her gaze flicks toward the ceiling. “He said this is what we’re supposed to do.” A heartbeat, and Haley shrugs. “I’m not sure who told him that he was supposed to rape me, but—” She waves this away. “That’s not the assault I’m talking about.”

“He didn’t assault you.” Caroline laughs, incredulous, icy.

“Yes,” Haley says. “He did.” And then she turns her head so Caroline can see the enormous bruise covering her temple. “He hit me with a paperweight.”

Caroline can’t stop staring. “I had nothing to do with that. I’m sorry to see that happened to you, but I’ve tried to warn you about Leo Morelli. His violence is renowned.”

Haley’s brows draw together. The picture of innocent confusion. “But, Aunt Caroline, Rick called you. He called you so many times. Twenty minutes after he attacked me. He didn’t tell you? Sarah, can you show her the phone records?”

“Absolutely.” My lawyer slides a folio across the table to Caroline, who opens it with her fingertips. There are Rick’s call logs. There is her number, highlighted in yellow.

“There’s also the recording,” I add, and Caroline’s eyes dart to mine. “He mentioned your name.”

Caroline’s lawyers tense. This was not part of the original discussion. And it’s not close to the truth. It is the truth. I don’t have cameras in my home, detest the thought of them, but I did set up a voice recorder the night Caroline sent Rick to kill me. Insurance purposes, mainly. Less likely for anyone to believe I killed myself.

“And there are others.” Haley takes a deep breath and reaches for the clutch in her lap. “Other recordings, I mean. These ones are a bit different. A bit older. You’re in them,” she says lightly. Her hand is at the lip of the table. “I’ve learned a lot about the laws in New York, Aunt Caroline.” Jesus, I’m so proud of her. “About how there’s no time limit on crimes that—”

“Enough.” Caroline has one hand flat on the table. No more color in her face. Her lawyers lean in now, faces blank. “How dare you turn on your own family? That’s enough.”

“Is it?” I ask, and Caroline hates it. She hates to look at me. I wonder if her back hurts as much as mine. “Too painful to relive the past?”

She gives a tight smile. “It would be best for our families if we didn’t. Families such as your sisters, Leo. And your brother and sister, Haley. I’m sure we can come to an understanding.”

“Like…” Haley bites her lip. “Maybe if you left us the fuck alone?”

Caroline jerks back like Haley slapped her, her hand going into a fist, but she recovers. “There’s no need to be vulgar. No need for all these lawyers. A misunderstanding among family.”

“And you’d obviously place a call to the prosecutor as soon as we step out,” Haley says. “I would find it very vulgar to be dragged through a court proceeding against my will.”

A swift nod. Caroline stands, and Haley does, too. I’m right beside her. I won’t leave her alone in Caroline’s presence, even in a public setting.

“I have some calls to make, if that’s all—”

“Apologize,” Haley says, and I’ve never heard such frigid resolve in her sweet voice. She looks as hard and as furious as any Morelli. She’s shaking with rage, and I know that if I wasn’t holding her hand she would hurl herself at the woman. I felt her sick fury when I told her about the videos. She hasn’t seen them but she knows they exist. I can’t forget them, but she doesn’t have to have the images burned into her mind. “For what you did.”

Caroline draws herself up to her full height. She looks down on Haley with bitter imperiousness. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, if you felt hurt by something I did.”

“To Leo.”

Her fist clenches around her purse. “That boy—” She can’t believe this. “That boy doesn’t deserve the slightest—”

“That man is my fiancé.” Haley leans into me and traces the thread around her finger with a fingertip. “He’ll be my family soon. And I feel so strongly about doing what’s right for my family.” She rests her hand on her clutch, her grasp inches from her phone. “I’m sure you understand loyalty to family.”

Caroline glares at Haley for three solid heartbeats before she turns her head to me. Her crystal blue eyes blaze with impotent anger and resentment. “I apologize.”

“Do you mean it?” Haley demands.

“It doesn’t matter,” I murmur, pulling her close. “She means nothing to me. It’s sweet of you to demand an apology, but the truth is she doesn’t have power over me anymore.” I face Caroline, the woman who was my lover and my abuser. She figured into so many nightmares. But what I told Haley is true. Now she’s just a woman. A sad, desperate woman clinging to threads of power. It’s not the marks on her back that helped me move on. It’s the woman standing beside me. “You’re done here,” I say to Caroline, my voice soft. “I don’t even wish you to hell. You mean nothing to me. You are nothing.” It’s the ultimate insult to a woman as attention hungry as her. She wants to be adored or hated. Apathy is unbearable, but I can’t summon any feeling for her—other than wishing her gone from the room.

Emotions flash across Caroline’s face. Outrage. Regret. A deep-seated loneliness. And then she turns and leaves the room, taking her coldness with her.

Haley watches her leave. After the lawyers disappear from view, she lets out a breath. “I know she didn’t mean it,” she says softly, her eyes meeting mine. “But that felt good.”

I pull her close. “Better than this morning?”

Haley blushes. “No way.”

“There’s more waiting in the car, if you think you can handle it.”

She loops her arm through mine, tugging hard for the door. “Let’s go,” Haley says, her voice so light, so free, the darkness of Caroline Constantine, the pain of the past left behind in the room. “Hurry, hurry, hurry.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Haley

The knock at Leo’s front doors comes an hour before my engagement party.

It’s a clear, dark night, and Leo’s house glows with candles and sprays of light. Eva has been staying over to plan it with Daphne, and the two of them have taken the castle and transformed it into another dream.

Guests will follow a lighted path through to the ballroom in the far wing of the house. Eva and Daphne haven’t let me in yet. They want the full impact of the decorations to be a surprise. I can’t wait to see it. I can’t wait to be at the party with Leo.

But first I step into my spot by the double doors and wait for Gerard to open them.

My dad and Cash hesitate on the threshold. Cash, because he’s looking into the foyer with trepidation, though he’s been here before. My dad, because he’s looking at me. My gown for the evening is such a pale pink it’s almost white, and it glimmers in the candlelight. His hand comes up to cover his mouth, and when he takes it down again his eyes are shining. “You look—” The same hand goes to his chest. “You look just like your mother.”

I come out onto the border of the cold and take their hands. “Come in. Come inside.” Cash allows himself to be pulled inside. Gerard closes out the night and steps away while I kiss their cheeks. “Thank you, Daddy. I’m so glad you’re here. Both of you.”

They’re in suits and overcoats, dressed for the party, but my dad stops. “If you want us to leave, Haley—”

“I don’t.”

“I’m sorry.” His heartbreak shines in his voice, but he doesn’t waver. “I’m sorry for so many things, Haley, but I shouldn’t have agreed to help Caroline, no matter what she did to me. I shouldn’t have tried to get you to stay home. I don’t blame you if you can’t forgive me.”

“I’m sorry too, Hales.” Cash’s cheeks are an ashamed red, and I can’t stand it.

I pull them both into my arms, as much as I can. “No more apologies. Okay? You’re my family. You’ll always be my family. I want you in my life, and I want you at my engagement party and at everything else. All of that’s in the past.”

My dad tilts my face up so he can see my eyes. “You’re happy here? You love him?”

He’s never judged me. Not once. And there’s no judgment in his voice now. “I love him so much.” I let him see me smile. Let him see my happiness. “He’s the only man I’ll ever want.”

He grins. “Then you’ve made the perfect choice. I’m so happy for you, sweetheart.”

“Me too.” Cash sticks his hands in his pockets. “I mean it.” He leans in to hug me. Then clears his throat. “Is everything settled, then? With Caroline? With the cops?”

“Yes. It’s all okay now.”

Another knock at the door, and Gerard reappears to open it.

My sister comes in alone, her eyes huge, looking over everything in the foyer. Her face lights up when she sees me. “Hey, Haley. Am I late?”

“You’re early. I wanted you all here early. Where’s Jeremy?”

“I came alone. He didn’t want to come.” Petra shakes her head. “I’m sorry, but nevermind about him. You look gorgeous.”

My heart squeezes. It’s a big deal for Petra to come against the wishes of her husband. He won’t approve, but she came anyway. For me. For family. “Thank you,” I say, my voice hushed.

“Of course. This is a beautiful house.” A shy smile. “I’d love to see it, if we have time.”

We do have time. It feels good to show my family around my home. It feels better to have Petra ooh and aah over the decorations and have my dad appreciate the den and have Cash joke about the size of the kitchen.

I have a moment of nervousness when we arrive back at the foyer and find Leo waiting there with Eva and Daphne. Leo’s shaking his head, breathtaking in all his gorgeous black. Daphne’s laughing at him. They’ve made peace, for now, about her stalker. About the collector.

Eva could be a glamorous runway model, also in black.

Leo sees me first. I’ll never get used to the way his face changes when I walk into a room. Sometimes his expression sharpens with want, and sometimes it softens with relief, but his eyes always, always burn with love. My nervousness feels ridiculous now. I lead my family to him and pull him to my side, where I want him. Where I always want him. “Leo, you’ve met my dad and Cash before, but I thought we could start over. This is my dad, Phillip. My brother, Cash. And my sister, Petra. Family, this is my Leo.”

He shakes their hands like the prince that he is.

“Leo, we have to talk,” my dad says. “Have your lawyers looked over the paperwork yet? My inventions are languishing. I always knew you could see the vision.”

“Dad,” I say, scandalized. “I can’t believe you.”

Leo laughs. “He’s right, Haley. We’ll talk after the party, him and I.”

I shake my head, but I won’t stand in their way. The truth is that Leo does have the money. And the vision. And my father’s inventions could change the world. It’s not lost on me that my dad saw Leo for what he was even before I did. Focused, he said. It was the truth.

Leo introduces Eva and Daphne to my family, and then Lucian barges in with Elaine and they’re the first of the many, many guests who arrive to celebrate our engagement.

I’ve never seen so many people in his house before. Leo and I stand at the door, greeting person after person in beautiful clothes and smiles that seem real enough to trust, at least for tonight. The rest of his siblings arrive.

His parents arrive.

