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    Chapter 1 - Maria 
 
      
 
    The bitter cold moved past me like a specter and tried to chill me through the wool coat buttoned high, along with the scarf wrapped around my neck. My breath left me in small wisps as I sighed, staring down at the headstones of the only family members I had left. There was something unfamiliar about those graves still. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever get used to the feeling. 
 
    Months had gone by since the Levovs stomped all over us, and it wasn’t any easier to stomach. Each day passed by as they did before, but my life changed dramatically. 
 
    I had no idea Marco and our father were going up against the Levov brothers at all. In fact, I was unaware of many things. I never paid attention to the family business, leaving that up to Marco since he was the eldest and Dad’s only son. He was to inherit everything, not me. 
 
    But that all changed with a few trigger pulls and two bullets. 
 
    It all belonged to me now. The men, the dealings, the money—it was all mine to play with, even if I didn’t know where to begin with it all. My world expanded beyond what I thought possible since they died, and that underbelly of the crime world was something I couldn’t run from. My father was a significant figure, even if the Levovs crushed him before he could accomplish more. 
 
    Not only had my life changed, but I did too. 
 
    Before everything happened, I spent my time focusing on things that weren’t important in hindsight. I spent our money on pretty things, frolicked around the city as I liked, and spent time with my friends. I did it all without appreciating what had been around me all along. The people who I’d come to miss, even if we weren’t the most loving or functional family. 
 
    Me and Marco screamed at each other daily over nothing at all, but since his death, my world had been heartbreakingly quiet. More so than I knew how to handle. 
 
    After their burials, getting revenge on the Levovs was all I could think about. They needed to pay for what they did, and for the ruthless grip they continued to have over New York. They might have acquired everything themselves at the start, established as a family from the ground up, but when that got too boring, they started crushing everyone beneath them. They did it without care, and it was time they were knocked down from that pedestal. They seemed indestructible, and they siphoned whatever they wanted from lesser-known families. 
 
    As far as I knew, my father and brother only wanted to level the playing field, but the infamous brothers wouldn’t let that happen. They couldn’t stand to see anyone else get what they deserved. 
 
    With the family fortune left in my name, it was my turn to make it right. To avenge the loved ones I lost at the cold, ruthless hands of the Levovs. 
 
    I didn’t care much about the politics, the scheming, and trading beyond what benefited me, but I needed those things to get what I wanted. It wasn’t how I’d seen my life unraveling, but I had to roll with the punches. I was left alone to figure it out myself, and I didn’t want either Marco or Dad to think I’d simply forget about them. 
 
    The cemetery was empty since it was far too early for anyone else to be here grieving just as I was. The sun had been up for only an hour or two, and while the cool spring air was enough to make me wish I was tucked in bed, I couldn’t stand the thought of keeping my eyes closed any longer. What appeared within my mind in the dark was a good incentive to get up each morning far earlier than I used to. 
 
    I needed to get out for a while. 
 
    Digging into my coat pocket, I slipped out a carton of cigarettes and my lighter, popping one between my lips while I sparked it to life. Taking a long drag, I breathed in that familiar smell and comfort. One that reminded me of my dad. 
 
    The smoke swirled around me, then flew away through the sharp air. There were so many graves around me belonging to people I didn’t know, yet seeing those two headstones made me dread the place entirely. 
 
    “Smoking is terrible for you, you know.” 
 
    A familiar voice caught my interest, and before long, she was standing next to me, exterior cool and reserved as always. 
 
    Nera Ricci was perhaps the only person I had left—someone who knew me on a personal level. 
 
    We had been friends for what felt like forever, and our fathers were friends even longer. Being close in age, it only made sense for us to become close. 
 
    “I like the danger of it.” 
 
    Nera gave me a faint smile at that, red-colored lips pulling upward. Her short black hair ended just below her chin, cut with a sharp precision that often matched her tongue. She silently motioned for me to pass the cigarette after taking another drag. 
 
    Handing it to her, I cocked a brow in question, but I didn’t even need to ask. 
 
    “It may be terrible, but it doesn’t apply to me,” she murmured, bringing it to her lips. She looked out at the graves with her pensive features, and the early morning light caught her brown eyes, turning them liquid like honey. 
 
    Snickering at her, I looked down at my father’s grave, and that sinking feeling returned to my chest. 
 
    More smoke came from Nera’s mouth as she exhaled. “It’s a shame what happened. To your family, and the crime world as a whole.” 
 
    “They did this to us,” I murmured, taking the cigarette back. “The Levovs. They tore them from me without a second thought, yet they got to walk away unscathed. How is that fair?” 
 
    “It isn’t.” 
 
    Something heavy lingered in that brief sentence, making me glance in her direction, hoping she would elaborate. 
 
    Thankfully, she was one step ahead. “They’ve been left to cause as much mayhem as they please for too long, and nobody has truly stood up to them. Many have tried in the past, but those families didn’t know how to collaborate properly. They let their vendettas blind them from getting the justice they deserved.” 
 
    “And how do you propose these families might work against them?” 
 
    Nera let go of another heavy puff of smoke and swallowed against the dryness in her throat that remained. “The Levovs are notorious drug traffickers, and they’ve always been strict with their associates and employees. They have their hold on one of the biggest distributors in this city, but if that monopoly can be brought down, then those boys will fall even harder. If enough families can step in and gain control of this turf, they’ll be as good as dead.” 
 
    It was all intriguing, yet it was hypothetical. As she said, many had tried, and all had endured the same fate. Most of those families were dead, if not splintered. That damage had already been done to me. 
 
    Nera shrugged. “That is easier said than done, but it’s not impossible.” 
 
    “They should be brought down, even if I’m not the one to do it,” I said, reading the names on those headstones again and again, noting how Marco’s date of death shouldn’t have been so early. 
 
    “But you would like to be the one to ruin them, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Catching the mischievous glint in her eye, I sighed. “I have limited resources in comparison to many others, and I just want the Levovs to pay for what they did to my family. It doesn’t matter who does it, so long as they are forced to watch while everything they made crumbles at their feet.” 
 
    Nera nodded and flickered the cigarette before handing it back to me. “You will always have the help of my family, Maria, you know that. My father is planning on bringing them down one way or another—he’s been scheming for quite a while. You should strike while the iron’s hot.” 
 
    The thought of being able to watch while the Levovs get what’s coming to them was a tempting one, and it was the revenge I wanted, but something was holding me back. They had crushed my family once before, and if we failed again, I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to face that potential humiliation…if I was even able to walk away alive. 
 
    Any sort of revenge came with a risk, but I needed it to be a calculated one before I jumped in feet first. 
 
    “I need more time to think it over. I don’t even have a plan of action yet,” I admitted, keeping my hands stuffed inside my pockets. 
 
    The sun had begun to peek over the treetops around us, sending its warmth our way, but it wasn’t enough to take the chill out completely. 
 
    More smoke swirled around us, and I soaked in the dull buzz it gave me. 
 
    “Even if you don’t pose much of a threat to them yet, they will always be watching,” Nera began, giving me a sideways glance of warning. “If you step out of line, they will crush you too. Specifically, Dimitri Levov will. He’s known for being brutal and doing the family’s dirty work.” 
 
    “He does surveillance, doesn’t he?” I asked, recalling having heard that name. 
 
    She nodded. “Rumor has it, he digs for information and organizes their manpower. If the others don’t feel like spilling blood to give their little wives some peace of mind, they send him like their guard dog.” 
 
    “Lovely,” I muttered, flicking the ashes onto the ground. 
 
    “The Levovs will assume you are powerless without your father and that you won’t be out for revenge. They’re used to women bending backward for them and submitting. They’ll expect the same of you, too,” Nera remarked, letting a sharp disdain fill her brown eyes. “If you choose to go down this road, use that to your advantage. Better yet, pretend you want a truce to stroke their egos, then find a way to use your leverage against them. Make them hurt.” 
 
    “But I don’t have anything to use against them,” I returned, feeling as that instilled confidence began to slowly fizzle out. 
 
    I wanted to make them pay, I truly did, but I had never exacted revenge on anyone, let alone one of the biggest crime families in the world. 
 
    Gently, Nera put a comforting hand on my forearm and gave me an earnest look. “I’ll give you something to use. Why don’t we go back to one of our safehouses and discuss the details? Call your men over and we can work something out.” 
 
    To make arrangements. To strike a deal of some sort. 
 
    Back in the day, we used to play with dolls and put on fake fashion shows for each other, never spending our time scheming or hoping for the downfall of notorious families in New York. We traded dolls for weapons, and fashion shows for meetings. 
 
    Seeing how cool and calculated Nera was, reminded me of that lifelong trust we had built. She was my only confidant and the only person I had in my corner. She wanted to help me exact my revenge, and I couldn’t say no to that. 
 
    Nodding, I passed Nera the burning cigarette, and she took a final drag, causing the orange ember to glow as she sucked in. 
 
    “Good,” she sighed, letting out that smoke again. “We’ll come up with a way to make those bastards pay.” 
 
    “Where do we even begin?” I asked, turning away from the graves. She followed my lead as we headed toward the two SUVs parked on the concrete path while our drivers talked. 
 
    “You’ll need to lure the Levovs out somehow,” Nera murmured, dropping the cigarette butt into the damp grass. She pulled out her designer sunglasses and placed them over her eyes while she snuffed out the cigarette. “I’m thinking a friendly game of some kind will do the trick and catch them off-guard.” 
 
    Nodding along with her, I let my own ideas come forward, slowly trailing her back to the vehicles. She snaked an arm around mine, and a triumphant smirk moved across her red lips. “If Dimitri Levov is watching you, then you’ll need the upper hand. I can make that happen.” 
 
    Trusting Nera’s knowledge of the situation, I went along with her, piling into our SUVs with revenge on our minds. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    I deadpanned at my eldest brother, searching for any kind of sign that he didn’t mean the words that had left his mouth. 
 
    When Andrei said nothing in return, I pressed even further. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I’m completely serious,” he began, giving me that stern look he often gave us. “You’ll be mentoring Viktor to give him a better idea of what you do, and how you command our manpower.” 
 
    Our cousin, Vik, stood next to Andrei awkwardly, just as sheepish as I expected him to be. I didn’t have anything against him necessarily, but having a hitchhiker shadow my every move was not what I had in mind today. 
 
    I blinked back at Andrei in disbelief, choosing to ignore Vik and the naïve light in his eyes. “What about his brother? Why can’t Yaro mentor him?” 
 
    Andrei sighed and leaned against the table. “Yaro has already shown him the rundown from his perspective, but he should see the business from another angle. To see how everything is managed, and what we will expect of him. Besides, I am the head of this family and what I say goes. I hope you can remember that fact.” 
 
    Sighing, I knew there was nothing else I could say or do to get out of the arrangement. Usually, when Andrei had his mind set on something, there was nothing I could do to change it. 
 
    “Fine,” I muttered, crossing my arms over my chest. “If I must.” 
 
    Immediately, a knowing smile settled on his face, and Andrei clapped a hand against Vik’s shoulder. The kid jolted forward from the impact, but a relieved expression appeared on his face. 
 
    While Vik had the same blue eyes as the rest of us, his hair was a lighter brown, and thicker than ours. He and his older brother Yaro looked similar, but the latter was hardened from working with us. It seemed Vik had some time before the same would happen to him. 
 
    “On that note,” Andrei said, rubbing his hands together before he put one of them on my shoulder too, to my dismay. “Vik is your responsibility now. Take care of him.” 
 
    Deflating, I watched as Andrei pushed past me and left the conference room, taking all chance of me skirting out of this plan with him. The pounding bass from the main room of the club flooded in for a moment, then vanished as the door closed. 
 
    Turning to face Vik at last with my reserved expression, I found him looking far too excited about the entire thing. 
 
    Rubbing a hand down my face, I scrounged up several loose papers on the table that Andrei had looked at, and I tucked them into a manila folder. I handed the folder to Vik and held eye contact with him sternly. “If this is going to work, then you need to stay out of my way. Take note of anything and everything. This is not a free pass or a fast track to joining the higher ranks. I might be in charge of you now, but I won’t be there to wipe your nose whenever there’s a problem. Got it?” 
 
    Vik blinked back at me, then he nodded, seemingly understanding. He went to flip open the folio, but I snapped, “And don’t put your nose in things it has no business being in.” 
 
    He jumped at that, quickly closed it again, and tucked it under his arm. “Got it.” 
 
    Sighing, I couldn’t believe I was given babysitting duty. I had half the mind to dump him onto Alexei or Isidor, but with their big mouths, I’d never get away with it. 
 
    Turning away from him and heading for the door, I called over my shoulder. “Don’t be a nuisance, and don’t make me regret agreeing to this. Let’s go, I have things to take care of.” 
 
    Without needing to hear it again, Vik strode behind me with the folio pressed to his body, and he seemed to take my irritation seriously enough. 
 
    Even if he was my cousin, seeing how bright-eyed and enthusiastic he was to be joining the family business irked me. He was a good kid, and that was the problem. That light was going to be snuffed out soon enough, and it was only a matter of time before the gritty parts got the better of him. 
 
    While he was well-versed in the internal aspects of the job, he wasn’t seasoned by working on the outside. He hadn’t seen bullets flying right at him or his comrades. He didn’t understand the severity of those difficult decisions he’d have to make one day. Vik was green, and a part of me didn’t want to be the one to expose him to the worst parts of this life. 
 
    Beyond that, I knew he was likely to get in my way somehow. It was inevitable. 
 
    I walked out of the conference room and down the back hall, striding toward the main part of the club. Vik was in tow, questions getting the better of him. 
 
    “How do you gather information for planning hits?” 
 
    It was going to be a long few weeks. “I have eyes and ears in many places—some even planted within other families that we need to keep our eyes on. But mostly, we’ve tapped sixty percent of the city’s CCTV cameras.” 
 
    Vik’s brows pinched in question. “How did you manage that?” 
 
    “I work closely with the best in the business. They do what I need, and I pay them.” 
 
    “What if they snitch?” 
 
    I sighed. “Then they go down too, or I handle them myself.” 
 
    Interest sparked within his eyes. “And how have you not been caught tampering with the cameras?” 
 
    “We are virtually undetectable. Besides, anybody who might go sniffing has either been paid off already, or they have no idea where to start,” I answered reluctantly. 
 
    Even if I didn’t want to be Vik’s mentor, it would benefit him to be knowledgeable. After all, he and the other young ones would take over for us one day. 
 
    “The common denominator is money then.” 
 
    I nodded and patted Vik on the back while we overlooked the bustling club. “Money drives everything. Everyone has a price.” 
 
    Vik nodded, clearly soaking in everything I had to offer him so far. At the very least, he wasn’t apathetic about learning. 
 
    “There you are.” 
 
    From my left, Alexei approached us, looking more worked up than usual. He let out a big breath. “Apparently someone’s waiting outside to talk to Andrei, but he already left, and my hands are tied. Can you take this one?” 
 
    Already prepared to go that way, I nodded. Grabbing the folio from Vik’s grasp, I handed it to Alexei. “Sure. Here’s the information you wanted. It wasn’t easy to get, but I did some extra digging.” 
 
    A momentary relief moved across his eyes, and Alexei sighed. “Great, thanks.” His gaze trailed to Vik, then back to me, and he smirked. “Mentor duty?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    My brother snickered. “Try and at least look hopeful about it. He’s the next generation, after all.” 
 
    It took everything in me to not sling something harsh at him, remembering that I was in a position of influence. As much as I didn’t want someone constantly hovering, there was importance in what I was doing. 
 
    “You’re in good hands, Vik,” Andrei said to him before sliding past us and disappearing into the back of the building. 
 
    “Let’s go then,” I said to him, gesturing toward the front of the club. As ready as ever, Vik followed, not needing to be told again. 
 
    “Who do you think it is?” he asked as we pushed our way through groups of club-goers, ignoring the exotic dancers as they came up to us, likely hoping we were in need of some alone time with them. I snapped my fingers at Vik when he stared a moment too long at them. 
 
    “Couldn’t tell you,” I huffed, finally reaching the door. “Likely an associate of some kind.” 
 
    Once we hit the street, the busy nightlife hit us, and I turned to face whoever decided now was a good time for a chat. 
 
    For a brief moment, I hesitated when I saw her. 
 
    Standing beneath one of the exterior building lights was the real Maria Esposito. I recognized her from the old photos. 
 
    She looked reminiscent of Violet but with a glamorous and sinister edge. I reminded myself to breathe. To steel myself against it. 
 
    Her long, brunette hair was pin-straight and resting on her shoulders, nestled beneath a luxurious-looking cap of some kind, almost like a wanna-be tourist in France. Her coat nearly came up to her chin to keep the cool air out. Her hazel eyes fell on me, not bothering to look away. Those long lashes would’ve had me if she wasn’t an Esposito. But even if she was technically the enemy, there was no denying how gorgeous she looked with a light sheen of gloss on her lips. 
 
    Blocking that wandering part of my mind, I forced out an apathetic breath. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “No hello? I thought you Levovs were chivalrous,” Maria chided, wool-clad arms folded. Her gaze was piercing. 
 
    When I didn’t say anything in return, she rolled her eyes. “Many things have changed since your brothers killed my father and brother, but I don’t want any bad blood between us. Nothing sours faster than that. I’d like to invite you all to a poker night in good faith.” 
 
    I looked at her skeptically, hoping that Vik was at least paying more attention to how I was handling the situation than ogling at the last surviving Esposito. “What’s in it for us.” 
 
    “Nothing,” Maria said with a venomous smile. “Except for good company and a few games. Surely you and your brothers aren’t above poker.” 
 
    Something didn’t feel right about her innocent offer. There was no way Maria would want a truce after what we did to her family, even if she hadn’t been the brightest of them. There was something else in that proposal. 
 
    “Where do you plan to host it?” I asked, testing the waters. 
 
    “Enzo’s downtown tomorrow night,” she replied, giving the two of us a small smile. “It’s a neutral place.” 
 
    Enzo, as in my buddy Enzo. 
 
    I was in good graces with him, but Maria didn’t know that part. Not so neutral after all. 
 
    I had caught wind of Maria’s ventures as the new head of her family since the death of her father and brother. There was nothing overly troubling that she was partaking in, but there were rumors that she had been working with a new group—one I hadn’t heard of. Since Alexei was nervous about the fallout from Maria being left alive, the two of us had been scrounging up whatever intel we could get our hands on about her activities. We still didn’t have a name for this family, as they’d been covering their tracks better than we anticipated. 
 
    Maybe a game of poker was just what I needed to get that information. 
 
    Leaning my shoulder against the brick wall, I shrugged. “I’ll try and wrangle my brothers up, but I’m not making any promises.” 
 
    Regardless of how empty of an answer it was, Maria looked pleased with herself. “I’ll see you there.” 
 
    She said it as if leaving me no other option. She was feeling confident, that was clear. It was in my favor to let her believe in that false confidence. 
 
    Before anything else could be said, she turned on her heel, approached one of the blacked-out SUVs parked on the street, and climbed into the backseat. Before long, they pulled away, and Maria was gone as fast as she had arrived. 
 
    Vik gave me a perplexed look. “What was that?” 
 
    Letting go a deep breath, I scrubbed a hand over my mouth and watched as the SUV disappeared into the sea of traffic. “Trouble. Something is up, and we’re going to find out what.” 
 
    It couldn’t be some innocent game of poker as she claimed. There was more to it, and I just needed to get to the bottom of what she thought she had over us. 
 
    One way or another, I intended to get information about this other family from her. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 - Maria 
 
      
 
    "Get your shit together." 
 
    Nera's domineering tone came through the cell and made my nerves fray even more from the backseat of the SUV. Looking out the window as the city passed by, I pulled in a strained breath. 
 
    "What are you talking about?" I asked, hoping my voice didn't show my bluff. "I'm fine." 
 
    "I can practically hear your heart racing from here," she began, using that smooth, almost cat-like voice that often came through when she had a vested interest in something. When she was worried I would fumble and wanted to rope me back in. "You need to keep your wits about you, Maria. You're going up against the Levovs. This is a make-or-break moment." 
 
    "I know that," I mumbled, more annoyed by the knot winding itself tighter in my stomach than how she seemed to be hovering closer than I expected. While it should've gotten under my skin, having her in my ear was a relief. It was enough of a distraction to keep me from going off the deep end. 
 
    "If that's the case, then why can I hear how close you are to folding? Those wolves will tear you apart the moment they detect any weakness." 
 
    I stared out the window, my mouth fixed into a tight line as my fists clenched. I huffed out my wordless response. 
 
    There was a moment of silence between us before Nera sighed. "I'm only saying this because I care about you. Those Levovs are bloodthirsty, and they won't hesitate to take you out the moment they get the itch to. You need to keep your head up and don't let them see you fumble for a moment. For your sake, Maria, don't just be a pretty face in that room. Be a gun." 
 
    My heart nearly froze over at those words, but I figured it didn't hurt to start practicing on Nera. 
 
    "Is this the part of the night when we start talking in metaphors?" I asked coolly, watching as the SUV slowed due to the backed-up traffic. 
 
    Nera chuckled from the other end of the phone. "Good. Keep your cool and we shouldn't have any problems. Your dad would be proud of you, you know." 
 
    The reality hit me so suddenly that it practically knocked the air out of my chest. I was working my own scheme just like my dad and Marco had at one point. This was all for them, after all. 
 
    Fighting back the surge of emotion in my chest, I pulled in a discreet breath. "Don't get sentimental on me, Nera." 
 
    "Not even for a moment," she returned, letting me hear the smirk in her tone. "Our men are on standby if anything goes south. Show the Levovs what you're made of, hon." 
 
    Soaking in those latter words, I wore that confidence like armor. Just up ahead, I spotted the casino, and my heart made a small leap before I steeled myself against it. It was going to work out. It had to, one way or another. 
 
    "The Levovs will fall." 
 
    "I can't wait," Nera hummed, voice more sinister than she had sounded as a little girl. We both did a considerable amount of growing since those days. 
 
    The call dropped as she disconnected us, and my deliberate breaths forced my heart to steady as the driver pulled up to the curb. 
 
    I looked up at the bright neon sign that read 'Enzo's' as he went around and opened my door, exposing me to the inevitable. Even if a small voice in my head told me to run, there was no turning back. Everything was about to change, and it was only a matter of time. 
 
    The driver put a hand out for me to take, expression neutral yet masked with unspoken stoicism. "I can accompany you inside if you need, Miss Esposito." 
 
    While I took the assistance and exited the vehicle as confidently as I could manage, I waved him off. 
 
    "No need. I can take it from here." 
 
    He nodded and closed the door behind me, but the driver was the least important thing on my mind. 
 
    Forgetting about him immediately, I looked closer at the sign, realizing it flickered on one side. The more I took in the place, the sketchier it looked. 
 
    Sighing to myself, I swept my hair back and adjusted the strap on my black dress with a slit down one side. I had to look good while exacting my revenge, of course. 
 
    I pushed myself onward and went through a revolving door, noticing every chip in the wooden handle and the dust gathering in the corners. Enzo didn't prioritize cleanliness, apparently. 
 
    The moment I entered the main floor buzzing with slot machines and card tables, I wished I had done a better job scouting the location of tonight's poker game. Yet at the same time, I didn't think the Levovs deserved much better. 
 
    The patrons were zeroed in on the shiny screens in front of them, mindlessly dumping their money into those soul-sucking machines. From my guess, they looked like rabid regulars, and they weren't exactly the type of people I would keep for company. 
 
    Not needing to stand there long, a man close to my height approached with a muted smile. He wore the same uniform as the dealers, consisting of a white button-down, a crimson vest over top, and a black bowtie. He looked young with gentle yet rigid features. 
 
    "Maria Esposito?" 
 
    "In the flesh," I returned evenly, holding my clutch tightly, as if redirecting my concealed nerves there. 
 
    He bowed his head and motioned to the right of me. "Excellent, right this way. Your private room is waiting." 
 
    "Has anyone else arrived?" I asked, following his lead through the casino, mostly relieved to leave the hungry gamblers. 
 
    "Only one, but he is treating himself to the bar presently." 
 
    My heart relaxed somewhat, knowing that meant it couldn't be the Levovs yet. I still had time to keep myself together. 
 
    We reached the private room, consisting of one round table, more luxurious chairs than what had been on the main floor, and a heavy, black satin backdrop to contain it all. 
 
    It looked more like a den than anything. My mind backtracked to Nera's comment about them being wolves. 
 
    "Can I interest you in a drink while you wait for the others to arrive?" the employee asked. 
 
    "Whiskey on the rocks, please." 
 
    He nodded, then vanished behind the curtains, returning a moment later with a tray of several glasses and the bottle on ice. He began pouring my drink and I couldn't help but glance at the bottle. 
 
    I froze immediately. 
 
    "What is that?" 
 
    The man's brows lifted, realizing what I meant as he adjusted the bottle for me to see better. "The Levov signature. Aged twenty-five years." 
 
    Something in me winced. "The Levovs are fucking everywhere," I muttered, mostly under my breath. 
 
    The employee snickered yet quickly collected himself and slid the glass in front of me. "No doubt." 
 
    Lifting the glass to my lips, I looked at him a moment longer, wondering what he meant by that. Was he against them too? Could he possibly know something about them that I didn't? 
 
    Regardless, I couldn't risk feeling out any potential comrades in my feat to take down the Levovs just yet. 
 
    When he realized I was staring, the young man swallowed harshly and pressed a small smile for me. "They are on every liquor store shelf within a twenty-mile radius from here, and growing." 
 
    Deflating at that, my slight hope of having backup from within faltered. He was likely just well-versed in booze thanks to his job. 
 
    Once the employee disappeared, leaving me to chew on the possibility of facing the infamous family sooner rather than later, I sank into my chair and dug into my pocket. 
 
    Pulling out a cigarette, I lit it and pulled the nearest ashtray closer to me. I needed something to take the edge off in the meantime. 
 
    I needed to keep my cool long enough to use my upper hand over the Levovs, to let them know I had friends in high places too. I wasn't prepared to concede to them just because they managed to kill my only remaining family. I was still a player in the game regardless of whether they wanted to accept it. 
 
    Dimitri had said he'd try to get his brothers to join the faux game night, but there were no promises. From how late it was getting, I began to wonder if the bastards decided to stand me up after all. 
 