There’s one frosty moment when they step in the door, but Leo’s presence overwhelms it. He shakes his father’s hand. He kisses his mother’s cheek. He introduces me to them as his fiancée, and then he sends them to the party. I only realize afterward that he’s kept me slightly behind him the entire time.

More people are coming, but Leo puts his hand on the small of my back and pulls me in close. “We’re supposed to make an entrance now,” he murmurs into my ear.

“We could run away instead. We could hide in the bedroom.”

He laughs. “My sisters would never stand for it.” Leo catches my hand in his and kisses the loop of thread he put there after he asked me to marry him. “Come, darling. Let’s go to the party.”

Gerard waits at the entrance to the ballroom. The sound of the party flows out into the hall and over us. Old nerves make me squeeze Leo’s hand harder.

He clears his throat. “It’s not too fancy, understand? Not like the Constantine parties.”

The doors open to let us in. I’m not planning to cry, not at all, but the tears spill over immediately, ruining the makeup I spent so long on. “It’s perfect.”

It’s not like the Constantine parties. It’s better. Leo is warm and solid at my side, and the ballroom is breathtaking. Eva and Daphne have themed it in black and white and pink and gold and everything is delicate and strong under a candlelit, starlit glow.

And the windows—

The giant picture windows look out over a courtyard that is illuminated with falling stars. Small lights over Leo’s bench and his tree and everywhere. The middle panes of the window, which were covered when he brought me here before, are on display. It’s a larger version of the stained-glass door leading to his courtyard. A brilliant rose, set against the night and glowing with the light from our party. It’s a vision, and it serves as the backdrop for another vision, which is a ballroom full of beautiful people in dark tuxedos and jewel-toned gowns who burst into applause and cheers at our presence.

The music that had been quietly running underneath all the conversation gets louder, and Leo takes my hand. “About the dancing,” he says.

I freeze. “We are not dancing in front of all these people.”

“It was Eva’s idea, and everyone’s looking at us.” There’s laughter in his eyes, and I can’t believe it. I can’t believe he would agree to this like an easygoing person.

“And you’re just going to go along with it?”

Leo shrugs. “I want to dance with you. I don’t care who sees.”

He doesn’t give me any more time to argue. Like always, Leo takes charge. And it doesn’t matter that I’ve never had dancing lessons like my Constantine cousins. He makes a frame with his body and I briefly float out of mine to see him move me around the ballroom in front of glimmering stained glass.

He’s stunning. He’s mine. And together we’re the center of this party. When he spins me off to the side of the ballroom, the volume of the party crests. But we don’t disappear into it. Leo introduces me to person after person. Everyone wants to see us. To see me. It’s a good feeling, but it’s not the best one. The best one is looking at him. I don’t know why I wished so hard to be the center of attention at a party when what I want more than anything is to be able to stare at him. Maybe that makes me lovesick.

I’m okay with it.

Someone calls his name a while into the party. Leo leaves me by a standing table near the stained-glass window with a kiss on the temple and a promise to be back before I know it.

Eva’s had the window backlit for the occasion. The colors fall over the white tablecloth and I trace them with a fingertip while I sip champagne. It’s the first chance I’ve had to really look at the party.

It brings tears to my eyes. There’s my dad, talking animatedly with Eva. Leo’s parents hold court in one corner of the room. They don’t look thrilled, exactly, but both of them wear small, party-appropriate smiles. Cash stands with one of the Constantine cousins, who frankly looks shocked that the party is so nice. Petra has found two other women to talk to. Her face is pink, the corners of her lips lifting in a smile I know means she’s genuinely pleased.

“You’re all alone.” Daphne abandons her empty champagne glass on the table, and it’s instantly whisked away by a server. “You don’t feel nervous, do you? Because of all the Morellis?”

“No, they’ll be my family soon. I’m people-watching.”

She makes a humming sound and turns to face the crowd, her dark gaze going over the guests in their finery, the smiles, the glittering jewels and glasses of champagne.

“It’s the best part of any party, don’t you think?”

She laughs, turning to get another champagne flute from a tray flashing by in a uniformed waiter’s hands. “Winston Constantine is here.”

“What? Where?”

Daphne points him out with a nod. I can’t place him here. Can’t believe he’s here. Leo told me about his meeting when he told me about the videos, but I didn’t expect Winston to support us this way. He puts a card into a basket set up in a floral arrangement near the door. The floral arrangement is accompanied by a framed photo of Leo and me. Daphne took it at my birthday party. We’re both in the glow of the candles from my cake, and I look beside myself with happiness, cheeks pink, hands clasped at my collarbone, leaning into Leo. I’m beaming at the cake with stars in my eyes. Leo’s looking at me. My joy reflects in his face, in his eyes, in his grin.

Winston looks at the photo for a long moment, then continues into the ballroom, his shoulders relaxed. He nods at Cash. Turns. Leo’s there, crossing nearby, and I stop breathing.

A confrontation between the two of them would be a disaster.

But neither man moves to attack the other. They size each other up for the longest heartbeat of my life. And then Winston speaks. His hands come up in front of him, a quick gesture that says I tried. Leo nods once. Twice. I’m not sure which one of them offers his hand to shake first. But they do, Winston leaning in to say one more thing. Leo replies, and then they both continue on like they haven’t just sidestepped the apocalypse.

“Okay,” says Daphne. “That’s not how I thought it would go.”

I finally exhale. Things will never be fully resolved between the Morellis and the Constantines. There’s too much pain in the past. But tonight, at least, for my engagement party, no one has killed each other. No one has even thrown a punch. And Winston and Leo shaking hands?

A tenuous, unprecedented peace.

I lose myself in the glow of the party. The shine of fairy lights on Eva’s dress. Leo’s parents’ faces in candlelight. They all have his dad’s dark hair, but there’s more of his mother in their features than I imagined. The delicate fall of white and gold fabric. The way white is nothing without the contrast of black. The way gold shines best when there’s night behind it.

“Whoa.” Daphne’s eyes go wide. “Which Constantine cousin is that?”

I follow her eyes to the opposite side of the ballroom, and it’s obvious who she’s talking about. The man stands inside the doorway, dressed in impeccable black and very tall. He’s blond and beautiful the way a knife is beautiful. Sharp enough to cut. There’s something familiar about his features, but something’s off. Something is wrong.

And then there’s the dog.

A gorgeous black dog, huge and lean, waits at his side with a stillness that makes me think it’s a service dog of some kind. Meticulously trained at least. People are starting to notice the man. People are starting to notice the dog. A shiver drags a fingernail down my spine.

“He’s not a Constantine,” I tell Daphne.

“He looks like one. Blonde. Tall.” She grins. “Handsome.”

“Believe me. I’ve been to Constantine parties since I was a baby. He’s a stranger.”

He’s definitely not a Constantine, but he’s interesting nonetheless. There’s something arresting about him. A magnetic pull that everyone in the room feels. Leo has noticed him, too. He approaches the man and his dog with an expression of bemused surprise. A flicker of uncertainty. A flicker of worry. Then they speak to each other, and Leo’s shoulders relax.

“This night is so weird,” Daphne says. “But it’s good, don’t you think?”

“It’s the best night.” Someone calls to Daphne. It’s one of the women Petra was talking to. All three women approach the table in a flutter of gowns and laughter.

When I resurface from the conversation, Leo’s gone.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Haley

I wait twenty minutes before I go looking for Leo. It’s harder to extract myself from the party than I thought it would be. When it’s your own engagement party, it turns out, absolutely everyone wants to talk to you. It’s warm in the ballroom. Crowded.

It can be slightly overwhelming, being so happy. And so loved.

Getting into the hallway is a sweet relief. The lights are lower here, the temperature cooler. I follow the decorations down the hall and around the corner.

Leo’s in his office. Light angles out the door. More than firelight, less than the big recessed ceiling fixture that Leo rarely turns on. His door was closed earlier for the party. Eva and Daphne made several spaces for guests to go if they needed a break from the ballroom—five or six different rooms, each re-staged for the occasion. Leo swore he didn’t care who saw his furniture. Eva ignored him. “I don’t like to give out more information than I have to,” she told me.

I move toward the half-open door. My heart runs ahead. It’s not like Leo to leave me, so if he has, it must be for something important.

At his office door, I shift my position to see in.

That breathless, shimmering sensation sweeps down over me, stronger than I’ve ever felt it. Goose bumps rush from my fingertips to the tops of my shoulders. I’m simultaneously desperate to understand what’s happening and secure in the knowledge that it’s okay. That I’ll know soon enough.

Leo leans against his desk, one foot crossed over the other. Arms folded below his chest. Head bowed. One small lamp burns in the corner of the room, but otherwise only firelight illuminates him. He was standing just this way when I came back to him the first time. I didn’t know what he was doing until he made the sign of the cross. I didn’t understand. Maybe I still don’t. Maybe understanding is overrated. Maybe there’s something to be said for faith.

No Ronan now, tapping his gun against his jeans and waiting to shoot. The man from the party sits in one of the chairs by the fire, facing Leo. He’s turned on an angle to the door. I can’t quite see his face, only glimpses of his profile. He strokes the dog’s head absently. Affectionately. I’ve never seen another person so at ease in Leo’s office.

I’m not looking in on an uncomfortable silence. I’m looking in on a sanctuary.

Leo makes the sign of the cross, lets out a breath, and opens his eyes.

“Catholic?” the man says. His voice is not like Leo’s. It reminds me of ice under a dark sky.

“What gave it away?” Leo says.

The man laughs, and a chill works over my spine. “I visited a Catholic church with my brothers not long ago. It seemed to me that all the ceremony and ritual had become part of the stone.”

“I can’t imagine you sitting through Mass.”

“We did not. We were looking for a woman’s grave.”

“Did you find it?”

“Yes.”

A silence falls, broken by a quiet tapping at the window. Leo glances toward the bird. “Go away, busybody.” Then he turns back to the fire, to the man. “How long now?”

“Fifteen minutes. We should wait another five to be sure.”

A hand on my elbow very nearly startles me into screaming, but I don’t. It’s Gerard who’s come looking. He escorts me away from Leo’s office. “You’re missed at the party.”

“I’ll go back,” I say quickly. “But what—who—”

“A friend of Leo’s. Powerful in another area of business.”

“Perhaps I should go in. Leo might need me.”

“He’ll be all right,” Gerard says, and I believe him. Enough to go back to the party. People miss Leo, too, but we’re reaching the point of the night when everyone is delighted and slightly tipsy, and no one questions my excuses. I keep an eye on his office window. The light coming through the pane. I can see the round, feathered shape of the bird in the corner. I lose myself in conversation, in congratulations, for as long as I can stand.

It’s not very long.

This time, I slip away without drawing much attention to myself. I’m almost at Leo’s office when I see him in the foyer—the man with his dog. Gerard hands him a black overcoat that reminds me of Leo’s. His dog sits at his feet as he puts it on. Gerard speaks to him. He answers. And then he looks at me over Gerard’s head.

Even from this distance, I know what’s different about him. It’s his eyes.

He inclines his head to me, his smile like a cut diamond, and then he steps away into the shadows.

Leo’s office seems even larger now. I go in and close the door behind me.

He sits in a chair by the fire, staring into the flames, and I don’t know what it is, but something’s wrong. Something is very wrong. Leo looks as shaken as he did when I put myself between him and Ronan’s gun. Rattled to the core. And something more. I don’t know what. And I have to know. I never should have hovered outside the door. Never should have allowed myself to go back to the party.

I go to him and sink down into a cloud of expensive fabric at his feet, between his knees. Pressing close. Goose bumps run riot up my arms, all the way to the back of my neck. Leo takes my face in his hands, using the pads of both his thumbs to memorize me there. He looks into my eyes and his own are so dark, the gold so bright, my heart splinters. “What happened? Who was that man? Leo, please, tell me.”

He swallows. “I have a confession.”

“Tell me. Please. I love you.”

He explains that he was the man from the library—the one with the strange eyes. The one whose wife was like a little moon. That man, a man named Hades, tried to buy Jane Eyre for her, and that’s how they know each other. Leo tells me how, in their one phone conversation, that man heard the pain in his voice and asked him about it. He’s talking about the pain in his back, the chronic, neverending pain.

“No one else,” Leo says. “No one else has noticed it before.”

“So you invited him to our engagement party?”

“No. I found out—” He shakes his head. There’s a color to his cheeks that’s not usually there, and my heart beats in the hollow of my throat. I don’t know what it means. “I found out he owns a diamond mine. His master jeweler is the best one in the country. I wanted a ring for you.”

“I love what I have.” It may not be worth a bunch of money, but it means commitment. It means love. And I would cherish it even if Leo Morelli didn’t own a castle.

He gives me a gentle smile. “This is better.”

A velvet box appears in my hands, and I open the lid carefully. And gasp. A large diamond sparkles in the center, but it’s not white. Or yellow. Or pink. Or any of the other colors I’ve seen my Constantine cousins wear. Instead it’s a brilliant black. “How?” I manage to say, my voice shaking. “This is… too much. It’s beautiful. I can’t.”

He seems to understand my babbling. “It’s naturally that color. Magnolia cut. Five carats.”

It’s an intricate shape with curling edges, surrounded by a row of plush diamonds, as if it’s cradled in a cloud. I tilt the box, moving the ring in and out of the light. In the shadows it looks almost opaque. Only in the light can you see the millions of perfect facets. It reminds me of Leo Morelli himself. “It’s perfect, Leo. How did you know?”

“I wanted something unique for you.” Leo doesn’t quite meet my eyes as he pulls the velvet box from my shaking hands. He takes the ring from the satin and twists it gently. “There’s an inscription. There was too much I wanted to say. Not enough space.”

I take the ring from him, needing to read it. The gold band has incredibly fine engraving on top, something that looks both antique and timeless. On the inside it’s mostly smooth except for a script that reads I am no bird, no net ensnares me. Tears heat my eyes. “It’s a quote from Jane Eyre,” I manage to say, feeling breathless, faint. “My favorite quote.”

His dark eyes swim before me like black diamond. Through watery eyes I watch him slide the ring onto my finger. “I want you to be free. Not trapped here, Haley. Not because of a contract or anything else. I want you to choose this.”

“I do.” And I prove it by throwing my arms around his neck. As always, I’m careful. Even when I’m full of emotion, full of passion, I’m careful that I don’t touch too low on his neck. That’s where his scars begin. Where his pain begins, and I don’t want any pain in this moment.

Leo pulls back and gives me an unreadable look.

“Something’s wrong,” I say, sensing his uncertainty. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. The ring. Is it too much? Oh, of course it’s too much. I don’t need something that expensive.”

“It’s not that. No, darling. It’s—” He shakes his head. “Hades. He knows about pain. He’s the only one I’ve ever met who knows anything about the way—” He takes a deep breath. “He has a different kind of painkiller. One that’s only made for him, for pain like this.”

Leo described it to me once. An unsolvable tangle of nerves and scars. Anything can hurt him. Touch. Stress. Anything. He seems so angry to other people because he is constantly in pain. He uses his rage to distract from the truth.

“How is it different?”

His eyes widen, the expression over so quickly I could have blinked and missed it. “There are no side effects. It doesn’t render a person like him unconscious. A person like me.”

I don’t know whether to hope or despair. I’m caught between the two, and I don’t know what the emotion in Leo’s eyes means. “He came here to tell you about it?”

“He came here to deliver a ring for you. Along with what he called a wedding gift.”

“The wedding isn’t until next month.”

“That’s what I said. He just laughed.” Seriousness comes over Leo’s features, and it takes my breath away again. It’s a miracle I can keep breathing at all when I look at him. “He brought some of those painkillers for me. Enough for a long time. And the nosy bastard sat here watching to make sure they didn’t kill me.”

“You thought it might kill you?”

“No. I didn’t. But the pain was killing me. I haven’t—” A breath with the hint of a shudder. “I was honest with him. When I bought that book for you. I told him I didn’t think I could survive it. It’s been so long.” He brushes a kiss to my lips. “I couldn’t let it take me away from you. So when he offered me a chance tonight, I took it.”

“Leo—”

“Forgive me, darling, if the risk scares you. I had to try.”

My heart is going to burst if he doesn’t tell me now. It feels like I’m standing at the edge of a cliff, my toes curling over. “There’s nothing to forgive. But, Leo—did it work?”

“It hurt so fucking much,” he says, his voice breaking.

“Did it work?” I hate to press him. I just want this for him. More than anything. He’s awake and clear-eyed, the way he needs to be to survive. “Does it hurt now?”

“No.” He takes a breath verging on a gasp. “Nothing hurts at all.” Leo covers his face with both hands, a sob tearing free under his palms, and lets himself fall back into his chair.

For the first time in years, he lets himself rest.
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CHAPTER THIRTY


Leo

Haley climbs into my lap, into my arms, and it forces out a hot wave of tears to hold her this way. Without also holding myself up and away from the furniture. She asked me for this once. I gave her twenty minutes of her head on my chest, curled against my side, and paid for it with a sleepless night in agony.

I would do it again for her.

But I don’t have to.

Now she’s the one holding herself up, hesitancy in every muscle. I lean harder into the chair. Pull her in closer. She puts her head on my shoulder, giving me her weight.

I had forgotten what it was like.

For so long, the only place I could touch the memory of living in a body not dogged by pain was in my dreams. Even then it never lasted. It was never complete. I could feel the cuts on my back in the distance. In the last few years it’s been worse in increments, like slowly boiling alive.

So when Hades—who looks like a Constantine, how’s that for irony—handed me the second black box, I didn’t let myself imagine an outcome that didn’t involve living in hell.

I remember now, because there is no more pain. No more pressure across the scars on my back, digging into the nerves. No more radiating gashes circling around to the front of my ribs and slicing between. No more nails in the back of my neck. It’s just gone. Banished.

It won’t be gone forever. These tiny, pill-shaped miracles don’t last indefinitely. But if Hades is to be trusted—and I have no choice but to trust him—it will not start at the peak. I’ll have time. I’ll have a life.

I’ll have Haley, her sweetness curled into me, letting me hold her the way I always should have been able to.

Fuck, I was so close. So close to sinking into inescapable darkness. Haley would have stopped it, for a while. I love her too much not to put up a fight. But it would’ve happened, except for that prick with the strange eyes blocking my path.

That pain was a cage. A physical cage, yes. One that held me away from the physical world. And an emotional one. I don’t know what to do with it, all that feeling.

Eventually the floodgates close. The grief eases.

“Are you sad?” Haley brushes an errant tear from my cheek.

“No.” I kiss her, and I feel nothing but the softness of her lips against mine. Nothing but the way she takes a quick little breath. Nothing but her. “I’m free.”

We go back to the party, and Haley can’t stop staring at me. Studying my face. I want to tell her it’s the same as it always was, but it’s not. I know from the way her eyes shine.

I want to fuck her without having to ignore impending torment. It hurts less when I’m inside her, when I’m touching her, of course it does. Of course it did. But this is different. Being in that much pain was like being numb, in a way. It didn’t give me full access to any other sensation.

When the bedroom door is locked behind us, I unwrap her like an engagement gift and lay waste to her panties and bra. I open her like a blooming flower on the bed and bury my face between her legs. She tastes even sweeter for how little it hurts to do this. I can sling her legs over my shoulders and make her come like that. I can let her dig her heels into me while her orgasm shakes through her. I can do anything.

She’s tired from the party, so tired, but she gives me all of her. Haley whimpers and cries when I punish her pussy for the crime of being so perfect and cries some more when I fuck her throat.

Her tears are drying when I take her to the pillows, spread her open wide, and make her take me all at once. I love the sight of her body when she works for it, all blonde hair and pulsing muscles. I love the struggle. I love to bite her, and hurt her, and make her pussy tighten in that sweet, filthy rhythm as she comes all over me.

Haley interrupts her own series of moans with my name. “Leo. Leo—”

I bite her again, and she makes a sound of pleasure-pain that I would like to hear every day until I’m dead. “Say it some more, darling.”

“Leo,” she says, and the excitement in her voice makes my chest ache. “Do you think I could be on top?”

I freeze, my cock buried in her to the hilt, and in the space of this one moment I’ve been shoved out of the bed. Out of my body. She’s been on top before, but never the way she’s asking for now. No one has.