    Our encounter had been an odd thing. I wasn't expecting Dimitri to be so startlingly attractive despite his cruel edge. It occurred to me that I didn't know what any of them looked like aside from Dimitri, and if they were spitting images of each other, then God help me. 
 
    It paid to be beautiful, but they weren't the only ones with skin in the game. 
 
    If circumstances had been different, I wouldn't mind getting to know Dimitri and that body a little more, but I couldn't let it distract me. 
 
    He had been an enemy of my family, which made him mine too. It didn't matter what they looked like, the Levovs were nothing but scum to me. 
 
    "Sucking on those will prune that face of yours before you're forty." 
 
    That gruff voice shattered every thought in my mind at once and filled the room with startling silence. 
 
    Dimitri strode in wearing a plain black tee that hugged his ridiculously firm biceps, paired with a shit-eating grin. 
 
    "Minding your own business goes a long way," I returned, flicking the cigarette above the ashtray. 
 
    "Setting the tone already I see," he droned, letting his attitude ice over. "Maria." 
 
    "Dimitri," I crooned, feigning politeness. I tipped my chin in the direction of the man accompanying him, who had been with him when we last spoke. "And who is this pup?" 
 
    "A cousin. Vik. Apparently, he's rotten at poker, and I couldn't think of a better time for him to practice." 
 
    Vik pulled a half-smile, not vibrating with the same menacing energy that his older cousin did. He seemed green. Inexperienced. Bringing him was an interesting choice, but it eased more of my residual nerves. 
 
    "Pleasure to meet you." 
 
    "Mhm," I hummed in return, not interested in becoming buddy-buddy with him. I returned my gaze to Dimitri and put out the remainder of my cigarette on the ashtray. "No brothers tonight?" 
 
    Dimitri sucked his teeth and dropped into the chair next to mine nonchalantly. His cold blue eyes held mine without wavering. "They couldn't make it. Unfortunately, it's just us and whoever else decides to show up." 
 
    My stomach turned at the prospect, but I held myself together. "Oh boo. Maybe next time." 
 
    His brows shot up. "Already planning on next time?" 
 
    "I'm sure you'd love that." 
 
    Dimitri shrugged as the private room started filling with a handful of others to whom I had extended an invite. While I wasn't exactly interested in befriending them, it didn't hurt to have potential partners, or witnesses at the very least. 
 
    Before long, the same employee, who would end up being our dealer for the game, returned and he ensured everyone had their drinks before beginning. 
 
    I greeted the others with as much coolness in my tone as I could muster, and while I was the only woman in the private room, I couldn't help but feel like I had enough of a grip on the situation to feel at ease. 
 
    Those bristling nerves in my chest were ever-present, but I didn't give them attention. I couldn't let any of them, especially not Dimitri, see me slip. 
 
    I felt Dimitri's frigid eyes on me as we placed our starting bets. While it was intimidating at first, I reminded myself of who I was and what I wanted. Soon enough, that flicker of fear morphed into intrigue and self-assurance. A part of me wanted to know what he was thinking. 
 
    The VIP room was mostly silent with a heavy blanket of tension hanging over us. Soon enough, the smell of whiskey and smoke was thick in the air, and I couldn’t help but wonder how often my father had found himself in similar situations. 
 
    “A personally-delivered invitation to poker night by Maria Esposito was not what I was expecting to hear yesterday, and I’m not sure if I should be flattered or annoyed,” Dimitri said from beside me, keeping his voice relatively low. 
 
    Irritation clawed from beneath my skin, but I feigned another smile and watched as the dealer handed us our cards one by one. “As I said, it was a peace offering.” 
 
    Dimitri chuckled. “You had been quiet for some time, and my brothers and I couldn’t help but wonder if we should anticipate your retaliation.” 
 
    “What for?” I asked, pretending like I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. “What reason would I possibly have to retaliate?” 
 
    His gaze narrowed as he inspected me, apparently not shy when it came to staring. Admittedly, it gave him even more of an unwavering edge. “Come on, Maria, there’s no need to play coy here. We all have our part to play, but now I’m wondering what yours will be now that the dust has settled.” 
 
    “Brokering peace, remember?” 
 
    The corner of Dimitri’s lip pulled up, but it seemed to lack much humor. “Funny. I have a hard time believing that.” 
 
    Vik looked over his hand nervously from the other side of Dimitri, seeming out of sorts in the private room. I could only imagine he was juggling both the game and what was unraveling between the irritating Levov guard dog and myself. 
 
    “You are so distrusting, Dimitri. Why don’t you lighten up? This is a light-hearted game, after all,” I chided, splitting my attention between what was happening around me and trying to keep myself one step ahead of him. “Besides, I had to show my face at some point to remind you and your brothers that I’m still here, and I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    That smug amusement returned to Dimitri then. “And there it is.” 
 
    A few glances were made in our direction as the game continued, but neither of us paid them any mind. Those seeds of tension sowed themselves between us, and I couldn’t help but feel aggravated by how near he was. That intrigue wasn’t far behind, despite my better judgment. 
 
    “You didn’t really think I’d be a pushover after what you and your family did to mine, did you?” 
 
    Dimitri took a swig from his glass of whiskey and put it down smoothly. I watched as his neck moved with that deep swallow, surprised by how startlingly attractive it was. “Not even remotely.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything as the dealer helped urge the game forward, but I took special note as Dimitri’s eyes gleamed with interest. Amusement. He thought all of this was a joke. 
 
    “Do you have what it takes to keep up with us? With the others in our world?” 
 
    Anger flared in my neck, desperate to go higher. “I’m not as weak as I look,” I growled under my breath, eyeing him with a different fury that I rarely felt. “I have my means, and I’ll do whatever it takes to come out on top.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll try at least,” Dimitri muttered, not sounding intimidated by me in the slightest. That was exactly why I was there. They needed to learn that I was more serious than I used to be. 
 
    “I’ve been working with a reputable partner recently, and you and your brothers would be wise to keep your threats to yourselves. I have information that could bring your whole empire down,” I said at last, waiting for the recognition in his features. 
 
    Vague irritation flickered across Dimitri’s face. There was something on his mind that he didn’t want to share, that was plain enough. 
 
    I wanted nothing more than to beat him at the game and bring him down a peg. He was sly and infuriatingly beautiful, but beyond that, Dimitri was stubborn, and I needed to teach him a lesson. 
 
    Humiliating him in front of the others felt like a good place to start. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    Looking into Maria Esposito’s face felt like a double-edged sword. It offered me the chance to analyze her expression and figure her moves out before she could make them. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I also didn’t mind staring into those hazel eyes. 
 
    Yet, I couldn’t let it trip me up. Knowing we were there for our own reasons, letting our schemes play out with the hope of coming out of the game at an advantage, was the downside. There was nothing lighthearted about it, even if Maria didn’t want to say that outright. 
 
    Despite not knowing it, she had willingly proved what I had been chasing all along. From her own admittance, she was working with another family. While I had known that already, I’d needed her confirmation, and she handed it to me more willingly than I had anticipated. 
 
    With that tidbit of information, all I needed was their name, and what this apparent upper hand was Maria and this other family thought they had over us. In time, I hoped to trick her into spilling more. Any morsel about their trades and operations would give me the chance to squash them before they even had the chance to work against us. 
 
    That coy look in Maria’s eyes told me she was confident about what she knew, and while it interested me, I needed to be cautious. There was a chance that she truly did have a play that could wipe us out, and if that was the case, I couldn’t blow this. 
 
    Andrei had made my orders crystal clear. I had to get dirt on this reputable family and ruin them. A dead threat was the only suitable kind in my eyes. 
 
    “What happened to wagering a truce?” I asked, reminding her of that previous claim. 
 
    Maria looked over her cards at me, waiting for her turn. Anger burned in her eyes, reminding me of a petulant child. “A truce is only good so long as both sides honor it. Consider that a warning.” 
 
    Unable to help myself, I tipped my head back and laughed. She wanted to seem tough and weathered in the crime underworld, but she was nearly as green as Vik. She was getting worked up, a sign that I was already under her skin. 
 
    This was more fun than I thought it would be. I didn’t mind the idea of messing with her more. 
 
    While it was difficult to see Maria as a threat, multiple aspects made her a weak opponent at best, and a volatile one at worst. She was alone without anyone to govern her. No father and no older brother—we took care of them both. 
 
    She had money, power, and manpower. All of which, my family was always trying to acquire. Even more so, Maria was unmarried, and as far as I knew, inexperienced in the mafia world. 
 
    She could easily be taken advantage of if she didn’t pay close attention. If people like me hatched their ideas quicker than she could work them out. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, I already had one. 
 
    Everything Maria had could be mine if I played my cards right, along with what I needed to know about the other family. If I lured her into a trap of my own, then everything I needed would fall into my lap. 
 
    It didn’t hurt that Maria wasn’t the worst-looking woman in New York. I certainly wouldn’t let her know that, though. 
 
    I knew it would humiliate her to be tamed by a Levov…or to become a Levov herself. 
 
    I could already see it; Maria’s anger spiking, and her throwing a tantrum after realizing she had lost everything to me. 
 
    Amused by the idea, I leaned back in my seat and swirled the remaining whiskey in my glass. Glancing at her, I watched as Maria’s skin seemed to crawl. I couldn’t help the grin that moved across my face. 
 
    “You want a real truce? Then we do it the right way,” I began, leaning close enough to watch as Maria swallowed hard and blinked back at me. Her fluster was brief, yet noticeable enough for me to catch it before it vanished again. “Marry me.” 
 
    Maria froze immediately. Those pretty eyes widened, and she looked more stunned than I had seen before. 
 
    The men around us chuckled into their glasses, looking around with shifty glances. Smoke circled the room, tangible and nearly suffocating. 
 
    While it was satisfying to stare at those full lips, slack with surprise, it didn’t last long enough for me to silently savor. 
 
    Instead, Maria’s shock twisted into anger once more, and I could’ve sworn that steam came out of her ears too. 
 
    “Marry you?” Her voice dripped with venom, almost lashing at me like it was the most ridiculous idea she had ever heard, like she couldn’t fathom it. “You must be stupider than you look.” 
 
    I chuckled in return, sensing that Vik was as still as a statue on the other side of me. I could only assume he was struggling to understand what I was possibly getting at. He would learn eventually. 
 
    Keeping that proximity between us just to tease her, I continued, “A marriage pact promises protection on both sides. Abandon this other family and join us. I promise we don’t bite what’s ours.” 
 
    Maria’s mouth opened and closed again like she was struggling to find the right words. She was at a loss, but as she glanced at the men snickering around her, annoyance returned to her eyes. 
 
    She still wanted to seem tough, but obviously couldn’t figure out how once she became the butt of the joke. It was cruel and I knew that, but getting the better of her was amusing. 
 
    “Come on now,” I hummed, pulling a smirk for her. “You’ll be eaten alive out there alone, Maria.” 
 
    Despite our interruption, the dealer moved on, and the quiet shuffle of cards continued. Keeping my eyes on what was unfolding around us, I murmured to her, noting how she shivered ever so slightly. It made something primal move within me. 
 
    “If I win, you sign an agreement and seal the pact. That way, you and your enterprise can’t be crushed. Me and my brothers will continue as we were, and you’ll find yourself in our good graces.” 
 
    Maria looked prepared to scream at me, apparent by the slight red hue in her skin, but she kept her cool. There were too many eyes on her to slip up. It would only ruin her more. 
 
    She swallowed hard, drawing my attention to her neck, and then to the soft-looking hair that draped over her shoulder. She kept her voice as steady as she could. “And what do I get when I win?” 
 
    “You can walk out of here without question and go back to your scheming as you were, and maybe I’ll throw in a scrap of information to chew on. But I won’t guarantee your safety beyond that.” 
 
    Risking her freedom for pride and the chance to be a step above me seemed like a ridiculous move, but I watched as she considered it all the same. Many thoughts hurried through her eyes before she sighed and glanced at me with her lips forming a line thin enough to cut. 
 
    Maria seemed to reign in her confidence before she sighed and held her hand out. “Fine. Don’t think I’m not fully prepared to walk out of here alone.” 
 
    Giving her a cold smile, I took her hand and felt how chilled her skin was against mine. She was nervous, even if she wanted so desperately to hide it. 
 
    “You have yourself a deal.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 - Maria 
 
      
 
    A royal flush. 
 
    Dimitri won, and I lost. 
 
    He knew that win was his before I even agreed to the marriage pact. I was screwed before we shook on it. 
 
    The color drained from my skin at once, and panic came rushing in. It wrapped around my throat, constricting any words from passing through. My plan was falling to pieces at my feet, and I felt stranded. It wasn’t supposed to end that way. I was supposed to win and assert myself in this world I was vaguely familiar with. 
 
    I didn’t know how it was even possible for me to lose. I had spent endless nights watching poker matches on the big screen with Dad throughout the years. It was a cold reminder that I had fumbled it in my father’s name. I knew he would’ve been disappointed in me, and that pain was immeasurable. 
 
    Urging myself to breathe, I tried to not let it show despite how each pair of eyes was on me in anticipation. Catching Dimitri’s calculated stare was enough to send another rush of panic through my chest. I felt like pinned prey, unable to break away. 
 
    I was the unsuspecting rabbit that had walked into a wolf’s den, thinking I could make a difference. 
 
    A cocky grin moved across Dimitri’s face as he looked over his winning hand, and he waited while the dealer passed him his earnings in chips. “Not a bad win, wouldn’t you agree, fiancée?” 
 
    That word struck a chord in me, and immediately my skin rushed with color. I was on my feet before I had the chance to think it through, forcing the chair back with a scrape. My face twisted with anger. 
 
    “I refuse,” I spat, mortified by how triumphant he seemed. “I won’t agree to this sham pact!” 
 
    Dimitri chuckled and pushed the chips to his cousin, directing him to claim his winnings for him. Vik nodded and rushed off with it. He redirected his attention to me and rubbed at the edges of his mouth. “That’s too bad, Maria. You should’ve thought of that before you agreed to it.” 
 
    It was almost impossible to fight the burning in my cheeks and ears, aware of how alive and roaring the fury was inside me. I wanted to scream and hit him. I wanted to make him hurt. 
 
    “You don’t even want this,” I returned, keeping my eyes on him even if it hurt to do so. 
 
    “Oh, but I do.” 
 
    The venom in his tone turned my legs to putty, and I didn’t know what to do. 
 
    I was angry at him for ensnaring me and calculating his steps faster than I could, but most of that anger was reserved for myself. I was an idiot for even entertaining the idea. 
 
    The other men laughed and snickered around us as the game was cleaned up, still puffing on their cigars and cigarettes, or finishing off their drinks. 
 
    My dignity was slipping while they silently mocked me, and I had never felt more humiliated. I was reduced to nothing but a woman trapped by a man I hated. 
 
    But Dimitri didn’t care. No, not even for a moment. 
 
    Instead, he stood from his place and took a step forward, towering over me. “I believe it’s time to go.” 
 
    “No, I won’t go with you,” I snarled, collecting myself as best I could. I didn’t want him to think I’d walk just because he told me to. 
 
    “A deal is a deal, remember?” Dimitri hummed, letting that cold, bitter smile reach his eyes. 
 
    He was an inch away when something solid pressed into my side. The hard metal of a gun. 
 
    My breath hitched as I looked up at him, only to find him gazing intently at me. If things had been different, he would’ve had me ready and willing. But at that moment, I hated him more than anything else. 
 
    Dimitri chuckled and pressed a thumb against my chin, but it lacked any genuine tenderness. “Take it easy, Maria. You won’t get hurt so long as you don’t bolt. Follow my lead.” 
 
    Freezing in place, my limbs felt like they were full of lead. Panicking, I glanced at the other men in the room, hoping they would step in for me. While the gun hadn’t exactly been waved around the room, they knew it was there. They all knew he had it drawn on me. 
 
    Dimitri tapped the barrel against my shoulder, nudging me to turn and walk. Without any choice but to comply, I took several steps forward before glancing over at the others. 
 
    Instead of helping me, they didn’t say a word. They either struck up a conversation with one another, or they faced away and busied themselves with their substances. 
 
    Even the dealer averted his eyes, clearly not wanting to get involved. 
 
    All hope left my system immediately, and I was completely under Dimitri’s control. But we were in a public place, surely someone would notice and help me. 
 
    A shiver ran down my back as Dimitri gripped my arm and nestled the gun against my side. Now next to me, he guided me on, looking forward. 
 
    He was sinfully beautiful to look at, but it came at a great cost. Messing with him and his antics meant surrendering my freedom. 
 
    As we went, I could only think of how my father would feel if he could see me, ensnared by a Levov. He would be enraged and prepared to fight until his last breath. He would be disappointed in me for falling for it, but his love would surpass that irritation. He would fight for me. 
 
    But at that moment, I felt like I couldn’t even fight for myself. 
 
    Moving through the main floor of the casino, I hoped that someone might catch a glimpse of either the gun against my side or how I wriggled in Dimitri’s grasp. But once again, nobody spared me a second look. 
 
    Nobody cared. As they glanced at me, perfectly aware of my struggle, they didn’t do a thing. 
 
    “What’s wrong with everyone here?” I snapped, walking stiffly beside him. I tried to be as stubborn as I could, hoping he might get sick of it and let me go. 
 
    But he never did. 
 
    The rough presence of the half-concealed weapon and his rough grip on my arm were ever-present and daunting, adding salt to the wound. 
 
    “I was glad to hear you wanted to meet at Enzo’s,” Dimitri murmured, tone laced with hidden meaning. “It was good to catch up with him before the game.” 
 
    My steps halted the moment I digested those words, gobsmacked on the spot. It clicked at once as I looked up at him and felt another wave of dread consume me. 
 
    Dimitri was friends with the owner. He knew him after all, which was why nobody batted an eye. 
 
    I’d trapped myself the moment I invited him and his brothers. 
 
    The task had been fairly simple, but now it meant nothing at all. 
 
    Breath felt hard to come by as my heart clenched and my skin went cold. I wondered if he could feel it from where his grip remained. 
 
    “You knew all along,” I managed to say in a whisper, still frozen in place. 
 
    Those dark, entrancing blue eyes looked back at me, and he wore his triumph like a mask. He was more than satisfied with the outcome, it seemed. 
 
    “You made it too easy. I’m wondering if I should thank you.” 
 
    That made my eyes narrow in his direction, torn between fear and fury. 
 
    There was no denying how utterly screwed I was. I was in an unfamiliar place without backup present, and nobody was on my side. Only I could have my back now, but that felt like an impossible ask given the situation. 
 
    Dimitri nudged me on, but I remained put, looking at him in disbelief. We were close enough that my quiet tone was loud enough for him to catch. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” I hissed, hoping this was all a part of some ploy. Some cruel joke he wanted to play on me. There was no way he seriously intended on marrying me—not after what had happened between our families. 
 
    Beyond that, I couldn’t believe that Dimitri Levov would come up with something so reckless and ridiculous with such short notice. 
 
    It had to be a joke. 
 
    But Dimitri only chuckled and urged me forward, not far from the door. Vik rounded behind us and followed in tow, flanking us. It made me feel like the walls were closing in, even if he wasn’t the most intimidating of the Levovs. 
 
    Once we hit the dark street, nobody was close enough to see the gun against my side. Instead, there was a blacked-out SUV ready in front of us, and Dimitri pulled me closer to it. 
 
    Vik slipped into the passenger seat as Dimitri popped my door open and urged me inside. 
 
    Before I could get in, he was there, a mere inch away, grinning. I could smell the faint whiskey on his breath. 
 
    “I’m as serious as ever. Count your blessings you’re going to be one of us instead of dead from inexperience.” 
 
    A bitter chill moved down my spine, mostly from the brutal realization that he meant to give me his last name, even if it didn’t make any sense to me, but also because a part of me started to think he had a point. 
 
    I managed to get myself stuck in a marriage pact when all I wanted was to prove that I wasn’t weak. That I could form plans and exact my revenge. I wanted to take the Levovs down, yet all I did was make things worse for myself. 
 
    Fiancée. 
 
    The very thought of marrying Dimitri made my skin crawl. I hated how it felt. I hated him. Even if he was striking and I couldn’t stop myself from noticing just how close he was. A breath away. But he was my enemy, and his looks couldn’t change that. 
 
    I couldn’t become one of them, not after what they had done to my dad and brother. To be considered part of their family felt like the biggest betrayal to my own. 
 
    My hand came up faster than I anticipated and collided with his cheek. Dimitri recoiled from the sharp slap and loosened his grasp, giving me just enough time to wrench free and run. 
 
    The cool nighttime breeze hit my face as I went, determined to get away before he could catch me. Running in heels wasn’t ideal, and I immediately cursed myself for choosing them. 
 
    Nera told me she had backup on standby. If I could get far away enough, maybe then they would find me and take me back with them. If only I could— 
 
    —that familiar dread filled my chest the moment his hand wrapped around my bicep and yanked me back. 
 
    Forced closer to him, his face was in mine immediately, eyes wide and filled with anger. 
 
    I could only look up at him and catch my breath, aware that the nightmare was only just beginning. 
 
    His hard expression said it all, reminding me that he was the most intimidating Levov. He was the muscle—the cold one who did the dirty jobs that nobody else wanted. 
 
    These goddamn heels. 
 
    “You are in no position to try and run,” Dimitri growled at me, sucking in a deep breath as he pulled his eyes away and dragged me along behind him. “If you try that again, it won’t end well for you.” 
 
    Beyond pissed at him and that arrogance of his, I gritted my teeth as I was more forcefully put into the SUV that time. 
 
    Dimitri followed behind me, gun still pointed in my direction as he climbed in himself and closed the door behind him. The weapon remained between us as if he thought I’d push the door open and roll into oncoming traffic once the car started moving. I already knew the doors would be locked. 
 
    Sinking into my seat with my arms crossed, I pinned my stare out the window and refused to look at him. 
 
    But Dimitri sighed after a moment, and he reached over with his spare hand to grab the seatbelt. 
 
    Irritated, I tried to grab it at the same time and threw him a burning look. 
 
    “I can do it,” I snapped, pulling it over myself and clicking it in. “I’m not a child.” 
 
    Dimitri scoffed and pulled back until he was properly in his seat and secured his own. “Could’ve fooled me.” 
 
    With every ounce of my being burning with fury, I knew I had to find a way out of it. Even if I was trapped with him, I would find my escape from Dimitri somehow. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    Our driver took us through the slow-moving traffic while Vik sat in the passenger seat, tapping his fingers against the hard material of the door. That rhythmic sound pulsed in my head, growing more irritating the longer it continued. 
 
    But I tore my focus away and held it firmly on Maria, along with my gun pressed more gently against her side than before. I didn’t let her know the safety was on. 
 
    Her eyes were set on the tall buildings outside the window, unwilling to look at me or anyone else in the vehicle. She hadn’t said another word since we started moving, which made the air around us stiff and awkward. 
 
    Ignoring how deafening the silence was, I reminded myself of my victory. 
 
    Maria had agreed to the pact, even if she came with me unwillingly. A verbal agreement was enough to get the process going, and I managed to score myself the key to infiltrating this other group she’d found herself working with. Soon enough, I would have what I needed, and they wouldn’t even have the chance to become a real problem. 
 
    “So much for coming out on top,” I mused, feigning disinterest as I looked through the front windshield. 
 
    I knew I was being a dick, but I didn’t care. Maria had been under the assumption that she had an upper hand—some way to bring me and my brothers down. She was arrogant and uppity, and I could only assume that was from inheriting more money than she knew what to do with. 
 
    She turned her head slowly, nearly flaming me with those burning eyes. She looked ready to take my head off, but that only made the win feel more worth it. 
 
    It made me stifle a laugh. 
 
    "You are a bastard, Dimitri," she muttered, easily letting her distaste for me gleam through. 
 
    Knowing how easy she was to work up only made me more willing to step up to the challenge. It certainly scratched that itch I had to tease her. 
 
    "And yet you were more than willing to sacrifice your freedom during that poker game. Pretty sick and twisted of you, I must admit." 
 
    This only sparked more anger within her as her eyes widened, then narrowed at me. 
 
    "You were the idiot who suggested the marriage pact in the first place," she seethed at me, facing me fully. I almost thought I saw fire in her eyes. "You know what? You are going to look supremely stupid when I have you all taken out. When you are removed from this earth by my associates." 
 
    There it was again. 
 
    Her threats didn't feel like something I should take entirely to heart, but at least a shred of my sense told me to store that away for later. I needed to remind myself that there were indeed people in the background I needed to look out for. 
 
    It was difficult to take her seriously, though, especially given her situation. She seemed like nothing more than talk, since she had only recently stepped into her position. What experience did she truly have? 
 
    "Speaking of," I began, adjusting myself in my seat as I recentered myself. Embarrassing her was fun, but I still had a job to do. "You will tell me who they are. One way or another, you will tell me everything I need to know about this family." 
 
    Maria's face twisted with anger and she crossed her arms. "I won't tell you anything. You might have been able to force my hand with this arrangement, but I won't say a word." 
 
    "Is that so?" I asked, feeling as my lips pulled upward knowingly. "We'll see just how long that lasts." 
 
    The girl scoffed and turned herself away from me, focusing her eyes on the city that passed by outside. 
 
    Glancing at her, I couldn't help but take in the soft shapes of her features. How delicate her profile looked, and how effortlessly her voluminous hair sat over her shoulder. 
 
    Not to mention, that dress of hers left little to the imagination, but even so, I couldn't help but wonder who she wore that dress for. The slit that ran up one side, exposing her tan thigh, was enough to make me look twice. 
 
    Internally, I groaned to myself, hating how tempting she was despite how irritating I found her. She was a young woman used to being given everything and that was evident. It was a wonder she had lasted this long on her own without someone to make the decisions for her. 
 
    A loud crack snapped me out of my thoughts, and I whirled around to find a single bullet lodged in the rear windshield. Lightning bolt patterns moved through the bullet-resistant glass, stemming from where the thicker bullet remained. 
 
    The driver swerved as more shots were fired, letting go of an alarmed sound. Vik froze in his seat, glancing back at me warily. 
 
    Peering out the cracked rear windshield, I found a black car tailing us with several guns pointed in our direction. More shots rang out as their bullets ricocheted off the SUV, tinging as they went. 
 
    As another shot hit the already compromised windshield, the glass cracked further and began to crumble. 
 
    Instinctively, my arm went against Maria's back, and I pushed her down until she was shielded from the falling pieces. 
 
    The polycarbonate rained down in bigger pieces, and I used my own body to block it from hitting her. 
 
    Her arms were above her head for additional defense as she panted, clearly shaken up by the whole ordeal. 
 
    "Stay down," I muttered to her, pulling back up. Aiming out the broken windshield, I fired back at them, ducking down as I needed. 
 
    "Vik, aim and shoot, for Christ’s sake!" 
 
    Vik's apprehensive sound was followed up by several pops from his own handgun as he aimed from out his window. 
 
    Focusing on the car chasing us, I lined up my shots as best I could, but the swerving SUV didn't help my aim. 
 
    "Keep it steady," I called to the driver who had a loose grip on the steering wheel. 
 
    Between the two of us, we fired when we could, but it wasn't enough. It wasn't going to stop them. They had at least three men shooting at us, and while the SUV was absorbing most of the bullets, it was too much of a risk. 
 
    Aiming at the man on the passenger side, I squeezed the trigger, and a spray of blood indicated the bullet hit. The shooter withdrew from the window while the other two men in the back seat covered for him. 
 
    "We need to take care of these guys," I muttered to Vik, glancing over at Maria. 
 
    She was still huddled down and protecting her head with her arms. From what I could see, she wasn't hit. As far as I knew, she was fine for now. 
 
    But I'd be damned if any of their bullets managed to hit her. Not while she was the only one with the information I needed, and my bridge to it via the marriage pact. 
 
    I fired as many rounds as I could before the chamber was empty and I needed to reload. At the same time, we needed backup. It felt like I had both choices at my disposal, and I needed to pick before it was too late. 
 
    Deciding I couldn't rely on Vik's aim alone, I reached for the spare box of bullets in my back pocket and reloaded as fast as I could. 
 
    Once I returned to my previous position, a breath of relief came from my chest. 
 
    The black car swerved as two armored SUVs flanked it, and their shots were redirected. Backup had already arrived. 
 
    I pulled back and watched as the traffic behind us was stalled and backed up while the shoot-out continued without us. The car veered to the right, escaping through an alleyway with our men hot on their heels. 
 
    Our driver continued down the highway, merging back in with the other vehicles like nothing had happened. As if our back windshield wasn't blown out. 
 
    We blended back in, finally able to catch our breath. 
 
    Vik sunk back into his seat and lowered his gun to his lap. I wondered if that had been his first shoot-out. 
 
    Leaning against the backrest, I could only look ahead while the adrenaline ran its course through my system. I sucked in a deep breath and tried to wrap my mind around it. 
 
    A high-speed chase was not something I had anticipated, and I could only assume that sentiment was shared throughout the SUV. We were all silent, not believing how the night had turned. 
 
    Before long, that anger came to life inside me like a match dropped in gasoline. It filled my face with heat, and I balled my fists up. 
 
    I knew Maria had her own men, but I didn't think they'd actually be loyal to her. I’d assumed they would turncoat after she stepped into her position. 
 
    Even if she was with me and under my control, I needed to keep my guard up. Despite being several steps ahead of her at all times, it seemed there were aspects to her that I hadn’t quite figured out. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 - Maria 
 
      
 
    The broken glass—or what I’d previously assumed to be glass—moved away from me in big chunks as I sat up. 
 
    I caught in the corner of my eye as Dimitri went to move some of the bigger shards away from me, but I swatted his hand in disgust. 
 
    His lip curled as he scoffed and pulled back, keeping to himself. 
 
    Even if I was slightly tremoring from the shock of it, there was no missing how pissed Dimitri was. Where his smugness had been, only raw anger remained. He lazily brushed any remaining window fragments from his shoulders and kept his hard stare on me. 
 
    "Who might that have been then?" He asked, tone full of seething rage. "Your men? The family you're working with? Sending out only one car for backup was certainly a choice." 
 
    While I had been just as surprised as him by the attack, it didn't dawn on me until we were further down the highway and away from the action. 
 
    Nera had promised to have backup just in case something happened. I could only assume that her men had seen exactly what happened, and how everything went completely wrong. More wrong than I had anticipated. 
 
    I didn't know what the extent of that backup had been, but it seemed to be the only explanation. 
 
    "What happened to your smart remarks? Don't feel like sharing with the rest of us?" Dimitri asked, inclining his face closer to mine by a hair. 
 
    While I didn't make it a habit to submit to men like Dimitri Levov, I couldn't help but feel the need to say something. Anything. 
 
    Even if I liked to believe so, the Levovs weren't entirely stupid. He would figure it out eventually, especially if Nera had it in the cards to try and hit again. 
 
    Sighing, I shook my head and tore my eyes away from Dimitri. "I had someone waiting for me." 
 
    "And you didn't feel inclined to call them off?" 
 
    That made a fresh wave of irritation curl within my chest. "When did I possibly have the opportunity to do that? You had a gun pressed to my side the whole time." 
 
    "I wouldn't be surprised if you were tapped," he growled, running a hand down his face. 
 
    "That's a surprising amount of credit you're giving me." 
 
    Dimitri rolled his eyes. "Don't let it go to your head. Who is this person then?" 
 
    "Not a chance," I muttered, shaking my head in disbelief. It was always tricks and games with him; finding ways to trap me and give up what I knew. 
 
    "They shot at us and you won't even give me one name?" Dimitri asked, looking incredulously at me. 
 
    "I wonder why they shot at us," I sneered. "Maybe because I was taken and shoved into a blacked-out SUV!" 
 
    "Don't act like you didn't have a role in how this unfolded." 
 
    "A role? Me?" I questioned, not holding back my disbelief. "You were the one stupid enough to kidnap me!" 
 
    Dimitri's stare hardened. "And you were the one who agreed to the deal. You can say I forced your hand all you want, but you organized this poker night for a reason. Whine all you want about losing to me, but ultimately, you caused this for yourself." 
 
    The brutality of his words stunned me at first, but it quickly ignited that anger inside me. It didn't take much for him to get under my skin, and it only made me hate him more. 
 
    "Uh hey..." Vik asked timidly from the passenger seat, surely feeling awkward from our bickering. 
 
    "Are you two alright after that?" 
 
    "We're fine," I snapped at him, watching as he recoiled without another word. He cleared his throat and simply retargeted his stare on the road ahead. 
 
    In all fairness, Viktor wasn't the one driving me insane, but he was one of them nonetheless. 
 
    Dimitri threw me a questioning look at my outburst, and it made me wonder if he actually had a soft spot for his cousin. He shrugged it off with a scoff and tapped on his phone. "It doesn't matter who it was for now. They're being taken care of." 
 
    Taken care of. 
 
    For some strange and unknown reason, I had the feeling he didn't mean they were being treated kindly. 
 
    Of course, he meant they were going to be shot and left for dead. The Levovs were brutal, after all. Even if that wasn't news to me, a sharp chill moved through my system and struck my heart. I didn't know if Nera was in that car or not, and I could only hope that nothing had happened to her. 
 
    Panic rose within me, but I didn't want Dimitri to see it. I couldn't give him the satisfaction of having the upper hand in any capacity. 
 
    I wanted to know that Nera was alright, but at the same time, I had bigger problems. I’d let myself be trapped and outsmarted by a Levov, and I was in the enemy's hands now. 
 
    It was unlikely for Nera to go herself when she had a fleet of men waiting for the word. I reminded myself of that fact and took a deep breath. 
 
    She was likely fine. I had to worry about myself for the time being. 
 
    "No matter what your associate attempts, we will come down on them even harder," Dimitri warned with genuine irritation in his gaze. "We are infamous in this city for a reason, and I intend to keep it that way. Just know that your silence won't help them." 
 
    Knowing it was in my best interest to steer the conversation away from Nera's family, I leaned back and crossed my arms. "There were rumors you Levovs had a bit of a stumble. Twice. And after that, you doubled your manpower. Interesting how that could've even happened to such a formidable family." 
 
    As Dimitri tapped away on his phone, he threw me a brief glance, allowing me to see a cut on his opposite cheek. "There were temporary lapses in judgment by my brothers, but those hiccups were ended before anything could get worse." 
 
    "And yet that meant someone managed to find a hole in your family's chainmail." 
 
    He scoffed. "Since it happened, we indeed doubled our manpower. We also doubled our means to take down anyone who opposes us." 
 
    Our eye contact lingered a moment longer than it should have, but I couldn't look away from the silent smolder in his eyes. There was desperation in them to prove his family was strong and couldn't possibly be brought down. 
 
    But beyond that, the depths of that blue in his irises seemed to command my attention. I couldn't look away, not when he was rumpled from the attempted hit. His hair was out of sorts, and a wildness remained in his stare, likely from the adrenaline. 
 
    His eyes narrowed slightly. "I know you think this family you're working with is capable of making miracles happen, but I assure you, there's no point in getting your hopes up." 
 
    "I get it," I snarked back at him, finally tearing my gaze away from him to look out the window again. I was sick of listening to him inflate his own ego time and time again. 
 
    "Have it your way," Dimitri muttered with disinterest as he scrolled through his phone, seemingly bored. 
 
    Feeling frustration rising within me again, I tried to focus on the moving buildings and the streams of lights instead. 
 
    I may not have been involved in the crime underworld for long, but whispers traveled fast. Especially ones pertaining to the Levovs. I had been warned too many times to not see the threat they posed to me and my cause, but I refused to see them as impenetrable. 
 
    While it wasn't uncommon for certain families to reign over their turf, I’d come to find out that many of them toppled one way or another. Whether it was at the hands of their competition, or from their own undoing, nobody can be on top forever. 
 
    They were men, and men can bleed. That meant they could be taken out. 
 
    From my position, I didn't have much to work with. I couldn't ring up some men and launch an attack big enough to wipe the Levovs off the face of the planet. I was stuck with Dimitri hovering over me for the foreseeable future, which meant there wasn't much I could do. 
 
    As we moved through the constant New York nightlife, the realization struck me. I may have been trapped, but there was one thing I could do. 
 
    Dimitri wanted me to be his sham wife, which meant I had a role to step into—one I could use to my advantage. I only needed to keep up the charade long enough for the Riccis to put their plan into action. So long as Nera was working behind the scenes, I didn't have anything to worry about. 
 
    I needed to bide my time, and I'd eventually be found by Nera and her men. Soon enough, I'd be free. 
 
    And I'd be able to scrub myself of Dimitri and the mere thought of being connected to him in any way. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    The ride home was exhausting, but at least Maria had shut her mouth for the rest of it. 
 
    The adrenaline had ebbed away by the time we reached the house, but I had no idea that the easiest part of the night was behind me. 
 
    “These are for you,” I had said, holding out a pair of handcuffs, to which she rolled her eyes. Despite her evident disgust for me, she allowed it. Soon enough, she was bound. 
 
    Holding Maria by the elbow while she gave me a look I likened to a feral cat caught digging in alleyway trash, I told Vik and the driver to head home for the night. We had all been through enough, and I needed my cousin to be alert in the morning. 
 
    "Careful," Maria snapped as I pushed the door open and pulled her in behind me. 
 
    "Let me guess, you think you're precious cargo." 
 
    She scoffed and followed with at least some resistance. "Something like that." 
 
    "Like I said, don't struggle and you won't get hurt. It's as simple as that." 
 
    Maria only grumbled, seemingly unaware of the small cuts and dried blood on her skin. As we walked inside, she glanced around, and while I wished she was looking only for admiration, I knew she was likely scouting any possible exits. 
 
    She’d already proved to be a flight risk, and I needed to keep her under wraps. 
 
    “Keep moving,” I told her, guiding her to the bathroom. 
 
    Her brows were fixed together in frustration, but she didn’t say anything else as we moved through the house. 
 
    Flicking the switch on, the bathroom lit up at once, and I made her stand to the right of the vanity, as far away from the door as I could get her. 
 
    Sighing, I pulled the cupboards open and rummaged to find what I needed. Cotton pads, rubbing alcohol, and bandages. 
 
    Maria threw me a strange look as I prepped everything and started drenching one of the cotton pads in alcohol. 
 
    I turned to face her and gestured my intentions. 
 
    Her face twisted with repulsion. “And why is this necessary?” 
 
    “Because you’re bleeding, if you didn’t notice.” 
 
    Maria scoffed as if she didn’t believe me, then turned to get a look at herself in the mirror. Those hazel eyes traveled all over, inspecting each of her features. It seemed to dawn on her once she noticed the semi-dried blood on her cheek and jaw. 
 
    “Oh,” she murmured, sighing at the realization that I had a point. She turned back and stood there, letting her gaze meet mine. 
 
    Something about her disheveled look from the hit made my attention linger before I even started dabbing the makeshift alcohol pad against her cuts. She kept her eyes on me, as if she were inspecting me. 
 
    She let go of her steady breaths, not breaking the contact. I felt like I was towering over her, even if she was taller than the average woman. With a lighter hand than I had anticipated, I slowly dabbed at the first cut, making sure it wasn’t worse than it looked. 
 
    With the prolonged contact and how close our bodies were, the air around us felt thinner. It made me realize I wasn’t breathing at all while I took in the smoothness of her skin and the plumpness of her lips. 
 
    “Don’t think this means anything just because I’m complying,” Maria snapped, breaking the tension at once. 
 
    Sighing, I pulled back and tossed the bloodstained cotton pad in the garbage. “I wouldn’t consider it for even a second.” 
 
    “If you even consider touching me beyond this—” 
 
    “—quit squirming and appreciate that I’m even doing this. I don’t have to be nice,” I threw back at her, watching as she deflated somewhat. 
 
    Maria grumbled under her breath as she remained in place like I asked, keeping her eyes averted. It seemed she couldn’t make that eye contact again. 
 
    Working as quickly as I could without hurting her, I focused on the task rather than how far I was into her personal space. How for a moment, no matter how brief, I didn’t feel like her enemy. 
 
    While she hadn’t said it outright, I could only imagine that was how she saw me. I had toppled her plan before she even knew what I was playing at, and she made the declaration that she would bring us down. But she didn’t know how long my brothers and I had been in the game, and how we had sacrificed everything to get where we were. 
 
    She didn’t know what exactly I had done, and how willing I was to put my all into our business. At the very least, however, she was aware that we were infamous for a reason. 
 
    Me and my brothers had also killed her father and brother, which was immediate grounds for hating me. 
 
    I could accept it since our union was nothing but another ploy. 
 
    By the time her cuts were clean and bandaged, the garbage bin was half-full of bloodied cotton pads, and Maria was looking more anxious than she had been. 
 
    Tapping her foot against the bathroom tiles, she kept her stare on the wall across from her and sighed. 
 
    “Any others I missed?” I asked, feeling worn down from the night. The adrenaline had fully left my system and I was more than ready to turn in. 
 
    “There’s one under the cuff that’s digging in,” she mumbled. 
 
    Reaching for the handcuff she held out to me, I paused and lifted my brows in question. “Can I take these off without you bolting again?” 
 
    While she was reluctant to meet my eyes, she finally gave in, squaring them with mine, like she had mustered the last of her iron will to show me she meant it. I blinked through the surprise of it. 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed with a huff, leaning against the countertop. 
 
    But the way she met my gaze so fiercely had me stopped in my tracks, holding that eye contact for some reason I couldn’t understand. 
 
    Maria Esposito was intense, even if she didn’t fully know how to use it to her advantage yet. The innate ferocity in her eyes would go a long way if she knew how to keep her composure. 
 
    Even if I had her under my thumb, trapped by the marriage pact we both verbally agreed to, she was standing before me with an unspoken bravery that I so rarely saw. 
 
    She was drawing me in, despite my better judgment and despite how there wasn’t anything between us. There wasn’t supposed to be anything, anyway. 
 
    Even if the pact was more for my own personal gain and amusement, it didn’t mean I couldn’t silently admire her. There was so much life in those hazel eyes, along with resentment, anger, and pain. Pain that my family caused her. 
 
    She had been nothing but a spoiled brat before everything happened and had been handed everything she asked for. But it seemed Maria had grown quite a bit since her family crumbled—both in maturity and priorities. 
 
    Allowing myself to take in her youthful, soft features, I worked on the first cuff. I didn’t look away, not when I had found interest in the way she looked back at me. There was nothing childish left there. She was only a grown woman out of options. 
 
    Maria sighed as the cuff fell away, looking relieved without the metal digging into her skin. 
 
    I reached for the other, hoping she had come to terms with the agreement so that I didn’t have to worry about keeping her bound. 
 
    The pain of her fist colliding with my cheek rattled my skull, and I staggered back. Blinking through my surprise with a hand against my face, Maria was a blur as she bolted. 
 
    I regained my bearings enough to realize I had been tricked. I spoke too soon, it seemed. Growling to myself at the faint metallic taste in my mouth, I listened to the sound of her heels against the floor before it stopped, realizing she had taken them off. I pushed myself through the threshold and hurried after her before she could get too far. 
 
    I couldn’t let her get away, not after everything I had said about her being obligated to fulfill her end of the bargain or how I’d talked a big game about her not being able to run away. 
 
    Cursing under my breath, I trailed her through the hall, passing her discarded heels. I was an idiot to trust she wouldn’t run. She was proving to be more of a handful than I had bargained for, but I knew it wouldn’t last long. 
 
    Putting urgency into my larger steps, not restrained by my clothes like she was, I crossed that space faster than she could get away from me. 
 
    Hooking a hand around her arm, I spun her around and pinned her to the nearest wall. 
 
    She might’ve been slippery and sneaky, but I was bigger and stronger. 
 
    Grabbing her jaw in my hand, gentle enough to not hurt her, I made her look at me. 
 
    Maria’s nostrils flared, eyes flaming as she panted. 
 
    It took everything in me to keep my anger subdued. 
 
    “No matter where you run or how fast you go, I will always catch you. Remember that,” I began, forcing the words through gritted teeth. “You agreed to the pact, and I won. Don’t think I won’t claim my prize just because you’re insufferable. Andrei will draft the agreement, and I expect you to remember yourself in my house.” 
 
    Maria didn’t say anything as we both caught our breath. She was an inch away from me, and awareness of that hit me like a wave. 
 
    I hated admitting it to even myself, but she was beautiful. It felt like instant karma that I trapped myself with her, knowing she was someone I didn’t mind looking at. 
 
    The thought of stripping her down and putting my irritation to good use bounced around in my mind, but I couldn’t give in to her like that. The idea stirred something in me, forcing me to reign in those sudden urges. 
 
    It felt strange. Unlike my brothers, I wasn’t one to give in to temptation easily. Yet, some part of me knew that if she offered herself on a silver platter to me, I’d have half a mind to accept. 
 
    Even if Maria looked more like a feral animal than a woman at that moment, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like— 
 
    “Fuck you,” she spat, opening her mouth and sinking her teeth into my hand. 
 
    Wincing and withdrawing, I pushed through my disbelief and growled under my breath as the pain coursed through me. With ease, I grabbed her wrists and spun her around to pin her arms against her back, latching the cuffs shut again. 
 
    Maria yelped at the sudden movement, arching against me to try and wrench herself free. 
 
    “You’re psychotic,” I snarled at her, pushing her forward. 
 
    She tripped over herself, stumbling until she fell into step and walked as I demanded of her. She did so reluctantly, gritting her teeth. 
 
    “I would be a lot nicer if you let me go,” she rasped, being more of a nuisance than I wanted to deal with. 
 
    But at that point, I had no choice. I’d made my bed and I had to sleep in it—and so did she. 
 
    “Don’t bother trying to run again,” I began, grinding my jaw at the thought of how much trouble she’d already caused. “Either you can choose to sleep in a comfortable room here, or in a dank cell somewhere. Regardless, you will be secured until I know you won’t bolt.” 
 
    Maria grumbled as we went down the hall, surely aware that she couldn’t overpower me. She still tried, but each attempt was feeble. 
 
    Giving in, she walked up the stairs without fussing too much, and I assumed she was growing tired. I guided her through the second floor until we reached one of the guest bedrooms. 
 
    Opening the door, I nudged her inside, not caring about much else. 
 
    Maria moved to the middle of the room as she glanced around, taking in her surroundings. It was likely nicer than she had expected. It wasn’t anything like Andrei’s or Isidor’s with their swanky decor, but it was my house, after all. 
 
    Digging the key to the cuffs out of my pocket, I flicked it in her direction. “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    The keys hit the floor, and she faced me, staring in disbelief. 
 
    “The windows are barred from the outside, so don’t strain yourself trying to get out.” 
 
    “You’re a monster,” she muttered, throwing her indignation at me. 
 
    I chuckled, amused that she would consider thinking otherwise. “Maybe I am.” 
 
    I had never been the nicest or softest of my brothers. It was just never in my nature. 
 
    Because of that, I was always sent to do the dirty work that they couldn’t bring themselves to do, or that they frankly didn’t want to do. Steeling myself against gruesome things wasn’t the worst skill to have. It helped me now to not feel bad about locking Maria up. 
 
    No matter what it was, if my brothers needed it done, I saw to it. I hurt, tortured, and killed anyone who deserved it. Anyone who tried to stand against my family. Their safety mattered the most to me, and that was my shield against those unsavory things. 
 
    While I knew Maria Esposito was going to be an endless pain in my ass, she didn’t deserve to die. We killed her family, and that was likely the only reason she got into the crime underworld in the first place. Perhaps we put her on that path ourselves, and that wasn’t her fault. 
 
    I couldn’t help but think everything would’ve been easier for Maria if she had simply stayed out of it. She could’ve moved on and lived quietly with her money, not bothering with the legacy her father left behind. But I was coming to realize just how stubborn she truly was. 
 
    It was in her best interest to be quiet and bide her time, and it was in mine to keep my guard up. To remember the plan and ignore how infuriatingly beautiful she was. 
 
    Tired of seeing her disdain for me, I clicked my tongue and walked out of the spare bedroom, closing the door behind me. 
 
    Hoping she would simply go along with the plan seemed like a waste of time and energy, but a part of me wished for a break. If earlier had shown me anything, it was that Maria didn’t have the same temperament as most mafia daughters. 
 
    She was a raging fire, and I couldn’t let her burn everything down. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 - Maria 
 
      
 
    I paced the spare bedroom, feeling like an animal trapped in a cage. I walked by the handcuffs again and again, discarded after I had spent some time the night before freeing myself from them. 
 
    The black dress hugged my curves still, feeling more like an annoying second skin than anything else. The bra was digging into me and I hated every minute of the feeling. That asshole didn’t even have the consideration to give me something else to sleep in. 
 
    The rage I felt about everything mounted higher and higher, and it was almost blinding. 
 
    I never intended on losing to him, and yet, I was stuck all the same. Locked in these four walls. 
 
    Sleeping felt impossible no matter how comfortable the bed was. It was funny that despite how exhausted I was, I couldn’t get a wink with the feeling of my freedom slipping away from me. 
 
    I was up again before the sun even began to rise, and since then, I had been reluctant to sit again. Pacing the room was the only way for me to ease the unbearable panic and anger burrowing in my chest. 
 
    I was completely alone and left with nothing. None of my belongings were with me: no phone, no wallet, nothing. I certainly had nothing to keep me entertained. 
 
    With no access to the outside world, I didn’t know what to do. I felt completely and impossibly at Dimitri’s mercy, and that was the worst part of all. 
 
    I had no way of contacting Nera to let her know what had happened. To beg for her to come get me so I didn’t have to sign the sham marriage pact. I wished I had never invited the Levovs to poker night. 
 
    If I had just found a way to hit them with the Riccis without being directly involved, everything would be different. 
 
    Not knowing when or if I’d be able to leave and do what I wanted was agonizing. It formed a pit in my stomach—a constant reminder that I had been outsmarted. Outdone. 
 
    I had no idea how long Dimitri intended on keeping me locked away in that room. I didn’t know how long he wanted to treat me like anything but a person. 
 
    While he had shielded me from the broken window and gunfire, and he had also cleaned my faint wounds, I couldn’t see him as anything but a monster. That kindness wasn’t enough to excuse his terrible treatment of me. He was the villain I needed to take down no matter what. 
 
    Perhaps there was some sort of good in him, but it didn’t mean anything so long as he kept me away from the world, unable to make a single choice for myself moving forward. 
 
    I had the feeling he was beginning to loosen up somewhat, but I ruined that the moment I tried to run again. 
 
    I couldn’t help it, not while I had the crushing feeling that I wouldn’t be leaving without a different last name. Without losing everything I had left. 
 
    Dimitri wanted to strip me of everything, and that was unforgivable. 
 
    Sighing to myself, I strode across the room in my bare feet and shook the doorknob. It was locked, of course, but from the outside. 
 
    I made a face at that, wondering what kind of psycho put their locks on the other side. 
 
    Someone like Dimitri, who apparently needed enough people stashed away in his house to warrant installing them. 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I gave up and moved closer to the bed, dropping myself to the floor. I leaned against the mattress and considered just how crazy that situation truly was. 
 
    I could only imagine how sadistic the Levovs really were. 
 
    No wonder my dad and brother had wanted them dead. 
 
    Time was slipping away painfully, like each minute that passed equated to having my fingernails pulled out one by one. As sunlight streamed into the bedroom, there was a soft knock at the door, immediately catching my attention. 
 
    The door creaked open, and a small woman with a rather plump figure entered pushing a cart. She didn’t move in too far and was likely afraid I would try to bolt. 
 
    Still, she gave me a small smile and pointed at the plates covered with silver lids. “Make sure to eat something. Mr. Levov left this for you as well.” 
 
    The woman grabbed a shopping bag from beneath the cart and placed it next to the food. Then, she maintained that smile and walked out when I didn’t say anything in return. 
 
    Once the door closed and locked behind her, I let go of a deep breath. 
 
    Curious and starving by then, I pushed myself to my feet and approached the cart. I was already lifting lids and grabbing warm baked goods before I could even consider going on some sort of hunger strike in protest of everything Dimitri wanted. I bit into a flaky croissant, relaxing as it practically melted on my tongue. 
 
    Inspecting the rest, I found a serving of scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, fresh fruit, and enough pastries to fill my hips out. I poured myself a cup of coffee from the carafe, soothed by the familiar smell. 
 
    I was already digging into the eggs when I couldn’t resist not knowing what was in the large shopping bag. Finishing what was in my mouth, I brought it over to the bed and sifted through it. 
 