Except for Caroline.

I push up and away from her. Need room to breathe. It’s awful, it’s fucking awful, because I want to keep fucking her. But this innocent question from the most innocent Constantine there ever was has nicked an invisible wire in my brain, or my soul. Somewhere hidden. Way down deep.

And it’s now, it’s right now, that I understand the final piece of my penance. I understand that there is something separate from the experience of physical pain. It’s always been easier to let the torment of fucked-up nerves take up my attention, because something else did equal damage. It played an equal role in turning me into the beast I became.

“Leo.” Haley’s voice is so soft. She’s been saying my name for a while now, I realize. “Come back. Leo.”

I bend my head down to her collarbone and lick the bite mark I left. Concentrate on how warm she is around me. How tight, how soft. Let that feeling tamp down the urge to run. Not away from Haley. Never away from her. Away from the sickening memories.

“I’ve never done that before,” I confess to her, and then amend my confession. “I haven’t done that since Caroline. Not in—not in a bed.”

“Oh,” she says. “Oh, Leo.”

I don’t hear pity in her words, and that, I think, is what compels me to tell her the rest.

I have never told anyone the way it was with Caroline. The way she insisted on being with me. I was too young to see it for what it was. Not a real preference, except a preference for power. She wanted to be the one on top, literally and figuratively, so that’s how it was. It might not have left so many scars if it hadn’t been for that very last day.

The day I took the videos. I’d been suspicious of her by then, suspicious and increasingly sick to my stomach at how it felt to be with her, and I thought the camera itself would act as a kind of talisman against more of her psychotic behavior. Surely she would assume I had one and call it off. Or come to the meeting as Caroline Constantine, de facto queen of Bishop’s Landing.

She did neither. She did worse. And I have paid for it with every kind of pain every day since then.

“My back was nothing but an open wound,” I tell Haley, and she does not tense underneath me. She doesn’t flinch. She just keeps running her hands over my shoulders, over and over. “The sheets felt like sharp rocks. Like fire. And the pressure of her body—”

“It’s okay,” she says. She means keep going.

“There was no one before her.” Haley glides her fingers through my hair. “And I never thought this would be possible afterward. I didn’t even fantasize about it.”

I confess that the memory has not lost its nauseating quality. I confess that I don’t know what will happen if we do this. I confess that I am afraid, I am so afraid, that Caroline has taken it from me permanently. That even with my pain conquered, I’ll still be wounded. Broken.

“I was powerless,” I tell her. There is no greater sin for a Morelli than to be powerless. Admitting it is probably the greatest risk I’ve ever taken.

Haley presses a kiss to my shoulder. “Not anymore.”

I lift myself up so I can see her face. She’s watching me with such love in her eyes. More than I’ll ever deserve. She lets me look into that perfect blue until my breathing settles.

And then she arches underneath me, stretching her body, resetting us.

She takes one of my hands away from where I’m stroking her hair.

Haley puts it around her throat. She locks both hands around my wrist and pulls my arm down toward her until I’m the one controlling the pressure. Until I’m rock hard inside her. Until she’s squirming on my cock. Beginning to fight the grip on her throat a little. Beginning to need more air.

“Like this,” she manages.

Fresh, animal desire explodes over me. The need to fuck her takes over every muscle, including my throbbing, unsteady heart. I feel huge above her. Solid. Strong against her softness.

I roll over onto my back, taking Haley with me.

I brace for pain before I can override the old habit, but none comes. Not physical pain. Not nerve pain. I land on soft sheets. On a firm mattress.

No pain, but my lungs get smaller, not drawing in enough air. My heart races. My vision sharpens. My body prepares to get me out of this situation. Get me away from the torture I know is coming. The shame.

Except it’s Haley.

For all my body knows this is dangerous, this is wrong, it also knows she is right. She’s the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen. More beautiful for the way she lets me choke her while she rides my cock. I was afraid her body in this position would force me into an old memory but I shouldn’t have been. I should have trusted that I know her. I’ve felt her. I want her.

I need her. Like this. Now.

My heart tries to take flight again, but I focus on her. On the squeeze of her muscles around me. On her big blue eyes, staying on mine because she knows how much I love it. She knows how much I love to see her cry. I pinch one of her nipples until she does cry, then the other, her pussy clenching over and over.

The ghost of that powerlessness comes again.

But there’s Haley, panting in my grip, her body given over to mine. Sacrificed to mine.

It whispers in my ear.

Haley moans, her hands rising to hold my wrist, but she can’t stop me. She does not want to stop me. From causing her pain. And pleasure. She puts herself wholly in my hands.

That sick, terrified feeling shrinks down into a shell of itself. It’s no match for her sweet cunt around my cock. It’s no match for the silvery tears that streak down her cheeks. It’s no match for me, as long as I have her. We’re stronger together.

It is less and less and less and then, between one thrust and the next, between one whimpered moan and the next, I let it go.

It’s gone.

I angle her closer in so she has to work for it. So she has to brace her fingertips against my chest and pray for control. I bring her all the way down so I can sink my teeth into her earlobe. “You’re going to fuck me with that sweet cunt until you’re dripping with my cum, darling. I won’t touch your clit until I feel it on your thighs. You don’t get to come before then.”

“No,” she moans. “Please. Touch me now.”

“You can have my hand on your throat. Try harder than that. Don’t make me wait.”

I keep my hand on her windpipe, her pulse moving through my fingertips, as Haley struggles. Against my hand. Against her body. It’s hard for her to find the rhythm, and once she does, I make it harder. I make her force herself down on me every time. I take a little air away every time she falters.

It feels so fucking good. Gravity is on her side, and for once, it’s on my side, too. I can give myself over completely to the sensation of her cunt without worrying about holding myself away from anything.

The harder she works, the wetter she gets. Her slickness only increases the longer I hold her throat in my hand. She’s fucking me hard—she’s fucking magnificent—when she starts to cry harder.

“I’m going to come,” she sobs. “Please let me.”

“Fuck, darling. If you come now, you know what I’ll have to do.”

“Punish,” she says. That’s all she can get out.

“Yes.”

Haley locks eyes with me. I have one hand on her throat, my fingertips in her hair, I have her so close to me. I have all I need.

She comes like I’ve coaxed it from her clit myself, her cunt clenching hard, and it is sheer, aching pleasure. Her body won’t accept anything less from me than it’s giving, and it winds up my orgasm and drags it out of me. Haley’s thighs are sticky with me by the time I’m done filling her.

My darling falls forward with shaking hands that she runs over my face, my lips, my jaw. “Mine,” I tell her. “You’re fucking mine. Say it.”

Her smile is a lopsided, adorable thing. “Yours,” she breathes.

There’s nothing to stop me. Not now. Not ever. I roll us over, spread her wide, and start again.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Daphne

My brother’s getting married today. My favorite brother. And I know, I know. I’ve watched it happen. I’ve lived in his house while the wedding planning went on. He and Haley are perfect for one another. I thought she was maybe too sweet and too shy before, but what do I know?

Not that much. For instance, I didn’t know that Leo still went to church. Not only that, but he basically owns one. And that’s where he’s getting married today. St. Thomas’s.

“Does he just like people named Thomas?” I ask Haley as she stands in her dress, glowing in front of the full-length mirror in the bridal suite. It’s busy in here, but she is quiet and pink-cheeked and gorgeous. Her sister is here, and my sisters are here. Even my parents came, though my father’s half-drunk and my mother sits on the opposite end of the pew from him. “Leo’s favorite driver is named Thomas. And then there’s this church.”

Haley laughs. I’m doing up the laces on her wedding gown. It took both me and Eva to get it over her head without disturbing her makeup. “I honestly think it’s just a coincidence,” she says. “Though people do tend to go for what’s familiar.”

“Are you excited?”

Her cheeks get redder. “I’ve never been more excited for anything. But—” Haley peeks around behind her, at the room full of women who are here to help her. “I wish my mom was here.”

“I’m sorry. How long ago did she pass away?”

“I was turning twelve, so I remember a lot about her. The color of her hair. The way she would hug me. But there aren’t many photos of her. She was always the one taking photos. My father could never remember to do it, so there aren’t many of them.”

“I’m sure she’s here… in spirit,” I say. “She wouldn’t miss this.”

She gives me a watery smile. “Thank you.”

My phone lights up on the table nearby.

I ignore it. I’m here for Haley, not to exchange text messages with my collector away from Leo’s prying eyes. He would kill me if he knew we were still messaging. No, that’s not true. He would kill my collector.

Fine—he wouldn’t kill him. But he would scare him, and then what would I have?

No one would leave me white orchids anymore.

We fuss over Haley until it’s time for her bridal portraits, and then we fuss over her some more while they’re taken. I leave my phone downstairs in the bridal suite so I can stand up in Leo’s wedding. On Haley’s side, with her sister and my sisters. I don’t think anyone ever expected this out of our families. It’s nice. That’s the word for it. Good, even.

It hurts a little to watch Haley’s dad walk her down the aisle, absolutely beaming. It hurts a little more to watch her with Leo at the altar. Haley joined the church for this even though Leo told her she didn’t have to. Jesus, she loves him so much. And he belongs to her.

I’m not some creep who expects her brother to belong to her, even if he is my favorite. Is mild jealousy an appropriate emotion for a wedding? Probably not. So I concentrate on being happy for them. I already am happy for Leo. Something changed with him after their engagement party. He’s not that different. I still wouldn’t want to meet him when he’s angry. But it’s like his mind is clear. That’s the best way I can think to describe it. His eyes don’t look so stormy all the time.

They say their vows in front of Father Simon, who could not be more different from the priest we had at our old church. My father liked that priest. He doesn’t like Father Simon. But that’s not up to him now. He’s been pushed out of the business, almost pushed out of the family. His position as the head of the Morellis is mostly for show these days.

I’m concentrating so hard on being happy for them, on watching the joy in my brother’s face, that I miss the part where Father Simon says he’s allowed to kiss Haley. The cheers snap me out of it. Leo whispers something to Haley when he can bring himself to stop kissing her. She laughs, and I’ve never seen anyone laugh like that for my brother. Their love seems so secret, so self-contained, a private room even in front of all these people. Like I shouldn’t be looking.

I clap around my bouquet as he takes her down the aisle. Leo keeps Haley close to his side. He never wants her out of reach. He only scowls at me about half the time I tease him about it, which is a new low for him.

The bridal party gathers in the narthex of the church. It’s basically every available sibling. Haley’s brother stood up on Leo’s side and did his best not to look wildly uncomfortable the whole time. Guests file out around us. The man from Leo’s engagement party is here with a beautiful, petite woman with bronze curls tumbling down her back. He’s very tall and has to bend his head slightly to hear what she says. His expression is utterly focused, like whatever she’s saying is the most important thing in the world.

His hand goes to the small of her back as they pass by. “Your cheeks are pink, summer queen. I should bring you to weddings more often.”

His voice makes the air seem colder, more dangerous, but she just laughs. “I won’t go. Not if you’re going to pass me notes like that.”

“It was vows,” he says, his tone mildly wounded.

“We’re in a church,” she whispers.

Then they’re gone, and I’m not jealous at all.

There are photos in the church, in front of a window with gorgeous mid afternoon light. When everyone is laughing from the photos and the anticipation of the reception—to be held in Leo’s ballroom, which is more beautiful than it’s ever been, thanks to Eva—I run back downstairs to get my purse and my phone. Everybody else grabs their things and heads out.

I follow them.

Slowly.

Because I have a new message from my collector.

Come with me.

Oh, I want to. My heart picks up, racing and racing at even the thought of it. He’s not dangerous, no matter what Leo says. But it’s my brother’s wedding day. I don’t actually want to miss the reception. I love parties. Everything is beautiful, and you can smooth over all the complicated things with champagne and pretty clothes.

I can’t. I’m not in the city!!

That’s where my studio apartment is. And where I’ll live again, once Leo is convinced that my security team can handle the collector. I’m moving back after the wedding whether Leo allows it or not. I’ll go crazy if I have to live in my brother’s house another day longer.

I know where you are, little painter.

Goose bumps pull up on the back of my neck at the name.

And that he claims to know where I am.

You’re in the basement of St. Thomas’s church as we speak. Come to the sacristy.

I can hear his tone in his text.

It’s not supposed to make me hot.

It does.

I bite my lip. Everyone is leaving the narthex and heading for the cars. I can only delay a minute.

I’m running up the stairs to the main floor of the church before I can change my mind.

I cut across the sanctuary to get to the small room he’s talking about. Ornate dressers line the wall. They’ll be full of robes and candles and whatever else the church needs for services. A large cherry wood table sits in the middle, its surface charred and dull from use. I imagine a thousand communion wafers counted here, a hundred gallons of sacramental wine poured into a goblet.

Sitting in the middle of the table is a single white orchid.

It could have fallen from a flower arrangement for mass, but I know better. It’s from him. The collector. The petals are smooth between my thumb and forefinger.

It’s a message. He wants me to know that he’s watching.

He was here.

I shiver in my satin bridesmaid’s dress. I should be afraid of him. And I am—but I’m also curious. No one’s ever wanted my art this badly.

No one’s ever wanted me like an obsession.


Bonus Content for Beast of Bishop’s Landing


Chapter One

Leo

I’ve done some difficult things in my life, but nothing—absolutely nothing—compares to leaving my sleeping wife to go back to the office.

I have dragged this out as long as humanly possible. Our honeymoon itinerary included two buffer days after we landed in New York, and I have spent them half-filled with dread for this fucking Monday.

Two hours of wandering back and forth between the bedroom and my private library, and I’m still not ready.

I am technically prepared. It was a matter of showering and putting on clothes and drinking the coffee Mrs. Page sent up.

But ready?

Fuck no.

Haley Morelli, neé Constantine, my wife of two and a half weeks, is bundled in the blankets. All of her is covered, save for her blonde hair on the pillow. I’ve never seen her sleep so hard as I have the last two days. There shouldn’t have been a particular concern for jet lag, but then—

Maybe it’s everything. The honeymoon. The wedding. A fucking carnival of near-death experiences before that. The peaks and valleys have never been more divergent.

If I don’t leave in the next fifteen minutes, I’ll have to push back my morning schedule. It’s hardly impossible. It would just mean that today spills into tomorrow, and the next day, and the next day, and I want this day to be over. I want it in its box on the calendar so that I can come home to Haley.

I climb onto the bed next to her and pull the covers away from her cheek. Haley stirs when I press a kiss to the pink flush I find there. My wife doesn’t seem to notice when I surreptitiously put the back of my hand to her forehead. No fever.

“I have to go,” I murmur into her ear.

She makes an unintelligible sound that means no and rolls in my direction, curling her body as close to mine as she can get. Jesus fuck. This is how it ends. I’ve been in real estate since before I graduated college. My firm is among the most competitive on the East Coast. I’d sell it right now if it meant I could crawl back into bed with her and never come out.

Ah, fuck. I can’t. Too many things in progress. Namely, an acquisition in Manhattan that’s so large I’ve had to add a sub-department to deal with it.

The Penncorps project has been in the works for months. Publicity’s been working overtime. Accounts. Everyone. I should have stayed more involved, but Haley walked into my life, and it was like the rest of the world ceased to matter. Once she was in my house I had no incentive to leave. I told myself I could handle it via email, and it worked.

For a while.

Until I got shot.

Until I got sick.

Work was the first thing to slip and the last thing to regain my attention. I did my best with urgent emails. I don’t remember some of those responses, especially the ones I wrote in the days after I sent Haley home. I feel a certain shame about effectively abandoning my company. My team doesn’t deserve to be hung out to try. All my direct hires were made in part for their ability to function without micromanagement during a crisis. They have to be that way, because my life often involves a crisis of one kind or another. My own personal crises involving pain and revenge. My family’s various fights and rivalries. I can’t always be in the office.

I should have been there more.

I should be there already.

“Darling.” I run my palm over Haley’s shoulder. She’s warm and cozy and I miss that warmth already, though I haven’t gone. “I’ll be back before six.”

“No.” It’s a long, drawn-out no that turns into a soft sigh. “Just give me a minute, and I’ll—”

She trails off, her face relaxing almost instantly. I give her a minute to finish her sentence.

The sentence was a fool’s errand, clearly.

I lean down and kiss her temple. Smooth her hair back from her face. “I love you. Mrs. Page and Gerard are here all day. Sleep as late as you want.”

Haley doesn’t open her eyes, but her lips part. “Love,” she says.

The only thing I can do to make this less painful is indulge in tucking her back in. It still feels like an aching bullet wound to walk out of the bedroom. It’s an understatement to say that my life has been transformed by the recent discovery—gift, really—of the most astonishing painkillers I’ve ever had. I knew better than to hope for a drug that would free me of the agony of misfiring nerves without drop-kicking me into unconsciousness, so receiving them as a wedding gift was a fucking miracle. However, the Lord works in mysterious ways, because it’s killing me to leave her. The painkillers won’t ever touch that.

Mrs. Page is waiting at the bottom of the stairs with my coat. “Your car is ready, Mr. Morelli.”

“For the love of God, Mrs. Page, it’s Leo.”

It wasn’t. Not for a long time. For most of my life, I’ve tried to keep a distance between me and everyone else. It wasn’t possible with Haley. Now it’s more tiring to keep it up with people like Gerard and Mrs. Page, who live in my house and are here every day.

Who will be here with my wife while I’m gone.

“Leo,” Mrs. Page says, sounding wildly uncomfortable with the syllables. She’ll get used to it. “Did you need anything else on your way out?”

“Look in on Haley every so often.” She wasn’t feverish. She didn’t seem sick. If she was, I’d cancel everything. Regardless, it’s a change from her usual routine. Haley’s not an early riser, but she doesn’t sleep like this. Two days in bed, and still tired? I don’t know. “I could barely wake her up to say goodbye.”

It’s more than I might have admitted to Mrs. Page in the past, but she nods with a knowing look in her eye. It’s almost as if she’s thought of something.

“What was that, Mrs. Page?”

Her eyes come up from the buttons of my coat to my face. “What was what?”

“You had a thought about Haley.”

“I’m sure I didn’t.” She’s full of it, but I don’t have time to sit her down and demand an answer. “I’ll send you an update if she doesn’t message you herself when she wakes up.”

“Thank you.”

I drive myself into the city. There’s no excuse for it. Thomas is on call seven days a week. I have three additional backup drivers. I could use the time to respond to emails.

I want to respond to emails almost as little as I want to be apart from Haley. And there’s a certain pleasure in driving now. Sitting in a car was torture for almost twenty years. Now I don’t have to battle my body to focus on the road. I can maneuver the well-maintained SUV through New York’s blocks.

I can daydream. Do you know what that’s like? Fucking amazing.

At my office’s attached parking I toss my keys to garage security and go inside.

It’s busy at the firm, as always. It was a smaller company when I was in college. Afterward, I grew the business into a formidable rival within the city’s market, then up and down the East Coast. I’ve had some forays out West and internationally. Further expansion is an option to consider now that my life is less of a battleground.

For the moment, anyway. No peace is guaranteed when you’re a Morelli. When you’re me, in particular.

It looks like a regular fucking day.

Until I get upstairs.

My secretary, Maureen, stands up from her desk, her expression serious. “Good morning, Mr. Morelli. You have messages. A number of them were flagged as urgent.” That doesn’t sound promising. A number. A number Maureen doesn’t want to name. She walks with me into my main office. “The first one is from Mr. Hill at Phoenix Enterprises.”

I sit down behind my desk. Another thing that would have hurt before. It doesn’t now. Joy flickers at the discovery, but Maureen hesitates on the other side of my desk. “Go ahead.”

“The language—” Maureen steels herself. “It says, I’ve left you six messages and nobody at your goddamn company can tell me when you’ll return my calls. You have a problem with the property in Brooklyn. Call me back, mother…” She meets my eyes. “I’m not going to say the rest.”

“What problem?” My computer screen woke up when I sat down. Email client’s open. It’s bursting at the seams with bolded subject lines, many of them with a red exclamation mark next to them. “What’s going on?”