    To my surprise, the bag was full of clothes with the tags still on, from tops to neutral bottoms to sweatshirts. There was a smaller bag inside full of panties and bras, too. I didn’t want to think about whether or not Dimitri picked them himself. 
 
    While it didn’t cure how much I hated him, I couldn’t deny how shockingly considerate it was. Maybe he heard me cursing him out for leaving me in my dress all night. 
 
    Relieved that I could finally peel it off me, I did exactly that and snagged a pair of black yoga pants, along with a plain grey hoodie. It wasn’t exactly my taste, but it was significantly better than being stuck in the dress. 
 
    Once I was more comfortable and my stomach was full, I ventured into the ensuite bathroom, thankful it was even there to begin with. Looking at myself in the mirror, I realized I looked like a walking disaster. 
 
    The makeup from last night was still on but slightly mussed and rough-looking. The streaked mascara and smudged lipstick were an interesting choice paired with my knotted hair. 
 
    Sighing, I scanned the cabinets for anything useful and found a cleanser that worked well enough. 
 
    I scrubbed the makeup away, relieved the moment it came loose, and I started to feel somewhat normal again. 
 
    Not that being locked away in Dimitri’s house was anywhere near normal. 
 
    After carefully detangling my hair and appreciating having clean skin again, I returned to the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    I didn’t know what to expect, or what to do with what felt like endless time I had been given. 
 
    The maid was the only person I had seen since being locked in the night before. Not even Dimitri had come by to demand more of me. 
 
    But the more I thought about the maid, the more I realized the solution was right in front of me. 
 
    Surely, she meant to bring me lunch too. That would make for the perfect opportunity. 
 
    That was when I would strike. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Waiting those few hours was nothing short of agony, but it had to be done. I had no other choice anyway, not when the lock stayed in that same position it had been in since I arrived. 
 
    But a familiar knock at the door, light and careful, halted every passing thought I had. Springing to my feet, I silently rushed over to it and hid on the other side, back pressed against the wall. 
 
    The door opened, and the maid strolled in with a tray in each hand. She tried looking over the top of the lid to see where I was before she went to place them on the cart where the remnants of my breakfast were. 
 
    Like time stood still, I sprang out from my place, alarming the maid the moment she realized I was there. Startled, the woman fumbled with the trays, just barely steadying one while the other fell, crashing to the floor. 
 
    By then, I was behind her and out the door, slamming it shut. I turned the lock while the maid panicked from the other side, already aware she had messed up. 
 
    Standing there for a moment, I tried to collect myself. The sheer realization hit me, and I couldn’t help but chuckle with bewilderment. I did it. 
 
    But that also meant I was out in the open, and anyone could see me in the hall. I glanced over my shoulder, looking both ways before I walked to the end of the hall where a window overlooked the street out front. 
 
    Glancing down, I spotted several guards outside, standing by the door and gate. 
 
    No dice. I had to sneak out the back if that was an option. 
 
    Aware that I was an escaped rabbit in the wolf’s den, I had to be smart. I had to think it through. 
 
    Collecting myself with a deep breath, I found the staircase we had walked up and started there. As quietly as I could muster, I inched my way down the stairs and took care to listen for anyone walking through the house. 
 
    To my luck, it was quiet. Almost too quiet. But it didn’t matter, not once I reached the landing and glanced around. 
 
    The house was a nicer one than I had expected a brute like him to have. It wasn’t anything mind-blowing, but it was simple, and it had the potential to be cozy. But knowing he lived there tainted that idea. 
 
    Moving across the room to a small back door that seemed more promising, I paused and glanced out the window next to it. Peering through, I found nobody there. The backyard was empty, just like the rest of the house. 
 
    Sighing, I reached for the doorknob and opened the door, inches away from freedom. 
 
    But I couldn’t speak too soon, not when everything was still up in the air. 
 
    Edging the door open, I found that the patio and swimming pool didn’t have a soul entertaining in either. Nobody was around to soak in the warm sun that felt blinding after being locked away for half the day. 
 
    That was even better for me. 
 
    The pool water rippled beneath the light, almost inviting if it weren’t for my time-sensitive escape. 
 
    Running through the perfectly manicured lawn, past the pool and the pool house, I found a gate in the back fence. My ticket out of there for good. 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, it was clear I hadn’t alerted anyone. Nobody knew I was running except for the maid. I needed to keep it that way. 
 
    With the gate cracked open, I slipped through and closed it behind me, ducking so that nobody could happen to spot me. 
 
    Overwhelmed by the thought of actually pulling it off, my pulse pounded in my ears, and I sprinted into the property behind Dimitri’s house. I cut through the trees and their backyard, hurrying onto the next street. 
 
    The sun’s warmth was a reminder that I had done it. I was home free, and Dimitri Levov couldn’t force me into marrying him. I could make it back home and plot exactly how I would keep them from finding me ever again. 
 
    Feeling the pavement beneath my bare feet, I couldn’t help but be overwhelmed by my emotions. I was out. 
 
    But I still had to get as far away as I could manage. Sprinting down the street, I did my best to weave in and out, leading myself in different directions. 
 
    I couldn’t let myself be found by him. I didn’t want to feel like a caged animal, not when everything else in my life had been taken away from me. 
 
    I had to reorient myself somehow. Find a place I recognized and make my way home. Or, find a cab and see myself off. But I didn’t have my phone or wallet. I had no way of paying a cab driver. 
 
    Surely, I could find a way. 
 
    Turning onto a new street, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure nobody was following. The moment I turned back around, I slammed to a stop, nearly crashing into someone with a baby stroller. 
 
    It snapped me out of my thoughts, and I gasped, looking up at the woman. Alarm filled my system until I truly saw her. 
 
    I froze. Every thought and fear I had slipped away, and I couldn’t believe my eyes. 
 
    She gaped at me, and that mutual recognition was unavoidable. 
 
    I was face-to-face with Violet. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    My brothers shared the same look of disbelief on their faces, mirroring one another. 
 
    The conference room above the casino was quiet while they all processed the news I’d shared with them, save the faint music coming from the floor below. 
 
    Sitting in my seat, my gaze flickered between them with a hint of amusement on my face. 
 
    That same humor gleamed in Isidor’s eyes, but Andrei was the one who spoke up first. 
 
    “Maria…Maria Esposito?” 
 
    I simply nodded. 
 
    Isidor snorted. “The girl you were supposed to question instead of Violet?” Isidor reiterated, seemingly still mind-boggled. “The girl whose dad and brother were taken out by us?” 
 
    “The one and only,” I confirmed, watching as their faces became consumed by pure amazement. 
 
    “How in the holy hell did you manage that?” Alexei asked from the opposite side of the table. 
 
    Shrugging, I leaned back in my chair. “I have my ways.” 
 
    “It was that damn poker game she invited us to, wasn’t it?” Isidor asked, giving me his usual look of mischief. “I’m surprised you actually went.” 
 
    “I’m sure glad I did,” I returned, letting a smirk cross my lips. “Now we’re up a fleet of men, money that will eventually hit our accounts, and the answers I need from her. It’s not the ideal situation, but I will get that name out of her.” 
 
    My brothers erupted in a howl of laughter, clapping one another on the shoulders. I couldn’t help but chuckle with them, surprised by even myself and the idea I had cooked up. 
 
    Andrei shook his head as he wiped beneath his eyes. “I was not expecting this. But, I respect you sticking your neck out.” 
 
    “It’s what I do.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Alexei mumbled, still calming himself down. 
 
    Turning my attention to Andrei, I remembered what still needed to be done. “I need a contract drafted and a wedding planned. It doesn’t need to be anything flashy—I don’t intend on taking it seriously anyway.” 
 
    It was a sham union and both of us knew that. Surely, my brothers did too. Even if that sick and curious part of me wanted to figure out what else made her squirm, I couldn’t let it be serious. I wasn’t that kind of man, and I certainly wouldn’t become that for Maria. 
 
    She despised me anyway, so it would be easy to ignore her once I had everything I needed from her. 
 
    “I really can’t believe it,” Andrei commented, still chuckling to himself. But he grabbed his pen and scribbled something down on his folio of paper. “But I’ll see that it gets done. How soon are we talking?” 
 
    “Within the week. The sooner it’s done, the better.” 
 
    Andrei nodded, then sat back in his chair with a triumphant look. “I’ll get the girls to take care of the details. They’ve been itching for that sort of thing again.” 
 
    That was no surprise at all. 
 
    “Run us through it again,” Alexei said, reaching for the bottle of whiskey in the middle of the table. He filled each glass with an inch or two of the amber liquid and then handed them to each of us. 
 
    “She was talking a big game at the table, boasting about having something over us. I knew that was why she invited us in the first place—to wave it in front of our faces to tempt us into making a deal or something. She probably wanted to save her skin. She went on and on about her bullshit peace offering, so I offered her a better one. If I won, she had to agree to the marriage pact and surrender it all. If I lost, I’d let her go without any questions asked. The best part…she chose to host it at Enzo’s. She had no idea.” 
 
    That got them going again, all laughing and in complete awe of how everything unfolded. 
 
    “Let me guess, when she agreed, you already knew the game was yours,” Andrei interjected. 
 
    At my nod, they laughed, completely taken by the story. 
 
    “I wish I could’ve seen the look on her face,” our youngest brother said, shaking his head before taking a sip of his whiskey. “I must admit, I never took you for a man who’d actually get married.” 
 
    Andrei snickered into the rim of his glass. “I guess there really is someone for everyone, even if that’s an angry young woman.” 
 
    “You’ll get along great then,” Alexei chided. 
 
    While it was strange to know I’d legally be married to Maria, and it was more than some simple jokes, I was glad my brothers saw the humor in it at least. It helped take the edge off reality. 
 
    The reality was that Maria hated me, and it would be anything but a normal marriage. 
 
    “I hope to take her down a couple of pegs,” I said, absently stirring the whiskey in my glass. “She was so sure she could take us down, but now I can only assume she’s thinking twice about those claims. It’ll humiliate her more than anything else to be my wife.” 
 
    “Just make sure she doesn’t take you out in your sleep,” Isidor warned with a lopsided grin. “She could make your life hell just as fast.” 
 
    “So, what’s your plan then? Where are you going after the wedding?” Andrei asked. 
 
    I shrugged, letting the smooth spirit run down my throat. “I don’t have one yet. We’ll see if she can even stand to look at me after everything is said and done.” 
 
    “What, no honeymoon?” 
 
    I snickered. “Only if she doesn’t kill me first.” 
 
    This made them chuckle to themselves, and Isidor ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll bet fifty dollars on you living somewhere else before she even considers crawling into bed with you.” 
 
    “What, you think I don’t have any appeal?” I countered, aware of how many times my mind had wandered into the same territory. But there was no way for me to know if Maria had considered the same thing. 
 
    Isidor laughed, nearly spilling his whiskey. “I’m saying that Maria doesn’t strike me as the type to take kindly to someone who can overpower her.” 
 
    “And how do we know Dimitri won’t completely fold if she takes command of things?” Alexei proposed with humor laced in his expression. 
 
    “That’s enough now,” I said, waving a hand as I cringed at the thought of my brothers inquiring about my sex life. 
 
    This got them going all over again as they teased and laughed, apparently over the moon with the newest development. 
 
    But as I sat there, my mind wandered to Maria. I thought of how she was at the house, locked in her room. 
 
    Things hadn’t gone how I had anticipated the night before. I’d assumed she would’ve grown tired of fighting and simply give in. But that was out of the question, apparently. 
 
    I didn’t necessarily want to keep her locked up, but I had no other choice. That was how it had to be for the foreseeable future until she learned to comply. I didn’t want her to be so scrappy, either. The thought of having to keep her at bay day after day sounded tiresome, and not something I wanted to deal with. 
 
    I considered Isidor’s words and wondered if it would be worth it to get a condo for her to stay in. One, so that I didn’t have to listen to her fighting and threatening me all day, and two, so that I could escape the consequences of my actions that would surely pop up sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Now the real question…frilly ballgown or a revealing silhouette for the new bride?” Isidor asked, clearly already feeling the whiskey’s effects. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll pick one out the moment you get home,” I joked, knowing how Isidor was with that sort of thing. 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe even sooner.” 
 
    “Well, consider yourself lucky, Dimitri. Now I can’t make a marriage arrangement for you,” Andrei said, seeming surprisingly proud of how I was tying up the loose ends. “So long as you get what you need from this, we shouldn’t have any problems moving forward.” 
 
    “I’ll get those answers, get that name, and this new family won’t cause any issues,” I said, so sure about it that I didn’t have any room left for doubt. 
 
    He nodded, then lifted his glass. “To Dimitri and his surprising new bride.” 
 
    We all lifted our glasses as I looked away, consumed by mixed feelings. Part of me felt weird that Maria was the butt of the joke in this case, even if humiliating her was a factor in why I’d brought up the marriage pact at all. 
 
    After our glasses knocked together and I brought mine to my lips to take a drawn-out sip, my phone vibrated in my pocket. 
 
    “With that out of the way, we have some numbers to go over,” Andrei said, flipping open a second folio. 
 
    Sighing, I reached for my phone and checked the screen, freezing the moment I read the text. 
 
    It was Maria. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    “No…” I mumbled under my breath, setting my whiskey down as I shoved the chair back and got to my feet. 
 
    Andrei furrowed his brows. “What is it?” 
 
    “Maria bolted. She pulled a fast one on the maid,” I rasped, rubbing a hand down my face. “I need to go.” 
 
    I felt as if the color was leeched from my skin. She’d managed to slip away again. 
 
    “Go get her,” Andrei said, waving me off. 
 
    With a single nod, I tore away from the table and rushed out of the casino, feeling as the molten anger pulsed through my veins. 
 
    On the way out the door, I heard Isidor murmur, “Trouble in paradise already.” 
 
    Shaking it off, I hurried through the casino and jumped into my car, pulling it from the curb as fast as I could. 
 
    I could only hope she wasn’t able to get into contact with her associates somehow. If that were the case, then it was over. 
 
    I couldn’t let her get away—not when I had a vested interest in our pact being complete. I needed to get that name. I needed to take this other family down before they could make a move on us. 
 
    Driving just above the speed limit to avoid getting pulled over, I pushed my car home, silently pleading that she didn’t get far. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 - Maria 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was her. 
 
    The thought repeated in my mind over and over again as I remained stunned where I stood. It was impossible to move with her right in front of me. 
 
    The girl I worked with at the pizzeria before the place was raided by Levovs. The girl who married the man who kidnapped her. 
 
    “Maria?” Violet asked, looking me up and down with concern written on her face. 
 
    “Violet,” I mumbled in return, not sure what to do next. 
 
    Even if she wasn’t big or intimidating like Dimitri, I felt pinned by her all the same. I couldn’t move despite how a voice in my mind was screaming at me to do so. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” she asked, glancing around. 
 
    I swallowed hard. She had been nice to me at the pizzeria, even if I didn’t ever truly give her the time of day. She had been a bit odd and very unlike me, yet she was kind enough. 
 
    It was almost funny how different she looked since the last time I saw her. That tired old pizzeria uniform was swapped for a cute floral sundress, and her hair was slightly longer and done up with braids. She had a different sort of glow about her. 
 
    I didn’t think we’d ever cross paths again, especially not after what had happened. While she hadn’t been my enemy in the slightest, she married one of them. 
 
    How could she be such an idiot? To willingly marry one of those brutes? The thought made bile creep up my throat. It was the same outcome Dimitri wanted from me. 
 
    “How could you do it to yourself?” I blurted, feeling somewhat delirious as I looked at her, glancing at the stroller and the toddler inside. I gestured vaguely to the child. “How could you marry him and have his child?” 
 
    Violet, still looking confused, stepped out from behind the stroller and put out a calming hand. “I’m not sure what’s happening, but it’s not what you think.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not?” I questioned, feeling a strange sort of rage at the idea of anyone willingly giving themselves to the Levovs. “He kidnapped you!” 
 
    I hadn’t heard much about my father’s business, but I caught wind of what happened to Violet, since the pizzeria had been shut down, and my father admitted it was a front all along. He really had wanted me to get life experience from working there, however. 
 
    “He did, and I can’t deny that. He meant to take you, actually. To use you as ransom.” 
 
    That just made my face twist with anger. “Is that supposed to make it better?” 
 
    “No,” she said with a small, humorless chuckle. “Of course not. But things changed. He let me stay at his place while everything blew over, and I fell for him. Hard. I ended up getting pregnant, and we decided to stay together. He fought for me. He and his brothers aren’t as dangerous as you might think they are.” 
 
    “What?” I murmured in disbelief. Standing there in the hot sun, wearing yoga pants and a sweatshirt with little to no sleep, made me feel somewhat dizzy. “You…fell in love with him?” 
 
    Violet nodded with a small smile. “I know it sounds ridiculous, but I did. I wouldn’t change any of it.” 
 
    It was strange to see her looking so happy about it. I didn’t understand how she had been taken by him and yet didn’t despise him. She wanted him. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. 
 
    “But all of the awful things they’ve done…the families they’ve ruined. How could you stand to marry him after everything he and his brothers have done?” I asked her, completely lost. 
 
    I had been forced into staying at Dimitri’s place against my will, and I couldn’t stomach the idea of willingly being with him. He may be appealing to look at and daydream about if I had nothing better to do, but he was him. The brutal one. The one who got a kick out of seeing me miserable, apparently. 
 
    “I don’t know how much you’ve been told, but it was your family that kidnapped me the second time, and Alexei saved me from them. He fought tooth and nail just to get me back. They didn’t want to have to use force, but Marco’s ambitions got in the way. Your father didn’t want it either,” Violet said gently as if I were a bomb ready to explode at any given moment. 
 
    Immediately stunned by the words, I pulled back and gave her an odd look. “No. That can’t be right…” 
 
    “But it’s true, Maria. I’m sorry to say this, but your father and brother would still be alive if it weren’t for that,” she added, eyes softening. 
 
    My thoughts felt splintered and broken by the news, and I struggled to digest it. Yet at the same time, it made everything click. 
 
    Dad did have his own distaste for the Levovs, but he never made any indication that he wanted to take them down. He was content with the life he built for us…but Marco… 
 
    He had an ambition I didn’t understand. He was the only one to share pieces of the business with me in passing. He wanted more. He wanted to go higher. 
 
    It was his doing. 
 
    My own brother. Marco, who had been a sweet boy once. It seemed that temptation for more got the better of him. 
 
    If he hadn’t kidnapped Violet, then both of them would still be alive. At the very least, Dad would still be watching poker on the big screen, and I wouldn’t be in my current predicament. 
 
    The culminating thoughts were too much, and I could feel the color draining from my face. It was a lot to take in. 
 
    Standing there on the sidewalk, I felt woozy from being bested and captured by Dimitri. From hardly sleeping and being consumed with ongoing panic. 
 
    It was all catching up with me. 
 
    The swell of emotion hit my nose and eyes first, where the tears welled, triggered by the tingling sensation. I tried to hold them back, but it was already too late. 
 
    I sucked in a sharp breath as I broke. 
 
    This can’t be happening. This can’t be my life now. 
 
    Everything inside of me crumbled like an iceberg shifting away and crashing into the ocean, left to try and keep myself together despite how impossible that felt. 
 
    My father and brother were dead thanks to Marco’s plans to kidnap Violet and exact revenge, which led to Alexei claiming what was his. They landed themselves in the middle of it all—they fell into that wolf den without any hope of getting back out. I had done the very same thing. 
 
    It seemed I wasn’t any different from Marco. 
 
    I wanted the Levovs ruined for my father’s sake—and for Marco’s. But at that moment, it felt like that plan was all for nothing. 
 
    But even if my brother had been the trigger of it all, they still shot them both dead, and their family was able to walk away without a scratch. 
 
    That anger and resentment lingered in my chest, but only as a faint pulse. It took all the energy I had left. 
 
    “Hey,” Violet cooed, reaching for my arm. Her grip was like an anchor that kept me grounded and present when every part of me wanted to simply float away. “It’s alright, Maria. Stay with me.” 
 
    Sucking in a ragged breath, it was hard to see anything beyond that tunnel vision. But Violet was there with her soft eyes and kind words. Her motherly touch kept me from capsizing completely. 
 
    “What happened? How did you end up here?” she asked, gaze flooded with concern. 
 
    “Dimitri—” I cut myself off to collect my thoughts first, shaking my head. “Dimitri tricked me into a marriage pact over a game of poker, and he’s forcing me into it. I only agreed because I thought I’d win. He…he locked me away, but I escaped. I…I was so scared, Violet.” 
 
    Confusion still knitted her features together as she studied me, putting a comforting hand on my shoulder. Despite not understanding what was going on, she sighed. “There must be some sort of misunderstanding. Dimitri wouldn’t have taken you for no reason. Surely, it’s more than a fake union.” 
 
    “We don’t even know each other. It doesn’t make any sense,” I managed to say, aware of the flooding panic that ebbed and flowed within me. “He must be tormenting me. There’s no other reason for him to catch me in a marriage pact.” 
 
    “You’re right, it doesn’t make sense,” Violet offered me. “But I think you should come back home so we can talk and catch up. You look like you’re about to be sick.” 
 
    While that voice inside my head told me to keep running, pure exhaustion wouldn’t let me entertain it. I didn’t have enough energy left, and the looming thoughts of how my brother ruined things disoriented me, unlike anything I had felt before. 
 
    “Okay,” I said just above a whisper, finding it difficult to even stay on my own two feet. 
 
    Violet smiled at me and motioned for me to follow while she grabbed the stroller and started pushing. 
 
    I urged my legs to move. Each step felt more strenuous than the last, but I needed to get out of the sun. Away from the street that suddenly felt tainted by the reality of my family’s demise. 
 
    I didn’t know why, but I felt like I could trust Violet, even if she had married a Levov. She was the beacon of hope, guiding me to safety, and I wasn’t prepared to let go of that. 
 
    Taking in a deep breath, I followed her. My mind was rocked by everything she told me, but I had to keep going, even if I didn’t know where I’d eventually end up. 
 
    Whether it was the delirium or stupid faith, I followed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    My knuckles were white as I gripped the steering wheel, fueled by the need to get her back. 
 
    I didn’t know why—why I was putting myself through hell just to make sure she didn’t squirm away for good. Why I was so determined to lock her in and secure that pact. 
 
    Beyond wanting to keep her at bay and make sure she couldn’t ever become a bigger threat, beyond wanting her resources and assets, and even beyond needing to know which damned family she was working with, I had no idea. I didn’t know what that pulse of keening determination was inside my chest, or why it was there in the first place. 
 
    I just knew that the thought of her fleeing from me made that dormant anger flare in me. 
 
    The marriage pact was supposed to be a sham—a way to humiliate Maria. To ensure I had the last laugh. So, why couldn’t I simply let her go if the stakes were so low? 
 
    I didn’t have a single answer to my pressing questions, but I knew I needed to find her. 
 
    The text I got from Alexei was the only thing that managed to quiet my rage. He had found her. Maria was at his house with Violet. 
 
    Altering my course, I corrected the car and pushed for Alexei’s house. 
 
    While I was relieved to know I didn’t need to keep searching the streets of New York myself to find her, my anger was prominent and loud in my mind. 
 
    Despite being locked up, and despite my threats, she still managed to bolt. She tricked my maid and traded places with her. She ran from me and the deal we made. The perfectly viable deal that she willingly agreed to. 
 
    Beyond that, she made me look like an idiot forced to chase after her and bring her back home. 
 
    To my surprise, a shred of concern existed next to that anger. I was worried about how much worse things could’ve been if Maria didn’t end up running into Violet. Something could’ve happened to her. 
 
    Shaking the thought off, I reminded myself firmly that my concern was only because I had a vested interest in marrying her and getting that information from her. That was the only reason. 
 
    It had to be the only one. 
 
    Forcing out a deep breath as I pulled up to Alexei’s house, I killed the engine and got out. I nodded to the guards he had stationed outside and strode in, fidgeting with my keys. 
 
    I let myself in, more eager to see Maria than I could understand. Through the nice house that reeked equally of both Alexei’s and Violet’s tastes, I stopped the moment I caught their voices. 
 
    They were on the other side of the wall in the living room. Talking. 
 
    Interest piqued, I reigned in my impatience and pressed myself against the wall to better listen in. My curiosity got the better of me. 
 
    “No offense, but I never pictured you as the type to be a mother,” Maria said, voice quieter than usual. 
 
    Violet chuckled. “To be honest with you, I didn’t either. I never thought this life was attainable for someone like me. But it all changed when Alexei was supposed to take you that night. I always tell him it was the best mistake he ever made.” 
 
    “How did it happen? You falling in love with him, I mean?” 
 
    “It was difficult for me to hate him in the first place. Alexei was so kind to me after he realized his mistake, and I knew he felt awful about it. We couldn’t help but bond since I had to stay here until he fixed things. He was everything I ever dreamed of,” Violet said with adoration in her voice. 
 
    The two of them had been crazy about each other since the moment their eyes locked. I was there—I would know. Getting Alexei to admit it had been the hard part. 
 
    Maria scoffed. “You’d call Alexei kind? I can’t imagine any of them being capable of loving anyone outside of themselves.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes from my place. She would think that, despite all of my brothers being married with their own families. 
 
    I was the only one left, and I could already hear one of her snide comments about it. But it wouldn’t be the case much longer, so long as everything went my way. 
 
    Violet laughed quietly to herself. “You’d be surprised. They’re all secretly softies, but they won’t let anyone else know that.” 
 
    It took everything in my power to not scoff at that. 
 
    To my surprise, I heard what sounded like a stifled laugh from Maria. Hell must’ve frozen over. 
 
    Something actually made her laugh. It wasn’t overly enthusiastic, but it was something. 
 
    There was a moment of quiet before Violet let go of a deep breath. “I’m sorry about what happened to your dad and brother—really. I didn’t want either of them to die, especially not after your dad tried pleading with Marco to stop and put it all behind him. But he was too far gone already, and I don’t think he saw a way out for himself.” 
 
    Maria hesitated. “Marco was the mastermind behind it all, then?” 
 
    “Yes. As far as I could tell, your father wanted the feud to stop. But Marco wanted to bring the boys down, and that was what got them killed.” 
 