“Mr. Morelli—”

“I’m sorry to interrupt, Mr. Morelli, but we have to have a conversation.” Freya Wilkins is one of the most senior members of my staff, and the one with a reputation most similar to my own. She probably won’t rip your throat out with her teeth in the middle of your office, but it’s best to err on the side of caution.

“I’m trying to read.” There are so many fucking email chains that I can’t sort out how many problems there are. More than I allowed myself to believe when I left the house this morning. I’ve been checking my inbox every few days, but it wasn’t like this. “What’s wrong with the Brooklyn development?”

Freya approaches my desk, and Maureen chooses that moment to duck out. She can read me the rest of my messages later. Or I’ll stop being a lazy asshole and listen to the voicemails myself.

“It fell through,” Freya says simply. “Seller pulled out.”

“Why the fuck would they do that?”

Freya’s sharp today. Navy suit. Red lipstick. And a determination in her eyes I haven’t seen since I first hired her. “Lack of confidence.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake. I got married. I didn’t die. The firm isn’t at risk.”

“They might have thought—”

“That I fucking died?” I abandon the emails and look her in the eye. It’s true that I came close. Twice, since I met Haley. And then I had a wedding and a honeymoon. It was covered in the press, naturally. The Constantines manufactured a breathless storyline about Haley’s disappearance, so a media resolution was necessary. Finding Haley, first. Me as the white knight, which was frankly hilarious. A whirlwind engagement and wedding. “You couldn’t convince them otherwise?”

“First there was some speculation that you might have been hiding some secret illness,” Freya says. “And then they thought you might abandon the company completely.”

Guilt surges. I don’t abandon people, as much as I want to. I wouldn’t actually pull the rug out from all my employees by selling the business. “Well, I didn’t.”

“Good.” She straightens her back. “Because there’s a bigger problem than Brooklyn.”

“What is it?”

“We lost Penncorps.”

For a moment, I can’t fathom what she’s saying. Months of work. Entire teams of people. Hundreds of millions of dollars on the line. This is why no one sent the news via email. If I had to guess, I’d say this happened early this morning. I wonder if they drew straws to decide who would be the one to tell me.

I built my business to be able to function when I can’t be in the office. There are smart people working here who can manage things. I was at a breaking point the last couple of months. I couldn’t be here. I could barely bring myself to care whether the business was breaking, too.

And it was breaking. Clearly.

Losing this acquisition is significant, even in a business like mine.

It foreshadows a horrendous day at the office. From the expression on Freya’s face, it’s had a ripple effect. My hatred of this day, of being apart from Haley, triples. Quadruples. The lighting in this space hasn’t changed, but it looks darker.

It feels like being punched. I don’t let things get away from me like this. Anxiety spikes, followed by uncut frustration.

Fuck.

“We lost it,” I repeat.

“Yes,” she says. “And I don’t think it’s possible to get it back.”


Chapter Two


Haley

I’m so tired.

Even my arms are heavy. Last semester I stayed up all night to finish college papers and could revive myself with a black eye coffee. That’s a cup of coffee with two espresso shots in it and a bunch of sugar packets. Tasted terrible. Did the job.

It does not sound good right now.

I roll over onto my back and look at the ceiling of Leo’s bedroom. My bedroom now, too. I could fall asleep again, but I have the feeling it’s late. I remember hearing him in my dreams. Something about the office and going in to work, I think. He’ll have been gone for hours.

Well, I’d better get upright before I doze off again. I make myself stand up before I pick up my phone. It’s past ten. Leo leaves for work before eight. I fell asleep at nine last night.

A shower perks me up a little bit. This is the first day Leo is going back to the office. I can’t say it doesn’t make me nervous to be apart from him. If loving him has taught me anything, it’s that you can never know what’s going on with someone. You can never know when danger is lurking around the corner. Drying my hair kills a little time. Makeup, more time.

It’s not like I have nothing to do. I’m finishing the last semester of college online. Leo tried his best to pretend he was fine with the idea of me going back to campus, but he wasn’t. I’m not, either. I want to be with him. I can get my final credits from the den.

I’m almost at the bedroom door when a soft knock comes from the other side. “Haley?”

I pull it open and smile at Mrs. Page, feeling more than a little sheepish about sleeping this late. We’ve been back from our honeymoon for long enough. And, yes, we did have a lot of sex while we were gone. But we also did a surprising amount of relaxing. I don’t think I’ll ever get over the sight of Leo asleep on a beach chair in the shade of an umbrella, an arm over his eyes. It’s still so rare for him to fall asleep on his back. It always makes me cry. He couldn’t do that for such a long time.

“Good morning,” I tell his housekeeper. “Is everything okay?”

“Of course.” Mrs. Page’s smile crinkles the corners of her eyes. “How are you this morning?”

“Tired,” I admit. “I’m sure I’ll be back to normal soon.”

“Breakfast in the dining room?”

“In the den, actually.” Maybe it’ll always feel strange to tell a housekeeper where I prefer to have breakfast. I guess that’s what it means to live in a castle with a prince. It doesn’t really matter if Leo won’t admit he is one, and that he has no official title. The proof is in the castle-like house. In the full-time housekeeper. “My online classes start today.”

“Coffee with breakfast?”

It just sounds so gross. I don’t know why. “Tea, please.”

“I’ll let the kitchen know. Shouldn’t be more than a few minutes.”

“I’ll walk with you.”

We go to the grand staircase leading down into Leo’s foyer. Mrs. Page wishes me good luck with my studies and turns toward the kitchen. Before I can leave for the den, she pauses and steps toward me. “Haley, just so you know for the future.” Her voice is modulated. Soft. It won’t carry. “Now that you’re part of the household, you don’t need to worry about shopping. Anything you need, I’ll have brought to the house. You can tell me in person or leave a note on the bedside table. Whichever you feel more comfortable with.”

“Oh, I—” Another example of life in the castle. I won’t have to make trips, find parking, worry about money. “That’s so kind of you.”

“Is there anything at all you might need?”

I wrack my brain. It’s still running a bit slow. I don’t need groceries. Leo’s staff takes care of the food. I don’t need clothes. “Like what?”

“Forgive me if this is overstepping, but I wanted to be sure you weren’t without… personal supplies. For that time of the month. I had noticed the boxes in the guest room hadn’t been touched, and if you had a different preference, I can certainly—” Her voice fades out. I can see her lips moving, see the gentle concern in her eyes, but nothing reaches my brain.

Personal supplies. For that time of the month.

She means tampons. Pads. Things like that. I’m actually a convert to a small silicone cup, which is in a little cotton bag in a corner of Leo’s medicine cabinet. The last time I used it was the week after our engagement party.

Which means my period should have arrived…

Right now.

It should be here now.

The first day of our honeymoon pops vividly into my mind. I’d wanted Leo despite the exhaustion of the wedding. I’d wanted him in a way that felt shimmering. Momentous. I could not tear myself away from his body. I couldn’t stop climbing on top of him. He didn’t have any complaints, obviously, but I felt almost delirious with the need to fuck him. I want him like that always, but that day was different. It felt like I was being commanded. I thought it was because we were finally married. Finally on our first vacation together.

Mrs. Page has finished talking. She’s still waiting, professional as always.

“I might need—” My tongue feels dry in my mouth. “Is it possible there’s a pregnancy test available?”

She shows no surprise. “Absolutely. I’ll send some up to the master bath right away.”

“There’s no hurry. I’ll have breakfast first.”

This is what Leo would call a fool’s errand. One step into the den, and I know how ridiculous I’m being. There’s no way I’m going to sit down and read the syllabi for the last semester’s classes. I’m not sure I could read anything. Glittering light pours in through the windows looking out over the courtyard. It would probably be embarrassing to sprint upstairs and be waiting in the bathroom, breathing heavily, when Mrs. Page arrives.

I sit down on the couch. Stand up. Try a different chair. Pace around. Everything I do only takes five or ten seconds. Fifteen minutes takes forever. I’ve lived a million lives in that time. When at last it’s over, I walk up the stairs and go back into the bedroom at what I hope is a composed, regal pace.

Four minutes later, I’m watching the last bar on the pregnancy test’s screen blink. The four little boxes have lit up one by one, and when the last one fills…

PREGNANT

I don’t have to scramble for an instruction booklet to figure out what the lines mean. Whoever buys these for Leo’s house didn’t choose the cheap kind. I stare at it in case the test is going to change its mind.

It does not.

What do I do with this thing now? It would be unfathomably weird to carry it outside the bathroom, this thing I’ve peed on, so I put it on the edge of the counter, near the wall.

And then I turn in front of the mirror.

I look the same. I don’t know what I expected. That it would be obvious somehow, I guess. My face is flushed. Really, I shouldn’t be surprised. My birth control prescription was the last on a long list of priorities.

“How is this possible?” I ask myself in the mirror. Except I already know the answer. I was too shaken by my dad’s deal with Leo to put together a packing list. By the time I agreed to Leo’s terms, I was already gone, and my brother packed my suitcase.

And then…

Then, even when I was at home, I didn’t think of that little packet of pills.

Or maybe I wanted to take that chance with Leo. Maybe it makes me feel almost feverish with joy to think that we’ve made a tiny life together and now I’m carrying it around with me. I’ve never been so happy and so scared at the same time. A baby. Our baby.

Oh my god.

I have to tell Leo.

Thank god for the past version of me, who wanted to give all her attention to her first day of online classes. My phone is on the bedside table. I snatch it up, hasty, barely thinking.

I have the word written out in a new message before I get a grip.

I cannot send Leo a text that says PREGNANT.

My next idea is to take a photo of the test itself, which is not better.

It’s his first day back at the office. Not even halfway through. I can’t text him a pregnancy announcement. Calling isn’t much of an improvement. What would that conversation even be? Hi. I love you so much. I’m pregnant. See you at dinner.

That’s it—dinner. My mind latches on to dinner like it’s my favorite book.

There’s a call button for Mrs. Page, but I skip it and go back downstairs. Through the foyer. Through the rest of the house. Down to the kitchen, where I find a familiar face.

“Hey, Timothy. I thought you worked nights.”