    “I didn’t know much about the business or what my family did,” Maria began, tone saddened. It was the first time I had heard anything like it from her. “I had no idea Marco captured you in retaliation. I’m sorry he did that. You must’ve been terrified.” 
 
    Violet let go of a humorless chuckle. “Believe it or not, I was more scared than when it was Alexei taking me. You’d think I’d be used to it after the first time.” 
 
    Pulling in a discreet breath, I listened as they found a moment of reconciliation between them. I was glad Violet had found her, and that Maria at least had the chance to feel something normal. 
 
    I didn’t need to care, but part of me still did. 
 
    “It was stupid of me to agree to Dimitri’s bargain, but I wanted to get back at him for what happened,” Maria murmured. I pictured her looking away, probably lost in some train of thought. “I didn’t know what I was doing. I was just so angry. I wanted him and his brothers to pay for what they did.” 
 
    “I understand. You went through something traumatic,” Violet agreed in her gentle tone. “But Dimitri doesn’t do things for no reason. He’s more calculated than that. It couldn’t have just been a spur-of-the-moment idea.” 
 
    “Then why do it?” Maria asked, sounding genuinely lost when it came to my intentions. “Why insist on forging the pact?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I have the feeling he didn’t propose the pact for anything other than forming an alliance. And likely because he’s attracted to you.” 
 
    I stiffened, wondering if she had truly said those words. Heat erupted through my body, dripping in embarrassment. 
 
    Hearing anything remotely like that about myself made my skin crawl. 
 
    I wasn’t one to care about feelings or emotions, and I was the strongest out of my brothers when it came to resisting temptations. But to hear Violet suggest I was just like them made me feel humiliated. 
 
    “What? No way,” Maria barked back, voice flooded with denial. “There’s no chance of it. Dimitri is a brute and a monster, and he’s hellbent on doing everything in his power to tear me down. I may not know his true intentions, but I know that’s part of it.” 
 
    Monster. Brute. 
 
    That was what she really thought of me. 
 
    Maria wasn’t necessarily wrong, but it still made me spiral with anger. Those words came straight from her—those were her true feelings. 
 
    I didn’t know why it had me so riled up when I had specifically spent the previous night reminding her exactly why she shouldn’t struggle or run from me. But it still stung regardless. 
 
    Not wanting to dwell on it any longer, I began for the living room, turning the corner as if I hadn’t just been listening. 
 
    They both looked surprised from their chairs the moment they spotted me. Violet’s eyes widened, and then a sheepish expression crossed her face. 
 
    “Dimitri, hi,” Violet said, pulling a somewhat rigid smile. 
 
    She knew I had likely heard it all, but didn’t want to address it. I didn’t want to either. 
 
    Squeezing my fist, I shoved the irritation down and ran my eyes over Maria. She was wearing some of the clothes I’d had Raya pick out for me, and her makeup from the night before was gone. She looked so unlike herself—tense and jittery like a scared rabbit, yet also broken down. Tired of resisting. It made something in me clench. 
 
    It was the calmest I had seen her so far. She didn’t say anything, but sipped at the fruity drink I could smell from across the room. 
 
    My attention returned to Violet. I wasn’t prepared to ream her out for everything she said, but I wasn’t exactly happy about it either. “How did you find her?” 
 
    Violet kept her eyes trained on me as she let go of a deliberate breath. She looked at me pointedly. “I found Maria in the neighborhood when I was out for a walk. It’s fortunate I did since she looked rattled. Terrified.” 
 
    A warning. I’d know that look anywhere. 
 
    I nodded once, releasing my anger. “Thank you.” 
 
    I took a step closer, but Violet stiffened and reached for her glass from the side table. “Be gentle with the woman you want to make your wife, Dimitri. Locking her inside isn’t necessary.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to tell Violet I agreed with her. I didn’t want to lock Maria anywhere, but she was a flight risk, as displayed that day. 
 
    Instead, I shrugged her off. “It’s necessary for now, and I’ll continue to make that call until Maria decides to stay put.” 
 
    Violet looked annoyed with me, but she knew not to interfere too far. Instead, she withdrew, features somewhat defeated. 
 
    I looked at Maria and gestured toward the hall. “Come with me. We’re going home.” 
 
    A tinge of fear ran through her eyes, and Maria glanced at Violet. It looked like a silent plea, but when Violet didn’t do anything, she simply stood. 
 
    I had anticipated fighting. Yelling. Kicking and screaming. But Maria put her half-empty glass down and looked prepared to go. I had to stop myself from looking surprised. 
 
    It made me wonder why she seemed to have a change of heart. 
 
    Maria did escape, after all. She was successful. She got out and could’ve run from Violet. But she didn’t. 
 
    She followed in tow, not straying far from me. The grey hoodie looked big on her, but part of me liked it on her. It was a direct contrast to her usual wardrobe. 
 
    I didn’t want to admit that Violet had a point. It was in my best interest to treat her well—to treat her like a wife if that was what I wanted her to be. But I didn’t trust her. I couldn’t decipher what her new angle was. 
 
    We walked out of the house and past the guards while I continued to battle with how pissed I was that she ran. Glancing over at her as she made her way to the passenger side, I considered putting cuffs on her again to make sure she stayed. But she opened the door and went in without a word, and I didn’t think it would be necessary. 
 
    Sighing, I opened my door and got in. “My housekeeper isn’t a puppet to use for your escape.” 
 
    I put the keys in the ignition and started the car. A quiet breath came from Maria. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Gaze on her while she looked ahead, the emptiness in her face was strange to see. “And you owe her an apology,” I added, pulling onto the highway. 
 
    “I know,” she repeated, rolling her eyes that time. 
 
    There she was. The real Maria. 
 
    Driving back to the house, I thought about how different she looked and seemed, yet I couldn’t help but feel at a loss for words. Without the fuss and frill of her usual appearance, her appearance was simple. Yet still beautiful. 
 
    I would’ve been more furious if she wasn’t so effortlessly breathtaking. 
 
    Shoving the thought away, I pulled myself back in before my mind could wander into dangerous territory. 
 
    I had a plan to push, and that was it. I didn’t truly care about her or her feelings. I couldn’t. 
 
    Even if something within my head kept repeating the same thing over and over again— 
 
    Liar. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 - Maria 
 
      
 
    The day I had been dreading arrived, and I had never felt more like a shell of my former self. 
 
    Violet had stopped by the house in the morning, and she swept me away to hers, where she helped me get ready. 
 
    She did everything from my skincare to my hair and makeup, and she even fitted me into a dress I could hardly stand to look at. Not because it wasn’t beautiful, but because of what it meant. 
 
    The day went by in a blur. 
 
    It started with Violet trying her hardest to cheer me up. It made me wonder if my misery was completely genuine, or if I had just gotten better at being complacent. At looking the part. 
 
    Then, Violet escorted me to the wedding venue. It wasn’t anything fancy—just a small church with someone to officiate the wedding, Dimitri’s family, and a lack of airflow that made me feel lightheaded at one point. 
 
    Before I knew it, the ceremony had come and gone, and I had no way out of it. I didn’t have anyone swoop in and rescue me. I didn’t have an out. Instead, I was passed the pen, and I put my signature on that agreement. The contract. 
 
    The act made me feel sick. That curdling in my stomach was a reminder that I was trading my family for another. I was abandoning those I cared about, all because I wasn’t clever enough. 
 
    I had officially signed over what once belonged to my father and belonged to me for a very short time. It was theirs. 
 
    Without the chance to fight back or decide an alternate ending for my freedom. I had given up everything I had because of some stupid deal. 
 
    I was officially Maria Levov, even if my new husband seemed like he couldn’t wait to get out of that church even more than myself. He had no interest in me, and that couldn’t be clearer. 
 
    There was no wondering who the other Levovs were, along with their wives. All of them were present, wearing supportive, almost sympathetic smiles. They tended to waver once I met their gazes and couldn’t find it in myself to appear happy about the arrangement. They were nice enough, at least. 
 
    Even though I’d known Dimitri’s brothers all had their own wives and families, it didn’t feel real until then. It made me question how any of their wives could look past their crimes. Their innate instinct was to kill and take what they wanted. 
 
    I felt like an alien in comparison—like a different breed entirely. 
 
    Still, watching them smile together during the ceremony made me think about what Violet had said. How they were all secretly soft underneath. 
 
    It was still hard for me to believe, yet it obviously had to be true to some capacity. They were capable of loving. 
 
    But I still wasn’t so sure that applied to Dimitri. 
 
    While some of my visible gloom came down to me pretending that I wasn’t aching on the inside or silently begging for Nera to come crashing in through the church doors, it wasn’t entirely just a front to convince Dimitri I wasn’t prepared to fight him. A part of me really was hurting. 
 
    I felt humiliated amongst his family, well aware that I didn’t have a soul there to support me. It shouldn’t have mattered, but I never pictured my apparent wedding day to be quite so hollow. Even if it was just a sham. 
 
    His cousin who seemed to shadow Dimitri, named Vik, had come up to me with a glass of champagne in his hands and congratulated me on the big day. 
 
    “Welcome to the family,” he had said, wearing a characteristically bright smile it seemed. Even so, I could still sense how nervous he was to speak with me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered simply. 
 
    While it wouldn’t hurt for me to have someone in my corner, and he seemed like a nice guy, Vik was still a Levov. 
 
    He lingered for only a moment before his smile wavered, and he gave me a curt nod before walking away. 
 
    By the end of it, I felt reduced to nothing. I was too empty to even pretend like everything was fine. 
 
    It only gave me more fuel for my anger against the Levovs. To make me hope for their demise. 
 
    I figuratively crossed my fingers on the way out of the church, hoping and praying I could somehow find a way to contact Nera. Following behind Dimitri to the blacked-out SUV, I wondered what was next for us. I didn’t know what he planned to do with me. He had barely said an entire sentence to me outside of the ceremony, and it didn’t leave me with much hope for our marriage. 
 
    It was a shame, especially since he actually cleaned up well. He was clean-shaven, his hair was trimmed and oiled nicely, and his suit fit him surprisingly well. The suit jacket clung to his muscles, and for just a moment, my curiosity got the better of me. 
 
    But I shook off the ridiculous thoughts and climbed into the back of the SUV without saying a word. 
 
    Before long, we reached a hotel, and I furrowed my brows at him. Dimitri caught my eye, let that contact linger, and then he deflated. 
 
    “Honeymoon.” 
 
    The single word was enough to have my stomach in knots. Surely he didn’t mean… 
 
    He had been entirely serious. The elevator ride to the penthouse suite was silent, but the sight of the room made my breath catch. 
 
    It was an elegant, beautiful suite with dangling chandeliers, modern finishings, and a single bed covered in silken pillows. Candles were waiting to be lit on every surface and crevice of the room, along with rose petals. In between two loveseats was a glass coffee table housing champagne on ice and crystal glasses. 
 
    It was breathtaking, but it had to be a sick joke. 
 
    Sighing, I stepped inside and looked around. 
 
    While the thought of sleeping next to Dimitri was tempting thanks to his absurdly fit body and his cool exterior, which was the type I often gravitated towards, I still shook my head in disbelief. He was my type in so many ways, but he was also him. Dimitri Levov. 
 
    After everything that had happened and the sham wedding, I crumpled up those thoughts in my mind. I wanted nothing to do with him. I couldn’t. 
 
    “Go,” I blurted, keeping my back turned to him. “Leave me alone.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said I don’t want you here. Leave me.” 
 
    But I only heard a snicker from my new husband and a sigh from one of the loveseats he decided to park himself in. Turning, I threw him a look. 
 
    Before I could say anything, he made himself at home as he pulled out one of the cigars his brothers had given him as a token of congratulations, and he lit it. He took several puffs as he looked at me casually. 
 
    “I won’t be doing that,” he said, letting the faint vapors seep past his lips. “It would be improper for me to leave on our honeymoon night.” 
 
    “As if you care about that,” I snapped, crossing my arms. 
 
    Dimitri shrugged. “Besides, you have questions to answer.” 
 
    My heart clenched at that, quickly reminded of his ambitions. He may have looked like any woman’s fantasy, but he was still very much Dimitri. 
 
    Refusal mounted higher within me, and I shook my head, sitting on the end of the bed. I turned away from him stubbornly. “I won’t say a word.” 
 
    Dimitri sighed as if I was just an inconvenience to him. “Don’t be like that, Maria. You are my wife now, and if you’re going to be in this family, then you need to tell me everything you know.” 
 
    I flushed of all color at that, reminded that I was technically a Levov. As much as I despised them, I was technically no better. The very thought was embarrassing. I was legally tied to Dimitri for no better reason than him wanting what I had. 
 
    A rush of anger consumed me. “I won’t. I never wanted to be one of you.” 
 
    I couldn’t accept the concept. To me, I was still Maria Esposito. It would be a disservice to my family and our name to think otherwise. 
 
    Dimitri Levov wanted to make a mockery of me, and he’d succeeded at doing exactly that. 
 
    A new up-and-comer, freshly orphaned and armed with a significant inheritance, was taken down by a Levov faster than I could even begin my reign. 
 
    Another soft breath came from Dimitri, who I refused to look at, and the loveseat groaned slightly from beneath him. He took careful steps across the room until he was in front of me. 
 
    His legs entered my peripheral, then he bent down to be level with me. His crystal eyes were on me, completely square and unwavering. He didn’t say a word. 
 
    Instead, I was given the chance to take in his features, from that sharp jaw to the faintest of freckles on his cheeks, and the single curl that dangled over his forehead. His hair was cropped in the back and sides, yet the top was left long enough to keep those curls alive. 
 
    He smelled like mint and citrus, along with a deeper, natural scent that had my restraint wavering. 
 
    Dimitri was so close that I swallowed dryly. His gaze was intimidating, and I so badly wanted to look away, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t yield to him, even if that was what he wanted. I needed to stay strong despite it all. Despite how lost and alone I felt. 
 
    That need to steel myself against him was strong, but just looking at him made me stagger. He was more beautiful than I gave him credit for. And that silence stoicism had me melting in my place. 
 
    “Women all over the city would line up for a chance to become a Levov for the money alone. For the protection. But you only see it as an inconvenience.” 
 
    The accusation in his tone was enough to stoke the anger inside me. I snarled at him, “Can you blame me after what you and your brothers have done to me?” 
 
    To my surprise, Dimitri snickered. “No, I can’t. I’d be an idiot to think you’d be fine with it. With all of this. But let me ask you this…” 
 
    I never averted my eyes, lest I miss out on the sight before me. The way his jaw flexed, and how his attention flickered down to my lips, then back to my eyes. 
 
    Ever so slightly, Dimitri moved closer. It was gradual and painfully drawn out as he brought a hand up and barely touched my cheek. The caress was feather-light and so sudden that I jumped. 
 
    Then I froze, captivated by him and his proximity. 
 
    “You do want me though, don’t you?” Dimitri asked in a purr, voice dripping with sin. The corner of his lip pulled ever so slightly in amusement. His other hand brushed against my knee. 
 
    I jerked away from him, finally slicing through that agonizing eye contact. My fluster made it hard to think and form words. “No, I don’t. I hate you. I hate you more than anyone else.” 
 
    But the pulsing heat in my lower belly told me otherwise. The dampness between my legs called my bluff. 
 
    There was a calculated pause from him before he spoke again. “No matter how much you despise me, or how much you want me dead, you still want me.” 
 
    The warm sensation of his hand against my thigh made me stir. I closed my eyes, wishing I could open them again and find myself anywhere else. I wished I didn’t have the temptation in front of me, trying to pry my deepest desires from me. 
 
    With one hand on my thigh, the other rested beneath my chin to force me to look in his direction. I felt completely pinned, which only made me feel weaker and more caught up in his glimmering eyes and the promise of having him. 
 
    I sucked in a rigid breath that wasn’t missed by Dimitri, whose lips tugged into a faint smirk. 
 
    His breath fanned my lips, sending a shiver down my spine. “If I’m wrong, then tell me. Say you don’t want me and I’ll go.” 
 
    My lips tried to form it. It was on the tip of my tongue, but the words fell away. 
 
    My attraction was static and unbearably intoxicating. It was too much, and even I couldn’t muster up the lie. 
 
    An alarm rang in my mind—telling me to run and never look back—but I was the stupid girl trapped in the wolf’s den, and for a moment, I didn’t want to be set free. 
 
    Instead, I wanted him. 
 
    I knew it went against everything I stood for, but that drive felt like a primal instinct. 
 
    As if he read my mind, Dimitri held me there and leaned in until he was a breath away. 
 
    “Wife,” he whispered, cutting the space until his lips were on mine. 
 
    That single word was my undoing as I folded, unable to fight that attraction. 
 
    Body betraying me, I gave in and let the kiss swallow me whole. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 - Maria 
 
      
 
    Dimitri’s mouth was demanding and unyielding, but I wasn’t one to be outdone in such matters. 
 
    His hand moved away to thread his fingers through my hair, melding our lips together like it was a normal thing for us. Like we had done it before. 
 
    All of my inhibitions had slipped away, and I could only think about the raging fire inside me that wanted him more than anything. The desperation blinded me from the rest of the world. 
 
    Dimitri swiped at my bottom lip, to which I parted my mouth and allowed him entrance. We were a clash of lips and tongues, fighting for what dominance we could gain. I gave in the moment his hands dropped to my waist, seeking any way to rid me of my dress that seemed like only a problem then. 
 
    I gripped his suit jacket and pushed it off his shoulders, to which he shrugged it off and threw the material to the floor, not breaking the kiss for even a moment. 
 
    Just as needy as me, Dimitri collided with me, pushing us both into the mattress. A weak moan passed my lips at that, and I felt as he smirked into the kiss. 
 
    Losing my senses to him, my hands felt deftly for his clothes, urging them off. At the same time, Dimitri slipped a hand behind my back and snagged the zipper of my dress, quick to pull it down. 
 
    Once the bodice was loose enough, his strong hands pawed at my chest, too impatient to even move the dress down. 
 
    I gasped into the exchange when he finally slipped those dextrous fingers beneath the hem and brushed against my peaked nipples, so aroused by him I could hardly take it. 
 
    But Dimitri just kept kissing me until we were both out of breath and panting, eager for any sort of friction. Any crumb of pleasure we could find. 
 
    My whole body felt like it was on fire as Dimitri greedily grasped my breasts before finally giving in and pulling the dress further down my body. 
 
    Impatient, I shimmied out of it until it was a pile of fabric at the end of the bed, leaving me in my lace panties that he eyed immediately. 
 
    I watched as the crystal blue color of his eyes was blacked out, until his gaze was glassed over with desperation. With pure and unwavering lust. 
 
    Once we both seemed to realize we had broken the kiss for far too long, Dimitri was on me at a moment’s notice, fingers weaving through my hair each time he deepened the embrace. 
 
    It was my turn to tear his clothes off until he was reduced to his black briefs, which clung to his hips so deliciously that I nearly drooled for him. His body was magnificent in all of its glory, from his hard muscles to the various tattoos inked into his skin. He was too gorgeous for his own good, and it made me wonder if Dimitri knew just how much power he possessed from that alone. 
 
    Dimitri caged me against the bed, huge in comparison to me. But it didn’t intimidate me. Rather, it was like a challenge—a chance to prove that it was a turn-on rather than a deterrent. To prove that I could handle men like him. 
 
    A rough groan came from Dimitri the moment I palmed at his bulge through the fabric of his briefs. His demanding kiss faltered for a beat until the pleasure I gave him acted like fuel to the fire. 
 
    He stifled his obvious pleasure by diving into my neck, pressing sinful kisses up and down my skin. I craned my neck to offer him room, finding myself hungry for more. Dimitri hummed into my throat and kissed upward until he found my lips once more, tensing against my wandering palm. 
 
    “I don’t like a tease,” he mumbled, grabbing both my wrists to pin them above my head. 
 
    I gasped at the swift movement, overwhelmed the moment he flicked his tongue against my nipple teasingly before he continued to move south. Squirming against his hold and in desperate need of friction, I only received his dark chuckle in return while he moved, nipping at my skin here and there. 
 
    My hips stuttered at the brush of his breath against my inner thighs, suddenly brought to life at the thought of him giving me what I wanted. 
 
    His lips brushed against my thighs, slowly edging closer to where I needed him to be. Where I was already wet for him. But he paused the moment he reached my core, breath fanning my panties. 
 
    When I sighed, Dimitri met my gaze. He cocked a brow at me. “What do you want, Maria?” 
 
    His voice was smooth like fresh water, making me feel like I was about to drown. But I leaned into the sensation of his hand gliding up and down my hip. 
 
    “I—” I began, stopping myself before I could give in to him and his teasing. 
 
    “If it’s relief you want, you’re going to have to admit it,” Dimitri purred, so close to giving me what I needed. “So, I’ll ask again. What do you want, wife?” 
 
    Blinded by the fire burning in my veins, flush with lust for him, I couldn’t hold back the truth. His words and tone would’ve been enough to send me over the edge without any need to touch me, but I was greedy, and I wanted more. 
 
    “I want you,” I forced out, taking in a shaky breath. “I want you, and I need you to touch me.” 
 
    Satisfaction sprawled across his face at once, and Dimitri gave my pinned wrists a small squeeze before he gave in and let them go. Delving in, he hooked a finger underneath the lace fabric keeping him out and held it to the side. 
 
    I swallowed against the dryness in my throat, waiting for what I needed more than anything else at that moment. His tongue swiped against my sensitive bud immediately, and my breath hitched. Using only the end, he flicked at it again and again, watching as I writhed beneath him. 
 
    My eyes squeezed shut, unable to process everything at once—not when those sparks of pleasure were running through my body. 
 
    I half expected him to keep going and explore more of me, but he kept up that same movement, driving me crazy each time. 
 
    While those bursts of blissful strokes were satisfying, that greediness in me couldn’t stand for it. I needed more friction and knew I had to take it upon myself to chase after it. 
 
    Wiggling my hips, I tried to get the relief I was after, until Dimitri’s hands were on my hips, pinning me there. 
 
    His dark eyes met mine, swimming with authority. He gripped me hard, stopping me at once. 
 
    “You’re going to stay still until I’m done. Understand?” 
 
    His tone made me tempted to snark back at him, but at the end of it all, he was the one dictating whether or not I was allowed to reach that climax I wanted. If he didn’t think I deserved it, then he could take it all away. I did not doubt that he would. 
 
    Huffing to myself, I grumbled, “Fine.” 
 
    Dimitri chuckled to himself, slowly spreading my legs farther apart. “If you’re going to be a brat about it, then I might as well treat you like one.” 
 
    Before I could say anything, he yanked my panties off and his tongue was on me, running through my core and lapping up the tell-tale sign that I was a sucker for how ridiculously sexy he was. 
 
    My back arched away from the mattress, and I choked on a moan, instinctually threading my fingers through his hair. Dimitri hummed at that and sent the vibrations coursing through my body. The added pleasure triggered my deep breathing, along with the moans that tumbled from my lips. 
 
    Dimitri held me firmly as he feasted on me, alternating pressure and the hardness of his tongue. He moved with such precision that I didn’t have room left to think. I was lost in the ecstasy of it, gripping his hair at the bigger waves of pleasure. 
 
    Even when I tried to move my hips out of sheer enjoyment, he made sure I didn’t go anywhere. He was putting his all into it, and I knew he meant what he’d said. 
 
    Dimitri was the one leading us, and he would be the one to decide when he was finished. 
 
    Before long, I was so lost in the intensity of it all that I didn’t notice he’d shuffled out of his briefs until he pulled his mouth away and slid his entire length across the mess he left behind. 
 
    A tremble moved through me at the realization, meeting his eyes the moment he caged me again and kept his lips an inch away from mine. 
 
    Nearly frozen from how incredible it felt each time he rocked his hips back and forth, I was too stunned to do or say anything at first. Feeling him against my clit had me reeling and desperate for more. 
 
    I needed to know what he felt like, and if his length meant anything, I knew I was in for a ride. 
 
    Dimitri fisted a hand in my hair as he pulled my head back, exposing my neck to him again. His kisses were sloppier than the first time, placing them perfectly with each stroke of his cock against my core. 
 
    While that part of me was still demanding more of him, that simple movement pumped more desperation through me. 
 
    My breath left me weak and shaky as he held me there, raking over me with his eyes. A devious smirk made itself at home on his face. 
 
    “Please,” I whispered, tilting my head to the side while I soaked in the sensation of his lips against my skin. “Ruin me.” 
 
    It certainly caught his attention. His length flinched from where it continued to stroke me, and I had to force down my own smirk. 
 
    Dimitri swallowed back a groan and collided our lips together in a searing embrace. That paired with the friction between our bodies was enough to tighten that coil within me. 
 
    “I’m not so sure I should,” Dimitri murmured in between kisses, words breathless. “I have half a mind to keep punishing you.” 
 
    Something about his words combined with the surge of longing inside me triggered a response that couldn’t be stopped. That shit-eating grin I felt through those kisses didn’t help. 
 
    Catching him off-guard, I pushed against Dimitri who gave in from the surprise. I turned us around until his back hit the mattress and he blinked back at me through a stupor. Legs straddling him, I found myself in control. 
 
    With a hand around his throat, light enough to make his mouth twist upward in silent admiration, I held my lips so close to his that it wouldn’t take much to make that connection again. 
 
    “You want to see a real brat?” I asked, sliding myself up and down his cock. “Because I can be that and more.” 
 
    Something stirred within Dimitri’s eyes as he swallowed a groan, succumbing to my dominance. 
 
    “You think I can’t keep up with men like you but soon enough, you’ll find me persuasive in different ways,” I cooed, lining myself up with him as I held that eye contact as firmly as I could, not afraid to bare my entire self to him. 
 
    Dimitri tipped his head back as his eyes screwed shut at the initial entry, neck flexing from beneath my palm. He was unable to hold back his groan, and I soaked in how delicious it sounded. 
 
    What had been small sparks of pleasure exploded into cracks of lightning through my system. I was stunned by his size and how I stretched to accommodate him. 
 
    My breaths came out short and unsteady as I slowly lowered myself onto him, watching as Dimitri unraveled in front of me. He became one with the desire shading his eyes, hands flying to my hips. His fingers dug into my skin while more of him disappeared inside me. 
 
    I paused periodically to draw out that bliss, keeping my head above water despite how amazing it felt. I couldn’t fold too soon, not when I wanted to get my point across. 
 