The auburn-haired chef waves at me. He’s slicing thin pieces of dough on the prep table. “It’s a rotating schedule. What can I get for you?”

“Dinner. Not right now, I mean. I have to make this announcement.” And not to Timothy before anyone else, my god. “It’s going to be special. A special dinner.” This is going just how I pictured. “I thought it would be nice to have Leo’s favorite soup.”

“The butternut squash, yeah? What do you want for the main?”

“Um…” A big sign that says I’m pregnant and I didn’t know how to tell you. “What does he usually have with it? Do you know?”

“I would recommend pork tenderloin. I know a honey sauce that’s never had any complaints. Salad?”

“No.” It’s too forceful for the question, but this seems crucial. Leo doesn’t like salad. “Rolls. We’ll do rolls. And could you do me a huge favor?”

“Sure.” Timothy’s still slicing dough, calm as can be.

“Could you write down the recipe for the soup?”

He doesn’t ask any more questions. Timothy goes to a shelf at the side wall, pulls down a cookbook, and retrieves a notepad. Not five minutes later, I’m upstairs in the little library attached to Leo’s bedroom. My bedroom. I brought a few things with me. A nice pen I got from a shelf in the den, and a recipe card Timothy found in a box in the kitchen.

My handwriting will have to do.

When all that’s done, I force myself to look through the materials for my first day of class. I kill as much time as possible before Leo gets home. I choose one of his favorite dresses. A gold one, from my birthday party. I do my hair. My makeup. Everything.

And I’m waiting in the foyer with the card when he’s due to arrive home.

Dinner’s on the table, courtesy of Timothy and Mrs. Page. Everything’s perfect. My heart flutters. This is the most important news I’ve ever had to give. It feels so awkward and so wonderful simultaneously. I can’t decide what to say. But he’ll be home, and he’ll be so glad to be here, and it’ll fall into place.

I know it will.

Gerard comes to open the front door. A gust of wind sweeps in, and then Leo’s there with his black winter coat and his perfect, beautiful face and dark eyes—

Dark eyes made darker by anger.

My stomach sinks.

Leo shrugs off his coat and hands it to Gerard. He takes me in. The gold dress. The envelope in my hands. Confusion rushes over his features. Maybe a little exasperation, too. “Darling.” My husband sounds tired. He does not sound happy that I’ve dressed up for some surprise occasion. “You didn’t have to do this. I promise you, there’s nothing to celebrate today.”


Chapter Three


Leo

Haley’s face falls, and despite the painkillers, knives wrap around my back. They push between my ribs. She dressed up for me. God knows what else she’s planned. A nice dinner. A romantic evening with her new husband. A few breaths and the phantom pain dissipates. The pounding in my head remains. Today has been a disaster. Hours of meetings and negotiations. All of them were worthless.

“We don’t have to celebrate anything. It’s just dinner.” She puts on a smile, and it takes my breath away. It’s so beautiful and disappointed. Something else too. “It’s your favorite.”

I put one hand up to cover my eyes and drop it again before anyone else sees. The last thing I want is to be served my favorite food after I fucked things up for so many other people. So fucking what if I got shot? It’s no excuse for putting my business in jeopardy. It should be an easy conversation. You fuck up at work. You come home and tell your wife.

And she—

I don’t know what.

I know how much Haley loves me. More than life. But I didn’t want to disappoint her this way. I’ve done enough of that in the time we’ve known each other. I sent her back home to her family. I let Caroline’s bulldog kidnap her. It was supposed to be a day at the office. Nothing dramatic. It felt dramatic as fuck to leave her. I hated it. I hated everything that happened today.

“Another night,” I manage. “Any other night.”

Haley searches my face, her blue eyes shining in the lamplight. She looks confused. Hurt. Surprised, even, that I’d be like this. A fucking foolish bastard who can’t run a company or come home and talk about it like a normal person. “You really don’t want dinner?”

“I really don’t.”

For the first time, exasperation flickers into her face. “But I set everything up.”

“It’s been an atrocious day. Jesus. Can we do it another night?” This is not how a new bridegroom behaves with his wife. I’m acting like the Beast of Bishop’s Landing again.

“Are you not going to eat, then?”

“Yes, I’ll eat.” I’m getting more snappish by the second. I didn’t have lunch. There was no time, between all the calls and meetings. “Fine. Let’s go have dinner. Whatever you have planned is fine.”

“Leo…” She bites her lip.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re obviously not.” Haley clutches the envelope tighter in her hands. “You obviously had a terrible day. Let’s just—” She takes a deep breath. “Let’s take a walk. Gerard, could you get our coats, please?”

He’s still here. Listening to everything. Listening to me act like an asshole to Haley, the love of my fucking life. Gerard makes no comment. He just hands me my coat and goes for Haley’s.

“We don’t have to do this,” I point out. “We could just go have your dinner.”

Haley narrows her eyes as Gerard helps her into her coat. “I think it would be better if we waited.”

Now I’m irritated that we’re waiting. I should have agreed in the first place. I feel ridiculous. I am ridiculous. Haley’s tense, and no wonder. This was supposed to be a happy reunion.

She walks beside me through the house, and as we approach the stained-glass door leading into the courtyard, she holds out her hand.

“Just—”

“Don’t tell me no,” she snaps. “Don’t say anything. Just hold my hand and walk with me. You have a pretty courtyard, and you like it, so come on.”

We step out onto a fine layer of snow.

Some of the decorations from the engagement party and the wedding reception are still here. It’s mainly creative arrangements of lights. They make the snow glitter and cast a glow into the rooms overlooking the courtyard. A bird sings, late in the day, from one of the trees, the song echoing off the walls and floating up into the sky.

It’s better out here. I resent the courtyard for how much better it is. I resent my sister for making such gorgeous decorations when I am such garbage today. But even through my resentment, I can appreciate how otherworldly it looks. How otherworldly Haley looks, walking on diamond snowflakes, the fairy glow catching in the skirt of her dress.

We wend our way over the stone bridge and around the raised garden beds. We cross the expanse of the pool, covered up and hidden by snow for the winter. My throat aches. We’ve never walked through like this before. The last time we were here, I sent her a different way so she could see it. So I could let the songbirds land in my palms before she arrived. By the time she got to me, the fever I’d woken up with that day had peaked. I remember birds in my hands and falling toward snow. I remember a rampaging fear, though I can’t say what I was afraid of.

This time, I’m perfectly well, except for the ungodly day I’ve had at the office.

Haley stops by the bench by the tree. I’m overwhelmed with guilt and irritation, so I let go of her hand and flip open a small container built in to the bench. Yank out birdseed. I tip some into my palms and cup them together. If I can be patient enough for the birds, maybe I’ll be able to clear my head. I’ll be able to explain what happened today in terms that won’t make Haley nervous. She would be, if she knew. She’d worry about me, and I don’t want her to worry.

It takes several minutes of stillness for the birds to approach. They hop from branch to branch, singing to each other. The urge to toss the birdseed into the snow and forget about this foolish exercise gets stronger and stronger. It’s not working. I don’t feel calm. I feel like an asshole. It’s accurate.

But then the first little bird lands, lowering its beak to the birdseed. A second one follows. The robin that visits my office window sings overhead.

“There’s nothing to sing about,” I murmur.

The robin ignores me. One of the birds chitters in my palms, flapping its wings to hop from palm to palm.

Haley watches me, her expression solemn. She has every right to be annoyed with me.

I’m annoyed as fuck with myself. “What’s in the envelope?” I ask.

Haley steps forward and holds it out to me. The air shifts between us. She’s pissed, but there’s something else, too. Trepidation. I lift the birds toward the tree. They go without complaining, and I open the envelope. God, let it not be a card congratulating me on my first day back at work.

It’s not.

It’s a recipe card. The silhouette of a rose decorates one corner.

The recipe itself is in Haley’s handwriting.

“What is this?” I read the list of ingredients and the instructions in spite of myself. I already know what they are. “It’s my favorite soup, obviously, but what would I need the recipe for?”

“It’s not for you.” Haley folds her hands in front of her. “I thought it could be the start of a collection. Something to pass down.”

“Pass down to who?

“To the baby.”

“What—” I look back into her eyes, and they’re filled with tears. A buzzing sound fills my mind. It’s interspersed with birdsong and winter wind and the beat of my heart. “What baby?”

“Ours. I’m pregnant.”

I’m not aware of moving toward her. Only that when we collide, it’s with enough force to knock her off balance. Or it would, if I didn’t already have my arms around her. If I wasn’t already kissing her. Haley gasps, and that small sound into my mouth floods my nerves with awe. The air around us warms. It’s like the night God gave her back to me after that motherfucker Rick hit her with a paperweight.

“Are you serious?” I know she is, but I can’t help asking. Can’t help tasting her again. “Are you serious? Why didn’t you call me? Why did you wait to tell me?”

“Leo, I can’t breathe.” She’s laughing now. Laughing. Crying. Halfheartedly pushing me away. A fool’s errand. I can’t be pushed. “Because you were at work. I didn’t want to bother you.”

“You thought this would bother me?”

“I thought you might—I don’t know. Leave the office and come home.”

I take her face in my hands just so I can look into her eyes. My wife. My darling. Holy fuck. She’s pregnant. “Yes, I fucking would have. It was a disaster. It was the worst day I’ve ever had at work.”

“How come?” Haley genuinely wants to know. She’s always been like this. Wanting to know everything, even when I’m more of a beast than a man. “Is it going to be okay?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” I don’t care about any of that now. None of it. What I care about is that Haley is out in the cold. I can’t let it continue. My head feels like it’s floating somewhere above my body. “Let’s go in. Hurry. You’re in a delicate condition. You can’t be out in the freezing cold.”

Haley laughs and lets me usher her to the nearest door. I can’t get my hands to work fast enough. Her coat will have collected the cold. It’ll be holding it near her skin. That can’t be good for a person.

“What happened to these buttons? Christ.”

Her hands come down over mine. “Leo.”

Oh.

It’s not the buttons.

My hands are shaking. I’ve dropped the recipe card. The envelope must be out in the snow.