    Dimitri swallowed hard and cracked a hazy grin at me, looking at me with heavily lidded eyes. “I’ll admit, the top suits you.” 
 
    Amused by the confession, I couldn’t ignore how it fueled my ego. It gave me the boost I needed to prove I could handle him. Laughing quietly, I ran the tip of my tongue against his lower lip, and the sound that came from him was animalistic. Almost primal. 
 
    Our lips came together so hotly that I almost forgot my own name. That burning passion between us had me moving above him, rocking my hips as steadily as I could. 
 
    Freeing his throat at last, I snaked an arm around the back of his neck while I ran the other through his thick hair and felt his hum of approval through our locked lips. 
 
    My speed picked up as the knot in my stomach tightened, needing that building release like my life depended on it. Our moans mingled in the honeymoon suite, paired with the growing heat between us that made my head swim. 
 
    Each rock of my hips felt like a silent chant—a ritual that pushed us closer to the edge. Dimitri urged me forward, growing more eager each time he moved my hips for me. The sight of his bottom lip caught between his teeth as he sucked in those tense breaths was addicting through my foggy eyes. 
 
    If anyone ever told me before that I’d be on top of Dimitri, riding him like our lives depended on it, I never would’ve believed them. But in that moment, it was just the two of us without the scheming or politics. It was nothing but pure pleasure. 
 
    A strained groan from Dimitri let me know he was close, even if he wouldn’t admit it himself. That was my cue to move faster—to take him for everything he was worth. 
 
    But before I could finish him, I was flipped around once again, pinned to the mattress beneath him. I looked up at him with my lips parted, mewling the moment he thrusted back in with a long, deep stroke. 
 
    “Sorry to cut your time up there short,” Dimitri murmured against my lips, lashes heavy against the tops of his cheeks. He melded our lips together before adding, “But I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    My brows furrowed, annoyed by the change-up, but all protest dissolved within me the moment he hoisted my leg over his shoulder and thrust. 
 
    Like my mind had been shattered, I lay there on the pillows and gripped the duvet below, soaking in the incredible depths he reached from the new angle. Jaw slack from the raw, blinding pleasure, I reached up and gripped his shoulders for dear life. 
 
    Dimitri cursed under his breath as he gripped me hard and slammed his hips into mine, pulling every moan and breathless murmuring from my lips. He dropped his face into my neck and focused all his strength and power into his movements, not stingy about finally giving it all to me. 
 
    I had my fair share of men in the past, but none of them could practically paralyze me like that. They all seemed to pale in comparison to Dimitri, but I couldn’t tell him that. I wouldn’t inflate his ego any more than it already was. 
 
    Dimitri pressed into me with each crash of his pelvis against me, moving impossibly deeper. His fast thrusts slowed to prolong that life-altering sensation, giving us a brief chance to catch our breath before he picked up the pace all over again. 
 
    Every change of intensity sent me reeling. I tried to keep up by moving my own hips, but it was no use once he secured a palm against my lower half to keep me still. 
 
    Dimitri made it clear that I was only to receive the bliss—not give it. Like he had his own point to prove, he ensnared me in the ecstasy he offered me, and he wouldn’t stop until I was finished. Until I got what I asked for. 
 
    The blinding, hot sensation that flowed through me made it impossible to hear or feel anything other than Dimitri. It mounted and mounted until that coil snapped from within me, and I was crying out for him. 
 
    Black filled my vision as my eyes remained shut, my entire body pulsing with release. I clenched around him and crashed against the most intense wave of euphoria I had ever experienced. 
 
    Dimitri’s breathing became more haggard in time with his sloppier thrusts, pushing me through my orgasm. With a grunt and a flex of his body, he pulled out and spilled in between us. 
 
    His hips stilled as he caught his breath, holding himself up above me still. 
 
    I was losing grip on my awareness while that satisfied haze cloaked me, hardly noticing as Dimitri pulled away and padded across the floor over to the ensuite. 
 
    When he returned a moment later, he had a warm cloth and cleaned me up without a word. 
 
    Once Dimitri tossed the cloth to the side and fell back into bed, I had forgotten all about how much I hated him. As his arm snaked around my naked body and pulled me into his side, I ignored the quiet alarm in my head that was trying so hard to remind me that it was wrong. And when his head rested against mine, lips leaving the faintest kiss to my temple, I chose to turn the other cheek and let exhaustion claim me. 
 
    But as Dimitri fell asleep sometime later with his surprisingly protective hold on me, I couldn’t help but feel like I’d failed my self-imposed mission before it truly began. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    I was already mostly dressed by the time Maria rolled over in the king-sized bed, nestled between the pillows and thick duvet. Her hair was sprawled out behind her in delicate waves, and her skin nearly looked like it was glowing from the morning sun that streamed in. 
 
    She looked so small and innocent in the bed—especially as she stretched like a housecat roused from a midday nap. 
 
    “You’re up early,” she hummed, voice somewhat groggy from sleep. If my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me, then it seemed she wore a faint smile for me. 
 
    Pulling a black tee on, I caught her wandering eyes. It sparked a feeling of pride in me, but I didn’t let it linger for too long. 
 
    Everything about the scene before me pulled at my interest, and I had half the mind to return to her and initiate another round, but my brothers were waiting for us. It was a shame. Especially since she was lounging there comfortably, skin golden amid those white blankets. 
 
    “Get ready to go,” I said instead, shoving down how badly I wanted to taste her skin again. “We’re going to speak with my brothers about business.” 
 
    That saccharine smile of hers faltered, and she pulled the duvet to cover her chest as she sat up, frowning slightly. “Already? We just had the ceremony yesterday.” 
 
    I had the feeling she too wanted to bask in what little of a honeymoon we had, even if neither of us felt like admitting it. But it wasn’t my call. 
 
    “I know, but business can’t wait,” I said flatly, not leaving room for negotiation. “There’s a bag here with some of your clothes. We’re leaving in fifteen.” 
 
    Maria scoffed. “And am I going to be let in on any of this apparent business now that we’re married? Or will I be shoved into a house, expected to shut up and smile like the other wives?” 
 
    Something about that false accusation made my irritation stir. “The girls do much more than that, just to be clear. But you’ll know what I need you to know. I’m sure the rest would just bore you.” 
 
    It obviously wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear. She simply sat there, crossing her arms. “I’m not going anywhere until you agree to not lock me in any rooms anymore.” 
 
    That made me pause on the way to the instant coffee maker, brows furrowing. “I can’t do that until I know you won’t run away. I don’t need to be sending my men out every other day just to find you.” 
 
    I half expected her to back down, since she had been more passive in the last week. But she simply looked at me, expression stern but not overly explosive. “You already made me your wife, and I can’t do anything about that now. I also know that I can’t run, since you and your brothers own at least half of New York. One way or another, I’d be dragged right back to you.” 
 
    I stared at her for another beat, surprised to hear that my threats had set in. Reaching for a coffee pod, I popped it into the machine and considered her words. 
 
    To my dismay, I couldn’t help but second-guess her. There was no way for me to know if she was telling the truth, not after how hot and cold she had been lately. It was getting harder to calculate her moves. 
 
    After last night, I wondered if she’d had a change of heart. 
 
    Maybe she really did just want to have more freedom, or at least the ability to move around the house freely. It wasn’t the biggest ask, but it was still a risk. 
 
    The machine whirred as it boiled the water and dribbled into my mug. I let go of a heavy breath. 
 
    “If you promise not to bolt, and if you at least attempt to cooperate with me and what I ask of you, then I won’t lock you in anywhere,” I began, facing her. “But if you try anything again, then I’ll take it back.” 
 
    Something interesting moved across her eyes, but ultimately, Maria slipped out from under the duvet, body completely bare. 
 
    “Fine. You have a deal,” she murmured, walking across the room without a shred of clothing on like it was the most instinctual thing she could do. 
 
    I cocked a brow and stirred my coffee, tempted all over again as Maria bent to sift through the duffle bag I had brought in for her. 
 
    I didn’t know how I found myself in that situation, unable to ignore the strangeness of it all. On one hand, I had explored every inch of her body and found myself more wrapped up in her allure than I’d intended. She managed to pique my interest in a different way, even if I was trying to fight it. To fight the want and the need to have her. 
 
    Yet I couldn’t help but worry she was planning something against me. Her associates were still out there, likely waiting for the chance to get her back, but I didn’t know enough about them. I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to truly trust her. 
 
    Despite how the waters seemed muddier with each passing day, Maria was in front of me, as naked as the day she was born, and not even remotely fazed by it. 
 
    Everything about her body was something to marvel over. Her figure and those curves had me wanting to grip her hips in my hands and bend her over the bed. The memory of how she felt around me made my cock stir, losing myself in the desire again. 
 
    Maria sighed as she stood and began with her panties, pulling a black lacey pair up her legs, one by one. The material slid against her skin, immediately dragging my attention to her ass as she wiggled it slightly. 
 
    My gaze drifted to the swell of her breasts all the while she reached for a matching bra and used it to cover up. Another shame. 
 
    That meeting with my brothers began to sound extremely dull compared to how I’d much rather spend the morning. Stuck in bed like gravity was keeping us there, using every excuse to keep myself warm next to her. Touching every inch of her again and pinning her to the mattress. Completely ruining her until we both physically couldn’t move anymore. 
 
    “What should I expect?” she asked, putting on a pair of black slacks, followed by a deep green blouse that complimented her skin. 
 
    Her question stirred me from my stupor, reminding me that there was no time to think about fucking her senseless. 
 
    She was doing things to me that I couldn’t understand, and it was in my best interest to not let her in on that fact. 
 
    “More paperwork. Talking details. Our next steps,” I said gruffly, urging down how much I wanted her again. 
 
    Maria took in a wobbly breath—the only indicator that she seemed nervous about it. Despite this, she found a pair of heels and continued to get ready. 
 
    I had no doubt she was wondering where we were going to go from here. She had legally signed herself to me, which meant what was hers was now ours. I couldn’t help but wonder if she thought about how that worked both ways. 
 
    Once Maria tied her hair up in a high ponytail and finished preening in the bathroom, she reluctantly followed me out of the honeymoon suite. On the way down, I texted one of our men to make sure our things were taken back home, not bothering to take care of them myself then. 
 
    She didn’t say a word the entire time we stood in the elevator, shrouded by silent anxiety. Even so, the smell of her classic perfume mixed with whatever haircare she used had me thinking back to the night before. To how easily she submitted to my touch, and how you’d never guess she hated me. 
 
    Once we hit the lobby and headed out to where my car was waiting for us, I kept an eye on her, making sure she didn’t try and run or do something stupid like yelling for help. 
 
    Fortunately, she walked next to me, a little begrudgingly, and loaded into the car. 
 
    By the time I pulled onto the highway and headed for Isidor’s casino, the silence between us was agonizing. The stark contrast between our exchange last night and how awkward it felt that morning was enough to make me want to pull my teeth out. It was unsettling, and I didn’t like it. 
 
    To go from being inside of her and making her whine my name back to not saying a word was painful. 
 
    Glancing at her, I watched as she only looked ahead, hands in her lap. 
 
    “The room was nice,” I said, desperate for anything to cut through the stagnant air between us. “And last night.” 
 
    While I didn’t expect her to jump into a high-energy conversation about it, I had hoped for at least a crack. A smile. Anything. 
 
    But Maria didn’t say anything in return. Instead, she seemed disappointed and withdrawn, only able to stare out the windshield. 
 
    We had come to a compromise about her freedom, yet it apparently wasn’t enough. 
 
    I had worn her down, and that was obvious. I secured her in the marriage pact and made her life merge with mine. I made her lose hope by taking away her independence. 
 
    Guilt dribbled into my chest at the fact, but I needed that information to stop this new family before they could get ahead of themselves and start to believe the city was theirs. If they truly had something viable against us, then it was in our best interest to eliminate them. 
 
    With my family, I took no chances. What needed to be done had to be done. 
 
    Even so, I couldn’t help but wonder when Maria would begin to feel like one of us—if she ever would. 
 
    Or, if I had broken her before that could even happen. 
 
    She likely thought last night was only an obligation on my end. That I only had sex with her because of some old bratva tradition. But truthfully, if I didn’t want her, I wouldn’t have touched her at all. 
 
    Before long, we walked into the casino, which hadn’t yet opened for the day, leaving it empty. Maria took it all in, pretending like she wasn’t amazed by Isidor’s business venture. Little did she know, I caught that slight wonder in her eyes. 
 
    Vik appeared seemingly from nowhere with a black folio tucked under his arms that he liked to write notes in. His hair was neatly combed back, as he took everything very seriously even when we didn’t. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said, more chipper than I appreciated. “You sent word for me?” 
 
    Nodding, I tried to not let my usual irritation get in the way. “Yes. We’re having an important meeting that you should see. Be quiet and take note of everything.” 
 
    Diligently, Vik nodded and followed. “Yes Sir.” 
 
    We eventually reached the conference room where my brothers had been waiting. They sat with their coffee, obviously still waking up. 
 
    We all wondered why Andrei insisted on us meeting so early, yet we all complied anyway. 
 
    As I gestured for Maria to go in, I caught a rare fear that flashed across her eyes. It looked too genuine to be faked. 
 
    She was afraid of us as a unit, and I didn’t blame her for it. We were the ones who took out her family. Surely that wound was too fresh to simply be forgotten. 
 
    Isidor looked in our direction and his eyes gleamed with amusement. “Welcome, Mr. and Mrs. Levov.” 
 
    That teasing tone set the precedent for the meeting, but I knew better than to expect anything less. 
 
    Everyone at that table looked entertained by the thought of our marriage, but Andrei stood as we approached and held out a hand to Maria. His expression was neutral, with a spark of kindness in his eyes. 
 
    “Please excuse our brother. He takes pleasure in annoying the rest of us,” he began, paying no mind to how Isidor chuckled about it. 
 
    Maria looked at him hesitantly, still cold in comparison, but she shook his hand anyway. 
 
    “You’ve found yourself in an odd situation, but we’re here to go over everything. Welcome to the family,” he said, gesturing for her to take a seat. 
 
    I had the feeling the latter statement wasn’t accepted by her all that easily, but Maria pulled a tight-lipped smile and sat in the chair next to mine. Vik found a seat at the very end of the table and observed. 
 
    The conference room was tense overall, but I trusted my brothers enough to not make matters worse. Maria was the last woman my brothers expected me to marry, yet there was nothing else they could do about it. 
 
    Andrei opened up a folder and flipped through several pages. “As I’m sure you’re aware since you two are now married and you share a surname, there are several things we need to deal with. First being your assets.” He glanced at Maria. “We’re requesting a report of everything you have, and we can follow up with a transfer, but we need your written consent first.” 
 
    I watched as Maria’s brows stitched together in confusion, taking in what Andrei was getting at. She shook her head, and Andrei sighed. 
 
    “I know it’s a hard ask directly after everything has been set in motion, but this needs to be done to avoid any confusion moving forward. Our guys will take care of everything.” 
 
    “No,” Maria blurted, pulling back from the kindness Andrei offered. “No way.” 
 
    I sighed. “Maria—” 
 
    “No, I won’t taint what my father built. Why does it matter anyway? The money I inherited is only a drop in the bucket compared to what you make from your whiskey alone,” Maria retorted, filled with refusal. 
 
    “It isn’t just about the money,” Andrei said, putting his hands against the table, something he often did when he needed to keep his cool. “You have joined this family, and while yes, the sum isn’t important, we need to ensure that money can’t be used for anything else. That you aren’t funding outside interests, and that you can’t be taken advantage of. It will be placed in one of our accounts that only you and Dimitri can pull from. You will be taken care of moving forward.” 
 
    Maria seemed to grapple with the idea of losing that freedom and the choice to be completely financially independent. 
 
    I knew it wasn’t an easy pill to swallow, but I silently pleaded for her to give it up. 
 
    “You think I can’t control my own money? That I’m sitting and twiddling my thumbs, just waiting for someone to bleed me dry?” Maria questioned, bewildered. “I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you were, but we have reason to believe someone else has their eyes on that fortune,” Andrei suggested, taking a steadying breath. He pulled out a piece of paper and pushed it in front of her, along with a fountain pen. “Think of this as insurance for both sides.” 
 
    Thoughts moved through Maria’s eyes—guilt, fear, and anger, all rushing together. Her face was hard as stone. “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “You are a Levov now, Maria. Instead of letting that money go to waste, let us combine properly. That includes any safe houses, weapons, and manpower you might have. By marrying Dimitri, you have been granted protection and guaranteed care. It may feel like surrendering now, but this is a favor in the long run.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Maria muttered, looking withdrawn again. “It does feel like surrendering.” 
 
    Watching her refuse made something churn inside me, knowing how close we were to finalizing it all and ensuring the other family had no choice but to rely on someone else’s money. To make sure that Maria’s ties with them were severed. 
 
    I looked at her sharply. “Have you considered that maybe we are sticking our necks out for you? Keeping your best interest in mind?” 
 
    Maria turned on me, gaze sharp enough to cut. “And how are you doing that? By cutting me off from everything I have?” 
 
    “We are protecting you,” I snapped. “You might think I’m a monster, but maybe for just a moment, acknowledge that I’m thinking of you. We’re trying to shield you from the bastards out there who wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of you.” 
 
    This silenced her at once, and her anger crumbled. Maria blinked back at me as the realization dawned on her, as if everything began to turn in her mind. 
 
    I hadn’t intended on saying those words and insinuating that I married her for anything other than my amusement. It was a moment of vulnerability, and one I couldn’t take back. 
 
    It surprised even me. 
 
    After a moment of tense silence, Isidor forced out a heavy breath and tapped his fingers against the tabletop. “Well…isn’t this a wonderful start.” 
 
    I threw him a look, and he held his hands up in defense, closing his mouth at least. 
 
    “Again, we aren’t taking your assets with the hope of leaving you in a ditch somewhere, like you might think,” Andrei began, pointing at the contract. “This is your key to security. Your chance to leave the rest up to us.” 
 
    Maria looked between him and the contract, eyes distant. She mumbled, “You want me to sign this and effectively turn the other cheek. You want me to bend to your will. Shut up, be compliant, and rot in Dimitri’s house. I can’t do that.” 
 
    Andrei’s features were stitched together in question. “Is that what you think our wives do? That they’re just ornaments in our houses?” 
 
    Maria didn’t say anything. 
 
    My eldest brother sighed and leaned his forearms against the table, hands clasped together. “You have us all wrong, Maria. Our women and children are what we do this for. We risk everything we have every day, just to make sure they are happy and comfortable. They are free to pursue whatever they want without having to worry about the rest, just as you are.” 
 
    My wife looked stunned as she listened, sitting back in her seat. She seemed lost for words. 
 
    “If it makes you feel better, we can keep you in the loop in terms of what your assets are being used for. Give you monthly reports.” 
 
    She thought about it for a moment, sucking in a deep breath. She lifted her chin slightly. “If I sign this, then you have to swear you won’t keep me in the dark. I don’t want to be treated like I know nothing about this life and business affairs. You have to promise me.” 
 
    I knew it was Maria’s final attempt at maintaining control, and it didn’t strike me as unreasonable. While I had hoped to keep her out of it, I had to remember that she could be set off at a moment’s notice. It was better to offer her something and gain her trust. 
 
    Andrei studied her for a moment, then he nodded. “Fine. We’ll uphold our end of the bargain. You have my word.” 
 
    Maria looked somewhat surprised by the agreement, looking between all of us. She let go of a defeated breath and reached for the pen. 
 
    She wrote her signature with some remaining reluctance, but she did it all the same. 
 
    Finally, I was able to ease back into my seat. It was done. 
 
    “Good,” Andrei commented, taking the contract from her. He tucked it into a folder. “Now we’ll need to set a time for us to address your men. To see who is still loyal to you.” 
 
    Another shred of fear appeared on her face, but Maria didn’t fight it. It wouldn’t be easy, but it was necessary. 
 
    She closed her eyes with a sigh, then nodded her agreement. 
 
    Maria was officially one of us, and there was no going back now, even if pieces of her still wanted to fight. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 - Maria 
 
      
 
    There was nothing that could’ve prepared me for how humiliating it was to admit defeat and hand everything over. 
 
    I had to force myself to give up, all with the hope that I was buying Nera enough time to strike. I knew, however, that what I was giving the Ricci’s in support of their cause would be cut off now, and they would be left to handle it all on their own. 
 
    While Andrei did have a point about my funds being drained little by little, and the thought of not having to worry about the details did sound tempting, it was a kind of surrender that felt like utter betrayal. To not only my family but to myself as well. 
 
    I had been nervous about my meeting with the Levovs, but that anxiety doubled as we approached one of my father’s safehouses on the outskirts of the city. I had to face my men again, but with a different last name. 
 
    To my surprise, the Levovs let me take the lead as we stepped inside the warehouse. 
 
    Everyone was already there, standing around waiting for me. When they noticed the men standing behind me, their expressions fell. 
 
    My heart pounded, but Dimitri was by my side, acting as a reminder that I had obligations. Part of me recoiled at his presence, but the other was strangely gladdened by it. 
 
    I couldn’t wrap my head around it. 
 
    “What are they doing here?” Someone hissed from the crowd of men, visibly on edge. 
 
    I sighed. “I know this will come as a surprise to you all, but I have signed a marriage pact, meaning that I have joined forces with the Levovs.” 
 
    Murmurs erupted throughout the room, all full of surprise and questioning. It made my stomach clench with regret, but I had to push forward. 
 
    “Things are going to be different from how they used to be. I called you all here today to see who is going to join us and their men. For your troubles, we’re offering a raise in wages, and you’ll be granted additional training to meet the Levov standards.” 
 
    There was no missing the anger and disbelief in the group. 
 
    “What?” one of them questioned, shaking his head. 
 
    “You want to throw money at us so we’ll join the other side?” another asked. 
 
    The murmuring grew louder, sounding more like outrage than anything. 
 
    “We don’t follow any Levovs!” 
 
    It went as well as I had expected, and I was at a complete loss. I had truly ruined it all. 
 
    I was hollow then, completely at a loss for words. It wasn’t supposed to be that way. I had made a promise to my deceased family that I would come out on top. But it all seemed to be for nothing. 
 
    I felt Dimitri’s eyes on me and he sighed, taking a step forward. “Anyone willing to accept the offer, stay behind. The rest of you are welcome to leave. Your services won’t be needed moving forward.” 
 
    There were several curses and vulgar gestures thrown at us as the crowd broke apart. 
 
    Their new disgust for me made something snap within my chest and illuminated the frustration I had for it all. Watching my family’s men turn away from me hurt like an open wound. 
 
    “You’re making a grave mistake,” I said to them, gritting my teeth. “You’re tarnishing my father’s good name!” 
 
    Someone scoffed, already on the way out. “You’ve already done that, girl.” 
 
    That sentiment hit me like a hot iron to the gut, and I didn’t know how to feel. My anger flickered out, and I couldn’t bring myself to watch as the men left. 
 
    The scuff of boots could be heard on the way out, leaving behind only a small group. They seemed lost yet looked toward us for answers. It seemed the money was enough to sway them. 
 
    It was a rag-tag group, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    Andrei stepped forward, looking exactly like a leader should. “It isn’t easy to follow someone new on such short notice, but we appreciate each one of you…” 
 
    I tuned out his words, lacking enough energy to process them or care. The men were his to control now, and I didn’t want to hear it. Turning away with what felt like a boulder in my stomach, I couldn’t handle that embarrassment any longer. 
 
    They all knew now what I had done to myself. What Dimitri had cornered me into. I lost to him, and now I couldn’t even spare the effort to lick my wounds. 
 
    I was a failure, and exactly what Dimitri said. Inexperienced. I was a fish out of water, floundering to keep any semblance of power. It was all for nothing, and I didn’t want to keep looking at the fire that was consuming my life. 
 
    Pushing through the heavy metal door, I rushed outside and sucked in a deep breath, desperate for some sort of relief. My chest felt like it was on fire. 
 
    But heavy footsteps on the concrete stopped me from letting myself fully fall apart. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that Dimitri was looking back at me with confusion written on his face. 
 
    That was the final straw. The killing blow. 
 
    “What am I doing?” I returned, letting go of a bitter chuckle. “I couldn’t bring myself to watch as Andrei took control of the men left to me by my father. I’ve never felt so conflicted about myself before. Losing my identity isn’t exactly something I can just get over.” 
 
    “You’re overreacting,” Dimitri said, looking like he didn’t know what else to say. “You should be relieved.” 
 
    I snapped. “You think so? Try abandoning your pride over a stupid game of poker and losing your name. Your whole self-worth. I have nothing, and now I’m forced to live with the man I despise for what he did to me. For what he trapped me in!” 
 
    Dimitri almost seemed wounded by that, pulling back ever so slightly. He gave me a hard look but didn’t say anything else. 
 
    We held that eye contact while my mind felt like it was scrambling. There were so many conflicting things moving around at once, and it was impossible to deal with. 
 
    I scoffed. “You don’t even care. I don’t know why I’m wasting my breath.” 
 
    But Dimitri’s voice reached me like a growl as he moved closer until he was an inch away, taking in my entire face. “Don’t tell me what I feel.” 
 
    The fury pulsing inside me didn’t let me look away or back down. I stood there, staring into his breathtaking eyes because I had nothing to lose. It was already all gone. 
 
    While I looked at him, I couldn’t ignore the memories from our night together. The flashes of our skin and lips colliding, hands roaming, and heavy breaths. We made love like we had known each other for a lifetime, even if I hardly knew the man standing in front of me. 
 
    Tension squeezed my throat, but I forced in a breath. I wouldn’t let myself give in to it, no matter how amazing it felt. 
 
    “Enlighten me then,” I managed, wondering what thoughts were moving behind those eyes. 
 
    Dimitri’s jaw flexed, and for a moment, I had the feeling he had something to say. But he hesitated with his words and pulled back. Instead, he sighed and shook his head. 
 
    That tension dropped at once. 
 
    “What do you want to do now?” Dimitri asked, gaze sweeping across my face. That instinctual anger inside of him fizzled to nothing. “If you’re finished here, then we can go. Most of the men deserted anyway, and Andrei is taking care of the rest.” 
 
    With my arms crossed over my chest like a personal hug, I collected myself and thought. There was only one place I could go. 
 
    “I want to go back to your house. I’m tired of everything else.” 
 
    “We’ll go back to our house, then,” Dimitri said, motioning to his car parked out back. “Wife.” 
 
    Those words made my stomach flip, and I swallowed hard. Stunned, I could only look back at him in disbelief. 
 
    It was strangely affectionate for Dimitri, and I couldn’t tell what he was playing at. 
 
    Was he mocking me, or did he mean it? 
 
    He was an endlessly confusing man, and the constant mind games were sucking the life out of me. I was exhausted, and I didn’t want to attempt any mental hurdles. 
 
    “Fine,” I muttered, following his lead. 
 
    The faintest look of amusement showed through his features, and Dimitri took us to his car. 
 
    I didn’t know what to think or how to feel about Dimitri. He was an anomaly, and I quickly understood why he was the family’s guard dog. He was impossible to read and unpredictable. 
 
    The drive back home was quiet, and while I should’ve acknowledged how awkward it was, I didn’t care to. I was glad for the chance to rest without the need to keep on a semi-brave face. 
 
    By the time we reached the house, I was still furious with him, but in a different way. I was conflicted and didn’t know what my next step was. My options were unclear. 
 
    I thought back to how pretending to be pleasant and passive was all I could do while Nera worked her strings, but I didn’t want to. Something in me didn’t want to fake anything. I didn’t want to have to. 
 
    I couldn’t tell if that was for my sake, or Dimitri’s. 
 
    But some treasonous part of me wondered if I’d have to fake my allegiance to him at all. 
 
    Worst of all, I didn’t know if Dimitri truly cared, or if he was only being condescending. 
 
    Even if he was only pretending to convince me to give the fight up, we did have mind-blowing sex. Surely that passion came from somewhere. 
 
    As much as I didn’t want to admit it, it was the best I ever had. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    Desire tugged at me from beneath my skin, demanding that I give in and forget the rest. 
 
    I wanted Maria beneath me so badly. I wanted to feel the arch of her back on my palm and her moans against my lips. But I told myself and everyone else that there was nothing real between us. 
 
    Our marriage was a sham, and that was that. No matter how that temptation demanded to be taken seriously, that was all it could ever be. 
 
    I told Maria we were trying to protect her, and in a way, I meant it, even if it pained me to think about it. 
 
    Unlocking the front door, I opened it and let her go through first. Maria walked in, cloaked in exhaustion. It took everything in me to not say anything about it or to act on it in some way. She was in my care and protection now, but that didn’t mean I needed to act as her at-home nurse. 
 
    She made it very clear that she wanted to take care of herself. 
 
    “Now that we’re back, I hope you mean to keep your word,” I said, shutting the door behind us. “You can’t run or else everything we agreed on goes out the window.” 
 
    She threw me an icy look that told me she didn’t want to get into it. “I know.” Her steps continued through the house while she looked around, likely wondering what to do next. 
 
    Since she didn’t seem all that interested in running, I let it go. Instead, I opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water. 
 
    “So,” she began, drawing out the word. “Since I can’t leave, what am I supposed to do with my time?” 
 
    I swallowed back a mouthful and sighed. “I don’t really care what you do.” 
 
    When she narrowed her eyes at me, I continued, “There are books and puzzles somewhere, I don’t know. Get creative.” 
 
    Maria huffed, looking beyond annoyed with me and my passive tone. “Fine,” she mumbled, turning away from me. 
 
    She left the room and headed down the hall until she reached the stairs. She went up without another word, and when a door closed behind her, I knew she had tucked herself away in the spare bedroom again. 
 
    Letting go of an irritated breath, I sat on a stool at the kitchen island and ran a hand down my face. 
 
    Even if I was determined to convince myself that I didn’t care and didn’t actually want the marriage, her unwillingness to accept me and our partnership was getting under my skin. I didn’t expect her to dote on me or drown me in kisses like a good housewife. At the very least, though, I wished she would drop the iciness and try to see our situation beyond the merger. 
 
    Something in me wanted to ease the tension between us and find a common ground. Find neutrality. 
 
    My original plan had once been abundantly clear. But since the line between charade and genuine connection began to blur, everything was becoming confused in my mind. 
 
    Downing more of my water, hoping it would curb the cravings to feel her again, I couldn’t stop thinking about how amazing our night together was. How I felt surprisingly comfortable around her. 
 
    I didn’t profess my deepest secrets to her or anything remotely similar but giving in to that want had felt incredibly vulnerable. It wasn’t like me to see sex as anything but casual fun, but I was beginning to think I didn’t know how to reel myself back in anymore. 
 
    I used to be so good at avoiding enticement, but it seemed I wasn’t any better than my brothers now. I could only hope I wouldn’t get soft like they did for their wives. 
 
    And now Maria chose to lock herself up in her room, rather than staying in the master with me. After all of her complaining, she elected to ignore the freedom I granted her, even if it was only within the house. 
 
    The muddled thoughts and emotions were becoming too much. They ate away at me until I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    Pushing away from the stool, I grabbed my keys and went out the door, thinking about Maria even when I wished to get her out of my head. 
 
    It was time for her first test of loyalty. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Music pounded from the speakers in Andrei’s club. Bodies moved and swayed on the floor, but I didn’t pay any mind to them. 
 
    Sat in the VIP section, I sipped on a glass of whiskey and watched as the partygoers did what they do best all around me. 
 
    “Is there anything you need me to do?” Vik asked, phone in his hand to contact anyone I had demands for at any given moment. 
 
    While I knew he was only doing his job, hearing him speak was grating my nerves. I had had enough of his hovering for the day, and I needed him out of my hair. 
 
    Sighing after swallowing some of the whiskey, I leaned against the headrest. “You know what, kid? I think you deserve a promotion.” 
 
    His brows went up as his eyes brightened. “Really?” 
 
    I nodded. “You bet.” 
 
    “What will my new position be?” 
 
    “I’m putting you in charge of finding out who my wife had been working with in the past. You already know the details there,” I explained, watching as he filled with pride. “It won’t be a big crew, but you’ll have a few men working under you. I expect you to use whatever resources we have to find something. Get me a name.” 
 
    Over the moon with the spontaneous promotion, Vik nodded intently. “I will. I’m on it.” 
 
    While it was more so to get some space from him, it wouldn’t hurt my situation if Vik somehow managed to actually get some dirt on this up-and-coming family. 
 
    “Good. Now go home and get some sleep—you’ll need it for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” he said, standing and already heading out of the club. 
 
    With a deep breath, a part of me felt bad for sending him on a wild goose chase, even if I really did need that information. 
 
    Beyond that, being left to take in the sights alone, I felt relieved. 
 
    Before long, one of the usual dancers approached with her feline-like smile. She was dressed in a red thong and matching bra with such thin material that I could see her pierced nipples underneath. It left little to the imagination, but she still managed to catch my attention. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked her, raking my eyes over her body. 
 
    The woman smiled at me, close enough for her knees to brush against mine. Her black heels gave her some additional height, forcing her to bend forward to speak over the music. 
 
    “Rachel,” she answered, blue eyes on mine. Her hair was cropped and blonde—not my usual taste, but her body was fit enough. “And you’re Dimitri Levov.” 
 
    “That I am,” I said, taking in the wanton glow in her cheeks. 
 
    “I’m more than happy to service one of the Levovs,” Rachel purred, pushing my knees apart gently. Her acrylic nails glided across my thighs as she tucked herself in between them and turned herself around. 
 
    The music moved all around me as Rachel started dancing, swaying her hips. My eyes remained on the curve of her ass, contemplating if she would be worth taking to the back. I felt like taking my frustration out on something, and it might as well go toward a release. 
 
    Her hands were all over me as she gyrated, alternating from being on my lap to standing again, all while giving me her siren-like glances. 
 
    She eventually draped her arms around my neck and straddled me, bringing her core closer to my crotch. She giggled in my ear as her lips pulled upward in a hazy smile. She rubbed against me teasingly, sighing out a moan. 
 
    It was enough to catch my attention, but that quickly shattered the moment I remembered how warm Maria had been. How intoxicating she’d felt. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind going somewhere private for a little while,” she hummed in my ear, slowly moving her hips to tease me. 
 
    It would’ve been so easy. Such a simple thing. I could spend a couple of minutes fucking her in the back room until I was satisfied. I could get a short-lived high and walk away like nothing happened. 
 
    But the thought soured on my tongue. It left ashes in my mouth. 
 
    Even if Maria was a pain in my ass and didn’t seem to want anything to do with me, my sudden loyalty to her wouldn’t let that happen. 
 
    I couldn’t bring myself to do it. 
 
    Pulling away from Rachel, I patted her ass in dismissal. “Not this time. Go find someone else to entertain.” 
 
    Rachel went rigid, but she peeled herself away from me with disappointment scrawled across her face. Shrinking somewhat, she left me alone to ponder if I made the right choice. 
 
    The opportunity had been right there, but for whatever reason, I didn’t want it. The thought of being with anyone else made my gut ache. 
 
    A familiar chuckle snapped me out of my thoughts, and I found Alexei entering the VIP area with a glass of his own. He dropped himself next to me and sighed. 
 
    “Finding it hard to imagine yourself with someone else already?” 
 
    Clenching my jaw, I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t in the mood to be mocked, especially not by one of my brothers. The humor in his tone irked me, but I let it slide 
 
    After a moment of silence, he continued while I drank. “That isn’t a bad thing, you know.” Alexei watched the other dancers from the main floor and pulled a small smile. “Caring about the woman you married.” 
 
    While it was true that Maria and I were married, it still didn’t feel real. It felt more like a thing to throw at her, rather than something to cherish. Something to honor and appreciate. 
 
    Running a hand over my mouth, I shook my head in defeat. “I feel like I might’ve barked up the wrong tree.” 
 
    My brother threw me a glance. “How so?” 
 
    “With Maria—by making her follow through with the pact. It was a spur-of-the-moment thing to get ahead of her, but I could’ve called it off at any point. I could’ve let her go.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you?” 
 
    I downed the rest of my whiskey in one go. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I think something in you does know.” 
 
    Ignoring him, I huffed. “I’m normally so calculated. Always several steps ahead of anyone. But now I’m confused about what’s for the good of the business and what I want. Those lines are being blurred in my head.” 
 
    Alexei looked at me for a long moment, nodding absently. “Don’t forget, Dimitri, you hardly know each other. It hasn’t been long since the ceremony. But with time, it will get easier. Maybe then Maria will be able to forgive you and the rest of us for what happened. In the meantime, you need to prove yourself to her if you want this marriage to have substance.” 
 
    His words settled within my chest as I took it all in, well aware that Alexei had experience of his own with marriage and strange circumstances. He knew what it was like to work things out, even when it was easier to just ignore the problem. 
 
    We sat in silence for a time while I mulled over it all. 
 
    I had the feeling that Alexei was right, but even if that was the case, confronting my own needs and wants wasn’t something I felt like stomaching. 
 
    The thought of secretly wanting a functional marriage made me uneasy. I didn’t want to talk about it anymore. I didn’t want to even think about it. 
 
    It was a heavy weight to bear, and it made all of my past actions and treatment of her feel more sinister. I forced Maria into marrying me, and I made her life hell in the process. 
 
    Consumed by it all, I didn’t want to hear anything more about the topic. Instead, I put my glass down and stood with a huff. 
 
    “Thanks, but I think I’m done here,” I told Alexei, who raised his glass at me and nodded. 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    Saying my goodbyes, I turned and left, relieved the moment the pounding music was behind me. The cool night away brushed against my skin, and I heaved in a big breath. 
 
    On the way home, I thought only of Maria and how badly I needed to feel her again. 
 
    She might’ve hated me, but it didn’t sway that longing that seemed to grow bigger and more threatening with each passing day. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 - Maria 
 
      
 
    The thought of being inside the house for one more day made me want to rip my hair out. 
 
    I was getting restless after two weeks of obeying Dimitri’s wishes. I didn’t have autonomy inside of the house, and it was grating against my nerves. 
 
    Even when my dad was alive, I was never cooped up. I was never guarded and watched or told to behave. I was free to do what I wanted, even if that resulted in headaches for my dad later. 
 
    But with Dimitri, I couldn’t even skip out for a latte or peruse around the mall without being flanked by guards. I wondered if he would even entertain the idea of me going out, regardless of being supervised. 
 
    When Dimitri went out for the day, I would raid every room for puzzles, movies, books, and anything else I could find. But those things became boring easily, and soon I completely lost interest. 
 
    I still had no access to my phone or the internet at all, leaving me completely isolated. While it was a shred of kindness that Dimitri let me out of my room at all, it still wasn’t enough. 
 
    Pacing the bedroom, I felt like I was back at square one again. Ever since I signed everything over to his brothers, I hardly left the guest bedroom. I did for meals, but spoke very little to Dimitri, and barely looked in his direction. 
 
    He seemed irritated each time, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t a trophy to let gather dust on a mantle. That wasn’t what I wanted. 
 
    No matter what he said about trying to protect me, or how he managed to confuse me with his mixed signals, I couldn’t let myself chase after him. He was likely cheating on me anyway, like most mob men did to their wives. Especially ones gained for the purpose of forging an alliance, or for convenience. 
 
    Walking back and forth, looking at nothing of particular importance, I told myself it didn’t matter. If he was sleeping with other women, I didn’t care. 
 
    Even if my chest tightened at the thought. It made me want to slap him, but I didn’t want to let it consume my mind. That vague jealousy wasn’t worth it—not when I probably didn’t mean anything to him. 
 
    Our wedding night had allowed me to feel what seemed like a rare passion from Dimitri, and I hadn’t stopped thinking about it since it happened. I often wondered what it meant, or why he let that rawness slip between the cracks. 
 
    Annoyed by my own thoughts, I decided I was tired of looking at the same stale surroundings. I gathered up my courage and looked out the bedroom door and into the hall. It had been quiet all day, and I assumed that Dimitri was still away. 
 
    With resolve, I left the bedroom and walked downstairs. I found one of the comfortable-looking couches and dropped myself onto it, staring up at the ceiling. Sighing out of boredom, I began to wonder if the lack of stimulation would leave me with a brain empty of all thoughts one day. 
 
    It didn’t sound so bad; at least then I couldn’t be annoyed by hearing my own internal dialogue. 
 
    The door opening snapped me out of it, and I glanced over as Dimitri came in. He didn’t look overly annoyed or prepared to stew for the evening. Instead, he carried what looked like a towel in his hands. 
 
    He looked surprised I was sitting in the living room, but he didn’t say anything about it. “Get ready to go.” 
 
    As he passed by the loveseat, he tossed the towel at me. It fell into my lap, and I narrowed my eyes at him. “For what?” 
 
    “We’re going to the Fourth of July celebration,” he said simply before digging through the fridge for a beer. 
 
    I opened the towel and found a cheesy American flag printed on it. I hadn’t even realized what day it was. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s a tradition of ours to hit the beach and watch the fireworks,” Dimitri answered, popping the cap off the bottle and taking a swig. “The girls will be there and they want to see you. If you don’t want to be seen with me, then you don’t need to be.” 
 
    That last part made something in my chest ache, and I sighed. 
 
    While it wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, it was a direct invitation to leave the house, which was exactly what I wanted. What I needed. 
 
    Not wanting to argue anymore, I stood and headed to the spare bedroom, wondering what ridiculous bathing suit Dimitri had waiting for me. 
 
    Regardless of how I felt, I still had an act to continue to play, even if I had become more lax about it in the last week. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, the white bikini was actually cute, and it made the natural tan in my skin stand out. It was a blessing since a few weeks stuck inside didn’t do any favors for me. 
 
    The black slip hung over my hips nicely and, paired with some sunglasses, I looked ready for a day at the beach. With the tacky Fourth of July towel, it almost seemed like something I prepared for myself. 
 
    I could feel Dimitri’s eyes practically burning into me once I left the spare bedroom ready for the evening. Assuming it was probably because that was the first time in a while I had been done up, I chose to find it amusing. 
 
    It made me feel a bit more like myself, and I couldn’t complain about how shameless his glances were. 
 
    The darkening of his eyes reminded me of the first and only time we slept together. How he had been almost ravenous in bed. Thinking back to it made that want stir inside me, but I wasn’t planning on being the antsy one. That was for Dimitri to deal with. 
 
    The drive to the beach was tense, and it took everything in my power to not let on that I had noticed. And to not show how much I reveled in it. 
 
    “There they are,” Dimitri eventually said, pointing to his brothers and the girls once we reached the beach. They were standing around a patio that overlooked the ocean, and it was beautiful. 
 
    “You made it!” Violet said, immediately reaching for me. She was all smiles, along with the other girls while she dragged me over to their table. It seemed that they had all started drinking in my absence. 
 
    “How have you been?” Raya asked, offering me a kind expression. 
 
    “Uh, good,” I blurted, unsure of what to say. I felt completely out of my element. “A little stir-crazy, but okay.” 
 
    They all offered me empathetic looks. 
 
    “I know adjusting can be rocky, but we’re glad you’re here,” Adrienne said, putting a warm hand on mine. 
 
    They were all so welcoming, and I couldn’t fault them for trying, even if I still felt out of place. But the comradery helped me feel less abrasive about being with Dimitri. They gave me an excuse to avoid him. 
 
    “Will you drink with us? The kids are all at home with the nannies, so we finally have the chance to let loose,” Raya said, wearing a cute sundress over her black bikini. 
 
    “Of course,” I said, finding it easier to be agreeable than to pretend like I didn’t appreciate their warmth. 
 
    “This sounds like the perfect occasion for shots,” Violet proposed, motioning for me to join her. “Will you give me a hand, Maria?” 
 
    Relieved, I went with her, and our celebration officially began. 
 
    After getting a few drinks in my system, I started to feel more relaxed. I even found myself contributing to the conversation more, like I had been friends with them all along. 
 
    By then, the girls started feeling their drinks too, all glancing over at the boys while they talked with glazed eyes. They threw them stray looks that suggested what was really on their minds, shamelessly appreciating their husbands from afar. 
 
    “Is anyone else finding it impossible to get anything done at home recently?” Adrienne asked, sipping on her margarita, painted nails wrapped around the glass. “I don’t know what’s in the water, but Andrei has been insatiable.” 
 
    Violet nearly choked on her drink, putting a hand over her mouth as she laughed. 
 
    This made us all join in at how ridiculous the insinuation was, but Raya nodded with an amused glimmer in her eyes. “Isidor has been the same. Not that I’m complaining, but we can’t get ten minutes into any show before it’s completely forgotten about.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Violet added once she collected herself. 
 
    Something in my heart clenched, aware that Dimitri hadn’t touched me since our wedding night. While it should’ve been a relief, the lack of contact was starting to fray my nerves, especially when the mood struck. 
 
    “You know,” Raya began, leaning closer to the table with a smirk on her lips. “Dimitri hasn’t stopped looking at you since you two arrived. I’m thinking that bikini has his mind running in circles.” 
 
    Forcing away the blush that crept up my neck, I didn’t need to fake my bashfulness. Pretending like I didn’t know what she was talking about, I waved her off with a scoff. 
 
    “Seriously!” Adrienne said, smiling like we were a bunch of teenage girls gushing over cute boys we liked. “I’ve never seen him look at any woman like that before. You must be doing something right to have him drooling over there.” 
 
    Unable to stop my cheeks from warming, I did my best to play coy. “It might seem that way, but he hasn’t touched me since our honeymoon.” 
 
    “Really?” Raya questioned in disbelief. 
 
    When I nodded, feeling that shroud of disappointment again, Adrienne added, “In a weird way, Dimitri has always made himself seem modest compared to his brothers. Like he could never give in to temptation.” 
 
    My interest was piqued by that since Dimitri had initiated our first time together. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time to remind him how tempting you are,” Raya suggested, hiding her giddiness by taking another sip. 
 
    A smile moved across my lips at the idea, since it had already been on my mind. I couldn’t help but notice how his eyes lingered each time I glanced at him, aware that I already had his attention. 
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I found Dimitri standing there with a beer in his hand, pretending like I didn’t just catch him looking. He focused back on his brothers while Isidor told them a story of some kind that involved moving his hands a lot. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at that as I turned back to see how the girls looked just as entertained by it. 
 
    “Maybe so,” I said, to which they all got excited with their hushed squeals. 
 
    “Fifty bucks Dimitri doesn’t last through the fireworks,” Violet said, exchanging a look with her husband, who offered her a knowing look in return. 
 
    “I say he can’t help himself after an hour,” Raya snickered. 
 
    “How about another round?” I proposed, tempted by the idea swirling in my mind. 
 
    When they all agreed, I started toward the bar as if I wasn’t watching Dimitri in my peripheral. He lifted his head at once, monitoring me like a predator waiting in the bushes for its prey to turn a blind eye. 
 
    With my slip hanging loosely over my shoulders, I walked with as much confidence as I could muster, pretending like I wasn’t aware that he was already staring. 
 
    On the way back with the tray of drinks, I looked over at him and cocked an interested brow. Dimitri sheepishly ran a hand over his mouth, more tense than he had been. He wanted to play it cool, apparently, but I didn’t miss the slight clench of his jaw. 
 
    He knew I was playing with him, and I was enjoying every second of it. 
 
    Despite his brother’s story unfolding around him, Dimitri seemed like he wasn’t listening for even a second. He kept returning his eyes to me, and my heart squeezed with anticipation each time he did. 
 
    The moment I reached the table, the girls erupted in laughter, all reaching for their drinks. 
 
    “He’s a goner,” Raya chided, sparing another look in their direction. 
 
    Even if Dimitri was supposed to be my enemy, there was no mistaking how satisfying it was to know the brute was barely hanging on by a thread. I was driving him crazy, and that was exactly how I liked it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    Maria was going to be the end of me. 
 
    There was no ignoring the way my body kept reacting to how ridiculously beautiful she looked in that bikini. While she spent time with the girls, sipping her drinks and glancing at me periodically, my desperation was mounting to the point of becoming painful. 
 
    She was a complete tease, and it drove me crazy that I couldn’t have her then and there. I wanted her more than I should’ve, even if I was trying to resist her. 
 
    I had been mostly successful, even if I spent most nights taking care of that pent-up frustration myself as a result. I spent the whole day fighting my urges, only to find myself painfully hard and alone in bed at night. It took everything in me to not go to Maria’s bedroom and beg if I needed to. 
 
    That self-restraint was beginning to falter, and I didn’t know how much more I’d be able to handle. 
 
    Maria was like a siren calling me toward a rocky shore, but I didn’t seem to care. Each time she tipped her head back with a laugh, sauntered to the bar with that addictive sway of her hips, or caught me staring at her, she managed to chip away at my resolve. 
 
    I was supposed to take the lead in the game I came up with to keep her at bay. I was supposed to torment her and make her feel humiliated, yet I was beginning to feel like the tables had turned. The control was completely in Maria’s hands. 
 
    She was being a tease and we both knew it. I could see it in her eyes. 
 
    “She isn’t going to run away, you know,” Andrei said, splitting my train of thought into pieces. 
 
    Facing him, I tried to shake the stupor away from my mind. “What?” 
 
    “Maria,” he said, pointing at her with a knowing look on his face. “She’s not going to bolt. You don’t need to watch her like a hawk. She’s having fun.” 
 
    I was immediately flooded with embarrassment at that, annoyed that I had been so blatantly staring. But I shoved it down and kept my cool exterior. 
 
    “More like our brother here is itching to go home and have his way with her,” Isidor chided, making the three of them chuckle. 
 
    “Shut up,” I muttered, brushing them off. 
 
    It was a nice enough day for the celebration. The sun was still out and warming the beach, the air was fresh, and everyone was in good spirits. But even so, Isidor had hit the nail on the head. 
 
    I wanted to leave with Maria, and I wanted the chance to take out my frustrations. Something told me she wouldn’t mind the same thing. 
 
    But before long, we went into the restaurant and had dinner. It was mostly uneventful while the girls continued to laugh with one another and my brothers talked about anything that came to mind. It was light-hearted and a good change of pace, but my mind was so fixed on Maria and that bikini that I couldn’t think about anything else. 
 
    Seated across from one another, I had optimal opportunities to glance in her direction, only to find her catching each one. The constant eye contact and coy smiles from her were wearing me down little by little. Those hazel eyes were so addicting that I couldn’t make myself look away from them for long. Each time we looked up, I felt the connection between us strengthening, along with that unspoken tension. 
 
    Maria had no right looking so good in that bikini, especially when the red, white, and blue popsicles were ordered. The material clung to her body perfectly to accentuate her curves. While I was silently grateful when she removed the slip, I knew it was a double-edged sword. 
 
    Finally standing on the beach while the sun began its slow descent, we carried out one of our many traditions and worked at our popsicles. We had done it since we were young kids, and it was nice to share it with our wives. 
 
    Standing some distance away with the popsicle stick clenched between my teeth, I watched as Maria sucked on hers, taking the opportunity to do so as provocatively as she could without garnering anyone else’s attention. She even looked at me and smirked in between wrapping her perfect lips around that popsicle. 
 
    It made my cock stir, but it wasn’t the time or place. 
 
    The lingering warmth left on the beach turned her sticky treat into a dripping mess before she could finish it. Some dribbled onto her chest and ran right down the valley of her breasts. She and the girls laughed as it fell apart, with a small chunk hitting the sand. 
 
    I was at a complete loss, unsure of how many more times I could push the urges away before they became a complete problem. 
 
    But the laughter coming from my brothers shattered those thoughts and kept me anchored to the present moment. I pulled the stick from my mouth and gave them a questioning look. 
 
    “Get real with us, Dimitri,” Alexei said, stifling his amusement. “Your sham marriage is anything but.” 
 
    “Maybe if you didn’t keep resisting it, you wouldn’t be so pent up,” Isidor added, clapping a hand against my shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t recall asking,” I barked at them, returning my attention to Maria as she and the girls began for the water. 
 
    Isidor feigned a wince. “Snappy, are we? Point proven.” 
 
    “I hate to say it, but they’re right,” Andrei joined in. 
 
    “You too?” 
 
    He shrugged at my irritation. “You didn’t propose the marriage pact for no reason. That’s all I’ll say.” 
 
    Tired of my feelings being speculated on, I scoffed and blew them off. “I’m getting another drink.” 
 
    They snickered as I left, catching a look of Maria and the girls running into the calm water. The surface was lit up in brilliant colors, and I couldn’t help but think she looked ethereal in it. 
 