“I lost projects while I was out,” I admit to her in the hall near my office. I can hear Gerard and Mrs. Page talking in the foyer. “I let too many things get away from me. And it felt like just as much of a failure to leave you. What if I’m not cut out for this? What if I’m a terrible father—”

Haley silences me with a kiss so gentle that it sweeps the cold and fear off my skin and away from my heart. “I’m so happy, Leo. I’m so excited to have a baby with you. You’re the only one I want to be the—” My darling, my wife, has to clear her throat to continue. “The father of my children. You’re going to be so good at this. You’re going to care for them and protect them. And love them.”

“I love you.” I undo the first button on her coat. “I love you so fucking much, darling.” The second. The third. Slip it off her shoulders. Take mine off, too. I drop them both onto a windowsill and pull her close again.

Will the baby have her blue eyes or my dark ones? Will it have her blonde hair, or will it look like me? An answer pops into my mind. That’s what it feels like. Not just imagination. A vision of the future. A little girl with my hair and Haley’s eyes. Fine silk curls, the way Daphne had when she was small.

“What just went through your mind?” Haley murmurs. “Your eyes got so bright.”

“It’s a girl. She’s a girl.”

Her mouth drops open. “That’s your guess?”

“Not a guess. I know.”

Haley purses her lips and puts a hand to my forehead. I lean past it and kiss her until she laughs again. “It’s too early to know that. I’m, like, five minutes pregnant. It’s too early to know a lot of things. I’m so scared.” She puts on a brave smile, but I can hear in her voice that she means it. “I’ve never been more nervous for anything.”

“I’ve never been happier.”

Her chin quivers. “Are you sure? Because you had a bad day. And I could have told you sooner. I could have planned a different dinner.”

“Hush. You’re perfect. Your dinner is perfect. The recipe—” I retrieve the card from the floor and tuck it into my pocket. “We need to have a talk about that.”

“About your soup?”

“About your favorite recipe. I want to write it out. I’m sorry, darling. I’m going to drive you out of your mind.”

Haley’s eyes sparkle. “By writing down recipes?”

“By being with you for every part of this. You won’t ever be alone.”

“You have to go to work,” she teases. “I’ll have to be alone sometimes.”

“Fine. But any time you need me, I’ll come back. I promise, darling. I want to be there for everything. There will be appointments, I’m sure. And shopping. Fuck. Which room should be the baby’s? Have you thought about paint?”

She blushes. “All I thought about was dinner. And telling you. And then…”

“Going to bed.”

Haley shrugs, and it’s so perfect I could live forever. “Yeah. I missed you today.”

“You filthy little thing. Dinner first. I want to enjoy the romantic dinner my wife planned for me. And then I’ll show you how much I missed you. Then I’ll show you forever.”

*     *     *

Thank you for reading Leo and Haley’s breathtaking trilogy!

Want to know more about Daphne’s stalker? DARK REIGN is out now! You can read about Daphne Morelli and the mysterious Collector who wants her paintings… and her!

[image: Teaser No. 0]

Wealthy. Reclusive. Dangerous. Emerson LeBlanc doesn’t enter society much. He only ventures out in pursuit of new art for his collection. It starts with a haunting painting. Then he meets the artist. Innocent Daphne Morelli is more exquisite than anything he’s ever seen. He becomes obsessed with her. It doesn’t matter that she’s a living, breathing person with her own hopes and dreams. She’ll be the perfect addition to his collection.

ONE CLICK DARK REIGN NOW >

And we have even more bonus content for you!

Here is the recipe for Leo Morelli’s favorite butternut squash soup…
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That is the recipe that Haley wrote down and showed Leo in the bonus scenes!

Want more recipes from Amelia Wilde and Dangerous Press books? HAPPILY EVER AFTER COOKBOOK is available now.

Immerse yourself in the world of romance with book-inspired recipes! Bestselling authors of your favorite novels teamed up with private chefs to develop original dishes. Now you can cook your way to a happily ever after…

Enjoy New Orleans Gumbo from Kennedy Ryan’s RITA-Award Winner Long Shot. Then bite into Texas BBQ Tacos from USA Today bestselling author K.A. Linde’s The Wright Brother. Follow it up with Diablo Cookies from Dangerous Temptation by Wall Street Journal bestselling author Giana Darling. Finish your evening with an Underworld Cocktail inspired by New York Times bestselling author Katee Robert’s Wicked Villains series.

This sensual journey will surprise and delight readers!

Billionaire heroes and strong heroines come to life with these recipes…

Order the HAPPILY EVER AFTER COOKBOOK now >

The Happily Ever After Cookbook contains exclusive appetizers, soups, main dishes, desserts, cocktails, breakfast, and bakery recipes. Bring romance novels to life with these literary dishes. It will look great on your keeper shelf next to your favorite books.

Look at what people are saying about DARK REIGN…

“Dark Reign is sinful, deliciously complex and naughty, with an anti-hero who’s hauntingly addicting.”

– Marni Mann, USA Today bestselling author

“An exquisite portrait of obsession that grabs you by the throat and doesn’t let go.”

– #1 NYT bestselling author Laurelin Paige

“Dark Reign is a one-sitting, unputdownable read. It’s obsessive, sinful and dark!”

– Charlotte Byrd, USA Today bestselling author

“Emerson Leblanc is an ocean I happily drowned in, and I can’t wait to do it again.”

– USA Today bestselling author Stella Gray

“Dark Reign is filled with everything I love in an Amelia Wilde book—pain, power, and pleasure—but it’s also overwhelmingly beautiful … this is my new favorite dark romance.”

– USA Today bestselling author Kayti McGee

“Vivid, seductive, highly-addictive. This steamy thrill ride is a masterpiece. Amelia Wilde’s words are hypnotic and I’m dying to devour more of them!”

– K Webster, USA Today bestselling author

ONE CLICK DARK REIGN NOW >

Have you met Winston Constantine yet? Yes, the one Leo confronted in this book! Find out what happens when he meets Ash, the young woman who cleans his office…
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Money can buy anything. And anyone. As the head of the Constantine family, I’m used to people bowing to my will. Cruel, rigid, unyielding—I’m all those things. When I discover the one woman who doesn’t wither under my gaze, but instead smiles right back at me, I’m intrigued.

Ash Elliott needs cash, and I make her trade in crudeness and degradation for it. I crave her tears, her moans. I pay for each one. And every time, she comes back for more. When she challenges me with an offer of her own, I have to decide if I’m willing to give her far more than cold hard cash.

But love can have deadly consequences when it comes from a Constantine. At the stroke of midnight, that choice may be lost for both of us.

READ STROKE OF MIDNIGHT NOW >

Do you love reading about the villains? Then you’ll want to read Ronan Byrne’s story. He’s the one who shot Leo Morelli under the orders of Caroline Constantine.
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Outside a glittering party, I saw a man in the dark. I didn’t know then that he was an assassin. A hit man. A mercenary. Ronan radiated danger and beauty. Mercy and mystery.

I wanted him, but I was already promised to another man. Ronan might be the one who murdered him. But two warring families want my blood. I don’t know where to turn.

In a mad world of luxury and secrets, he’s the only one I can trust.

READ RUINED >

“M. O’Keefe brings her A-game in this sexy, complicated romance where you’re left questioning if everything you thought was true while dying to get your hands on the next book!”

– New York Times bestselling author K. Bromberg

“Powerful, sexy, and written like a dream, RUINED is the kind of book you wish you could read forever and ever. Ronan Byrne is my new romance addiction, and I’m already pining for more blue eyes and dirty deeds in the dark.”

– USA Today Bestselling Author Sierra Simone

The warring Morelli and Constantine families have enough bad blood to fill an ocean, and there are told by your favorite dangerous romance authors. See what books are available now and sign up to get notified about new releases here…

www.dangerouspress.com


About Midnight Dynasty


The warring Morelli and Constantine families have enough bad blood to fill an ocean, and their brand-new stories will be told by your favorite dangerous romance authors.
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A fake relationship is the answer to both their problems…

Eva Morelli is the oldest daughter. The responsible one. The caring one. The one who doesn’t have time for her own interests. Especially not her interest in the charismatic, mysterious Finn Hughes. A fake relationship is the answer. Until it starts to feel real…

Read ONE FOR THE MONEY >

“Skye Warren like you haven’t seen her before! This book is emotional, angsty, and had me holding my breath.”

– New York Times bestselling author Corinne Michaels

Meet the oldest Morelli brother in his own star-crossed story…
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I’ve known all my life that the Constantines deserve to be wiped from the face of the earth, only a smoking crater left where their mansion once stood. That’s my plan until I see her, the woman in gold with the sinful curves and the blonde curls.

READ HEARTLESS >

In a single moment, she becomes my obsession…

Elaine Constantine will be mine. And her destruction is only my beginning.

My will to dominate her runs as deep as the hate I have for her last name. No matter how beautifully she bends beneath my hands, I’ll leave her shattered, a broken toy for her cruel family.

SIGN UP FOR THE NEWSLETTER

www.dangerouspress.com

JOIN THE FACEBOOK GROUP HERE

www.dangerouspress.com/facebook

FOLLOW US ON INSTAGRAM

www.instagram.com/dangerouspress


About the Author


Amelia Wilde is a USA TODAY bestselling author of steamy contemporary romance and loves it a little too much. She lives in Michigan with her husband and daughters. She spends most of her time typing furiously on an iPad and appreciating the natural splendor of her home state from where she likes it best: inside.

Want to read more about the owner of the diamond mine? He’s the man who gives up the priceless copy of Jane Eyre for Leo Morelli. And appears at the engagement party…

The king of the underworld…

Luther Hades rules the mountain with a cruel fist. He has no mercy for the young, innocent woman thrown before him. The contract is binding.

The sheltered daughter of his enemy…

Persephone wants freedom from her mother’s home. Instead she trades one prison for another. There’s only one way to save the man she loves—by sacrificing her body.

He’s determined to own her.

She’s destined to hate him.

Their battle will bring the mountain to its knees.

READ KING OF SHADOWS NOW >

Need more stories like this one in your life? Sign up for my newsletter here and receive access to subscriber-only previews, giveaways, and more!

Follow me on BookBub for new release alerts!

Still can’t get enough? Join my reader’s group on Facebook and enter the party today!
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