    Shaking the thoughts away, I grabbed another beer and slowly walked along the beach, shamelessly keeping tabs on her. 
 
    I was getting tired of aching for her and not knowing if I deserved that release looming over me. 
 
    There was nothing outside of myself stopping me from involving myself in her celebration with the girls. I wanted to be there with her, to act like normal couples did, but I knew I’d feel out of place. I always had, ever since my brothers started finding their partners. 
 
    I thought about going over there and scooping her up to throw her in the water and be playful together, but I wasn’t one for PDA—especially not in front of my family. I wasn’t ready for the accompanying tormenting that they’d surely never let go of. 
 
    Despite the conflicted thoughts plaguing me, I gave in once it started to get dark and more people began crowding the beach. It was my excuse to be near her. 
 
    Stepping into the water, I caught her swimming alone, head bobbing in the water while the other girls found their husbands looking mostly drunk and bleary-eyed. 
 
    As the water got deeper, I began to swim until I was close enough to wade over. By then, Maria noticed me and turned around, skin completely saturated by the water. A few droplets sat heavily on her lashes, and that small detail had my body tensing all over again. 
 
    The ocean was refreshing after spending the afternoon in the sun, and it helped take the edge off of my pent-up frustration. 
 
    “I thought you were prepared to leave me out here by myself all night,” she murmured, eyes raking over my features. 
 
    Snaking an arm around her waist, I pulled Maria closer, much to her initial surprise. But she chewed the inside of her lip with a knowing look. She knew exactly what she was doing to me all night. 
 
    Inches apart, I looked between those siren eyes and her plump lips stained light purple. That ever-present pull between us was in full swing. 
 
    “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you teasing me all evening,” I murmured, letting my palm rest against the small of her back. 
 
    The small waves lapped against our bodies carefully as Maria pulled a coy smirk for me. 
 
    “Maybe I was, so what?” she admitted boldly, unable to stop herself from grinning about it. “I was just wondering when you’d be brave enough to act on it.” 
 
    It was my turn to be caught off-guard by her admission, and her clear desire for me to make a move on her. The thought awoke all the unsettled yearning I had inside me, and it felt more like a raging beast after all that time. 
 
    “Easy now,” I said just above a whisper, letting our bodies drift closer until she pressed against me. “Don’t start something you can’t finish.” 
 
    “But I was hoping you’d finish it,” she hummed with a mischievous look in her eyes. She moved her pelvis against mine, stirring that ravenous instinct in me. 
 
    I stifled a groan at the friction, well aware that she could feel every twitch and pulse. It seemed to only delight her more. 
 
    Our lips were so close I could almost taste her, and those protective walls of mine were wobbling. 
 
    Maria hummed her approval, slowly gyrating against me. 
 
    A loud whine tore us apart at once, followed by a loud bang. I tensed my arm around her as the sky above us was blasted with color. Sucking in a relieved breath, I realized I had forgotten all about the fireworks. 
 
    More shot skyward, crackling until they reached the right height, then popped into different designs. Some seemed to scream on the way up, and all resulted in a brilliant display of red, white, and blue. 
 
    Glancing down at Maria, I saw that she was in complete awe of the show, face alight with those same colors. 
 
    There was no missing how beautiful she looked while completely absorbed in the fireworks. I had never seen her so still and peaceful outside of sleep. She was taking it all in like she never had before, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her. 
 
    Even if she was a pain in the neck, Maria was something else. She was capable of capturing my attention unlike anyone else. She had started to feel like something worth sacrificing everything for. 
 
    Shrouded in darkness between the bursts of fireworks, I couldn’t help but give in to that beating of longing within me, the very thing Maria started in me from the moment we spoke outside of the casino. 
 
    Without needing to think about it any longer, I held her chin in my hand and leaned forward until our lips melded together. It was slow enough to savor the taste of her, deepening as Maria melted into it. 
 
    With everyone distracted by the fireworks, I didn’t care if the kiss went against my usual stance. Even if they did see, it wasn’t my problem. 
 
    Instead, I kissed her as hard as I could, reveling at how she moaned against my mouth and pressed her perfect body into me. 
 
    The thin fabric keeping us apart became increasingly infuriating, and I wanted nothing more than to pull our bathing suits off. The feeling of her lips against mine sent desire scurrying up my spine, and I knew it couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    I needed to have her. 
 
    “I have half a mind to take you into one of the changing booths,” I said against her lips, ready to crumble from the sensation of her skin alone. 
 
    Maria took my bottom lip between her teeth and slid a hand down the front of my swim trunks. She palmed at my cock, which twitched again in response like it had a mind of its own. 
 
    At my growl, she giggled and moved closer until her lips were against my ear. 
 
    “I’d rather go home so we can be as loud as we want.” 
 
    Her tantalizing smile broke me, and I wasn’t stupid enough to deny her. It was what I had been starving for all evening, and there was no distracting myself from it any longer. 
 
    Before either of us could say anything else, I took her hand in mine and began for the shore, taking her along with me. 
 
    Maria laughed jovially at what we were about to do, and my heart swelled at the sound of it. 
 
    Part of me was worried for Maria. After hours of teasing me, she was about to face the full brunt of it, and I wasn’t in the mood to hold back. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 - Maria 
 
      
 
    The car was tense and silent on the way home, but we were both brimming with anticipation. The air around us was charged with hunger and undeniable desperation, and it was everything I had hoped for. 
 
    It seemed my efforts had paid off, and I was about to owe Violet money. 
 
    When we reached the house, Dimitri planted a heavy kiss on my lips and told me to head upstairs and rinse off. Wanting to get rid of the ocean smell, I did exactly that, sauntering up the stairs as Dimitri cursed under his breath. 
 
    Giggling about it to myself, giddiness surrounded me and made my chest feel lighter than it had in a while. I was looking forward to a worked-up Dimitri, wondering what was in store for me. 
 
    But the moment I stripped and stepped into the warm shower, my thoughts wandered to a place I didn’t like. The stream was pulling the salt away from my skin, and my change of heart hit me hard. 
 
    While running my hands through my hair, I considered how much time had passed since we were married. Since Dimitri touched me last. 
 
    It was a long time for anyone to go without having sex, and his lack of interest in me left a sour taste in my mouth. 
 
    Was he sleeping with women on the side already? Is that why he was always at his brothers’ clubs? 
 
    Each question hit me harder than the last, and the suspicion was heavy on my heart. 
 
    I watched as the water ran into the drain, second-guessing where Dimitri’s sudden interest was coming from. 
 
    The bathroom door creaked open, and Dimitri was just outside the shower when his dank trunks hit the floor in a heap. My stomach clenched and I suddenly forgot all about the heat between my legs. 
 
    When he pushed the curtain back and went to step in, I moved away from him, lips pressed in a tight line. 
 
    Dimitri hummed at the water’s warmth and reached out for me, but I swatted his hand away. 
 
    That lingering ache for him was still ever-present, yet the question of betrayal was too agonizing to ignore. 
 
    Dimitri furrowed his brows, confused by the sudden change. 
 
    “Maria,” he murmured, studying me in one sweep. 
 
    Time seemed to stand still as we stared at one another. The tension of my distrust and his desire mingled to forge a weird, stagnant air between us. 
 
    When Dimitri reached a hand toward me again, I flinched, anger flaring in my gaze. 
 
    “Have you had sex with anyone else?” I asked, voice wavering. 
 
    It was incredibly vulnerable to stand before him completely naked and put all my minimal trust on the table. Even asking the question seemed to suggest I cared about him and his loyalty, which made discomfort squirm beneath my skin. 
 
    Dimitri furrowed his brows. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb with me,” I snapped, feeling a swell of unexpected emotion behind my eyes. “I know how these things work, so tell me truthfully. Have you slept with anyone else since we were married?” 
 
    The question had surely caught him off-guard, sending his mind through a whirlwind of confusion. 
 
    But with a deep breath, Dimitri mumbled, “No.” 
 
    It wasn’t good enough of an answer for me. 
 
    Despite the deep longing I had to feel him, and to have him touch me in return, I couldn’t ignore how important it was for me to know just how committed he was. It was then that I realized I was in over my head. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” I muttered, having to raise my voice to be heard over the running shower. I was thankful that the heat in my face could be written off by the steam. “It would be way too easy for you to sneak away and get off on someone in one of your clubs for you to not take advantage of it.” 
 
    Dimitri narrowed his eyes at me. “You truly think that little of me?” 
 
    As he took a step closer, I took one back, watching as the hot water pelted his shoulder and ran down his abs. “What makes you an exception, then? I’ve heard countless stories of mob men cheating on their wives of convenience without thinking twice about it. What makes you so different from them?” 
 
    Many thoughts moved through Dimitri’s eyes, but there was no chance for me to try and decipher them. Instead, he towered over me and wore his sincerity in his features. 
 
    “I haven’t cheated on you, Maria,” he began, looking genuinely upset that I could accuse him of such a thing. As if it was completely unheard of. “Even if I might be a monster, I don’t agree with deceiving your partner. Regardless of the circumstances surrounding our marriage, I don’t plan to ever cheat on you.” 
 
    Those words made me stop at once to try and find any grain of deception in his tone. But as far as I could tell, Dimitri meant it. 
 
    The man who trapped me in a marriage pact had a moral compass after all. 
 
    The emotions swelled inside of me, and I pointed a half-hearted finger in his direction. “If you are lying to me, then I will never let you live it down.” 
 
    Dimitri scoffed, forcing me back against the shower wall with another step. He moved in closer, looking me in the eyes so deeply that my heart fluttered. 
 
    “I have no way of proving it to you, but you’re going to have to trust me,” he said, carefully stroking my cheek with his hand. 
 
    I didn’t flinch or pull away that time, not when I was jumping through mental hoops to catch him in a lie that didn’t seem tangible in the first place. Instead, I let the sensation course through me, reminding me of how badly I’d wanted him at the beach. 
 
    “I’ll admit, I didn’t want to commit myself to this, but knowing you were here, looking far better than any of the women at the clubs, I couldn’t bring myself to be with anyone else,” Dimitri said as he held my jaw in his hand and carefully rubbed his thumb back and forth across my skin. “Hate me all you’d like, Maria, but I haven’t deceived you.” 
 
    Looking into those deep, glimmering eyes, no part of me could think he meant otherwise. I had no doubt in my mind that he was telling the truth, and while it should’ve felt good to know, it only made things harder for me. 
 
    I was supposed to despise him like I once did. I was supposed to only act like his wife, not actually feel like it. But hearing him admit he had been faithful despite having no real reason to be made me crumble. 
 
    The defense I put up against him felt weaker with every passing second. 
 
    Trying to resist him was pointless, and I believe we both knew that. 
 
    Without the trust-breaking admission I had expected, I was left to feel surrounded by him and the suffocating want that stirred between us. 
 
    His opposite hand fell to my hip, and Dimitri’s lips were so close I could almost feel them. 
 
    His lips pulled upwards in a perceptive grin. “If I’m not mistaken, I’d say you really do care about our marriage, even if you didn’t want it.” 
 
    My insides pooled at his silken voice and I was nearly trembling from how close our mouths were without receiving the relief I wanted. 
 
    “Don’t be a prick,” I managed to mumble. 
 
    Dimitri chuckled at that and rubbed circles against my hip. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to pay my wife back for making me hard all evening.” 
 
    My stomach was awash with butterflies at that, not willing to stop him from doing exactly that. 
 
    Our lips clashed together as we gripped one another, unable to hold back any longer. The tension that had been like a bubble around us popped the moment we gave in. 
 
    Kissing him was enough to jog my memory of how badly I’d wanted him earlier, and that arousal seemed to come alive all over again. 
 
    Dimitri was hungry in how he kissed me, letting his hands roam and squeeze as he wished. His pent-up frustration was so clear that a part of me felt bad for teasing him. 
 
    But more so, I was glad, since that fluster was about to be put to good use. 
 
    The water pelted onto Dimitri’s back while he explored me, not concerned about it in the slightest. It dampened his hair and clung to his lashes, making them dark and heavy when he pulled back enough to let me see him before spinning me around. 
 
    Letting go of a breathless moan, he trailed a hand down my stomach while the other held the front of my neck to keep me in place. He pressed into my backside, allowing me to feel just how hard he was. 
 
    “You wanted to play games, but now it’s my turn,” Dimitri murmured, voice dripping with lust. 
 
    Swallowing hard against his palm, I sucked in a deep breath, certain it would be ripped from me just as fast. 
 
    His fingers brushed against my sex, so feather-light that I squirmed beneath his hold. But Dimitri kept me in place and traced slow, agonizing circles against my clit. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I sighed and let my head tip back against his shoulder. His hand dropped from my neck as he reached for my breast and squeezed it until he was satisfied. 
 
    He hummed into my ear, trailing his finger through my arousal. He chuckled then, teasing me with slow movements. “Already this wet? It seems your teasing wasn’t just bothering me.” 
 
    I wanted to say something snarky in return, but my breath hitched the moment he dipped a finger inside of me. At my moan, he did it again until he created a deliberate, languid pace. 
 
    Wanting more of him, I carefully rolled my hips to grind against his cock. Dimitri stifled a groan at that, then quickened the pace of his fingers. 
 
    I was a moaning mess when I couldn’t take it anymore. Tilting my head to the side until my lips were close to his ear, I whispered, “Take me now. Please.” 
 
    Dimitri growled at that, letting his thumb brush against my clit with three strokes, making my back arch. “Hands on the wall.” 
 
    Not willing to push his buttons anymore out of fear he might not give me what I wanted, I took a step forward and placed my hands against the tiles slick with water. Knowing what he wanted, I stuck my ass out for him, anticipating that specific pleasure only he could offer me. 
 
    I hated giving him that much credit, but he just knew what I wanted. Nobody had ever been able to bring me to orgasm quite as fast as him. 
 
    The feeling of his hands grabbing my hips made me shiver. I was so in need and wanted him more than anything. 
 
    When his cock rubbed against me, hitting my clit deliciously, my eyes rolled back. He did it again, slow and agonizing, but the pleasure was good enough to kill for. 
 
    “Please,” I whispered, dying to feel him inside me. “Just fuck me already.” 
 
    Dimitri seemed to perk up at that, and he wasted no time spreading my legs and lining himself up. 
 
    That initial stretch made me feel like I was about to faint. There wasn’t much resistance thanks to how worked up he’d made me, and he slipped right in. The angle was perfect as he drew his hips back and then filled me to the brim. 
 
    There was no stopping my moans, not while he was hitting every part of me so well. I used the wall for support, leaning into it more when those particularly good thrusts made my legs wobble. 
 
    Dimitri’s hold on me was tight and possessive as he rutted into me, leaving the occasional sloppy kiss against my neck. He tried to mute his moans and grunts, but even he couldn’t deny how amazing it felt. 
 
    With a rumble through his chest, Dimitri gripped my hips tighter and slammed into me, making my jaw go slack. His intense speed and depth had me grappling for the tiles, too weak to stand properly. 
 
    Sensing this, Dimitri pulled out and turned the water off before snatching me up in his arms and carrying me out of the shower. Not going far, he placed me gently on the soft bathmat and parted my legs. 
 
    His eyes were nearly black with lust as he leaned in and captured my lips in another searing kiss. He slid back inside me easily, forcing us both to moan into the embrace. 
 
    My head spun as Dimitri hammered into me, just as desperate for that release as I was. 
 
    The sensation was so intense that my vision started going dark, and I wrapped my legs around him. 
 
    We moved so perfectly together like our bodies had been molded from the same clay, and I focused on how tightly wound up I was. 
 
    Clenching around him, I made Dimitri curse against my mouth, zeroing in on his thrusts. 
 
    He bucked into me so skillfully that I was moments away from hitting that edge. The coil was tight and burning, and I couldn’t hold off. 
 
    I cried out as his lightning-fast hips pushed me into a leg-shaking orgasm. Bliss blanketed me with my release, and I sucked in several deep breaths as Dimitri kept up his pace. 
 
    As his thigh quivered and his hips rocked into me a few more times, Dimitri grunted and pulled out. He released onto my stomach while I caught my breath, going through his own intense high. 
 
    We were wet and clammy as Dimitri came back down, not bothering to move yet. 
 
    “I meant it,” Dimitri panted, bringing a hand up to cup my cheek. “I never cheated on you, and I never will.” 
 
    My heart swelled as I felt consumed by a pleasant haze, and the unexpected emotion made my nose tingle. “I believe you.” 
 
    My words made him smile lightly at me, and then he glanced down at the mess he made. 
 
    “It’s a good thing the shower isn’t far.” 
 
    Before I could say anything else, Dimitri stood and scooped me up, heading back into the shower to get cleaned up. 
 
    The warm water cascaded over us immediately, and I felt strangely at home in Dimitri’s arms while he cleaned me up. 
 
    The connection between us was something I never expected, but I didn’t want it to end. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    Getting out of bed in the morning had never been a difficult task when I was on my own, but over the passing weeks, Maria made it feel impossible. 
 
    She was still asleep in the master bed with me, tucked under the white sheets and comfortably resting against the pillows. 
 
    Warm sunlight pooled in the bedroom and cast its rays across the bed. It turned the room into something from a daydream, and I couldn’t get enough. 
 
    Maria didn’t need to try, and I was already unraveling for her, willing to do whatever it took to make sure she was safe. Even in her simplest state, naked and covered only by the sheets without any makeup on, she was beautiful. 
 
    She looked so peaceful as if she needed that sleep more than anything. She looked like there was no worry left in her mind. 
 
    I could understand why she savored her sleep so much ever since we hashed things out and I stopped resisting how much I wanted her. We were having sex nearly every night, and sometimes more than once. 
 
    Her body was too perfect to get out of my head, and her fiery nature in bed was everything I needed. 
 
    It was the most fulfilled I had felt in a long time, and it gave me a new perspective on what we were. 
 
    Even if she was supposed to be the subject of my torment, the two of us had begun to feel like an actual couple. We were dysfunctional at times, but it was enough. 
 
    It made me start to think our marriage pact wasn’t for nothing but my pride. 
 
    Unable to stop myself, I ran my fingers down her arm, across her waist, and down to her hips, only to move back in the other direction. I used the lightest touch I could manage, all while taking in that blissful face. 
 
    Thinking about how frequently I was able to explore all of her made me wonder what the odds were of getting another round in before I had to get up and deal with business. 
 
    Before long, the constant movement made her stir, and Maria slowly woke up. Her eyes fluttered open as she did a small stretch, and she cracked a smile at me. 
 
    As she pushed through her sleepy haze, she looked more at ease than I had seen her in a while, and something about it instilled a different kind of pride within me. 
 
    Ever since the Fourth of July, things felt more natural between us, and our bickering died down to almost nothing. Fortunately, I didn’t feel like the sole target of her disdain anymore. 
 
    I knew that I should still follow my plan and make sure that her associates couldn’t wreak any havoc, little by little, but I didn’t feel like embarrassing her. It seemed pointless, and the rare peace between us had been so good that I didn’t want to ruin it. 
 
    If my past self could see how different things were, he’d think it was impossible. 
 
    But so much had changed, and I didn’t want to be the brutal man Maria once accused me of being. 
 
    Hooking my arm around her waist, I tugged Maria closer to me until our foreheads were touching, and she stifled a giggle at the sudden movement. 
 
    “Good morning,” she hummed, taking in all of my features. 
 
    “Morning,” I returned, voice still groggy from sleep. With my palm against the small of her back, I slid it up and down, scratching lightly here and there. 
 
    Maria sighed and closed her eyes to soak it in, looking like a cat absorbing the sun on a windowsill. The sight of her stirred my slumbering desire. 
 
    Grabbing her hip, I moved against her to cause enough friction for us both. I swallowed back a groan and couldn't help myself from leaning in to kiss her. 
 
    “Already getting ideas?” she questioned in between kisses while I gave her ass an enthusiastic squeeze. 
 
    “It’s never too early,” I returned gently, catching her warm smile. My lips found the sensitive spot on her neck, and I peppered those kisses down to her collarbone. 
 
    All the while, Maria tipped her head to the side and carefully moaned her delight for me. 
 
    Trailing further until I reached the swell of her breast, my opposite hand dropped to her inner thigh. She tensed the moment I flicked her nipple with my tongue, only to sigh as the pleasure coursed through her. 
 
    The quiet hitch in her breath thanks to the rolling of my tongue got me every time. I was already hard and needed to feel her warmth surrounding me. 
 
    Hoping to tease her, I made the path of my touch from her thigh to where she wanted me as slow as possible. All the while, I paid attention to every sound she made, and every twitch of anticipation. 
 
    I was seconds away from giving her the slightest relief when the doorbell rang, and I paused. 
 
    The moment fizzled away, and I deflated immediately with a sigh. 
 
    Maria laughed at my dismay as I slowly got up and reached for the nearest pair of briefs, along with some joggers. 
 
    “Whoever it is owes me,” I mumbled, all while Maria couldn’t help herself from getting amusement out of my annoyance. 
 
    The bell rang again on my way down the stairs, and my patience was starting to wear thin. Urging my body to reel itself back in, I could only hope our uninvited guest wouldn’t notice. 
 
    Finally reaching the door with a huff, I pulled it open to find Violet standing there in a pair of cut-off shorts and a flannel tucked in the front with the sleeves rolled up. She pulled a smile for me. 
 
    Even if I was beyond angry for being interrupted, she was my brother’s wife, and I forced back that irritation. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Violet?” 
 
    With her hands clasped in front of herself, she gave me a sheepish look. “I hate to just drop in, but you weren’t answering Alexei’s texts.” 
 
    “For good reason,” I murmured, immediately wondering if that was too direct. “It’s a Saturday morning.” 
 
    “Which is the one day a week the farmer’s market is open,” she said, emphasizing her smile, and I knew a request was soon to follow. “I wanted to see if you and Maria would come with me for a little peruse.” 
 
    Feeling like I was about to deflate all over again, it took everything in me to not decline immediately. 
 
    “Where’s the kid?” 
 
    “Alexei’s taking care of Kira so I could have the chance to get away for the morning.” 
 
    How convenient. 
 
    As I hesitated on my reply, Violet scoffed. “It’ll only be a few hours, Dimitri. You can’t hog Maria for yourself every day.” 
 
    The thought of walking around the shopping district all morning under the beating sun didn’t exactly sound like the ideal way to spend my time—especially not when a glorious release had been moments away. 
 
    I wondered if I sent her away, maybe Maria would still be in the mood by the time I got back up there. 
 
    But my wife’s quiet footsteps behind me said very plainly that it was wishful thinking. 
 
    “Is that Violet?” 
 
    Before long, the door was opened further, and Maria stood next to me. She lit up at the sight of her. 
 
    “Just the woman I wanted to see,” Violet said, giving me a brief side-eye. 
 
    “What is Dimitri trying to avoid now?” Maria asked, clearly still amused by my disappointment. 
 
    Sighing, I knew it was a losing battle immediately. 
 
    “I wanted to see if you two would join me at the farmer’s market. It’s nothing crazy, but they have the best freshly squeezed lemonade there.” 
 
    The moment I saw the spark of consideration on Maria’s face, I knew it was over. My dreams of lounging around at home were shattering right in front of me. 
 
    “That sounds amazing,” Maria said at once, not questioning it for a moment. 
 
    Ever since she got here, Maria wanted out of the house any chance she could get, and I couldn’t blame her. I felt a vague stab of guilt in my stomach, aware that I was the cause of that. 
 
    But even if things between us were going well, I still couldn’t risk Maria going out on her own and potentially seeing her old associates. I wasn’t sure what kind of disaster that would create. 
 
    I may not have had her locked away in the same sense as before, but I had to keep her from being tempted by whatever they had promised her. It felt like a shame to risk what we’d started to grow between us. 
 
    Maria still hadn’t given me much information on that family, and I hadn’t asked. I couldn’t ruin a good thing, even if it went against my original plans. 
 
    “Count us in,” Maria said, exchanging a knowing glance with me. “Come in and give us just a minute to get ready.” 
 
    This delighted Violet, who walked in behind us and closed the door. She took up a place on the couch and scrolled through her phone while the two of us disappeared upstairs and got dressed. Maria was certainly more enthusiastic about it than I was. 
 
    Regardless of how I felt about it, I found myself walking through the market grounds, a good several steps behind the girls. They were busy chatting together, laughing occasionally, and pointing at things they wanted to check out. 
 
    I didn’t really want to be there as we navigated through the crowd of people, especially since I was on bag duty. I never signed up for it, yet I ended up being the walking holder of all the trinkets and fresh produce they wanted. 
 
    It especially wasn’t the morning I had envisioned for us, but I couldn’t be entirely mad about it, or annoyed with Violet for suggesting it. 
 
    The two of them sipped their lemonades and talked, and Maria was in high spirits the entire time. While it had initially felt like an inconvenience, the more I watched her have fun bonding with Violet, I knew it had been the right call. 
 
    Drinking from my lemonade while I followed them, I couldn’t help but feel like a third wheel. I tried to ignore the uncharacteristic reaction to her spending time with her friend and sister-in-law. She was my wife, yet I felt more like a chauffeur. 
 
    As much as I wanted to complain, it looked like some much-needed girl time was unfolding, and I wouldn’t be the asshole who wanted to break that up. Even if I didn’t want to admit it, I was proud of her for this, for not resisting change or those around her. 
 
    At that moment, with the drink in her hand and the cool smile on her lips while Violet shared something with her, she didn’t seem so different from the other wives after all. I thought she looked like a natural. 
 
    I knew Maria would’ve punched me if I ever tried to tell her that when our situation first began. But at that moment, I knew she’d take it as a compliment. 
 
    After about an hour, Violet was busy talking with a vendor about jewelry while Maria looked at some of their items outside the stand. I took that as my opportunity. 
 
    Sweeping over to her, I slipped my free arm around her waist and pulled her closer until we were just out of sight. 
 
    She looked surprised at first but melted back into my touch and smiled. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten all about me,” I murmured. 
 
    Maria gave me an amused look. “How could I forget about the man carrying my mangoes and dragon fruit?” 
 
    Scoffing at her, I watched while she sipped from her lemonade and cocked a brow at me. My feigned hurt made her laugh. 
 
    It was the sweetest sound, and I didn’t hesitate to bring my face closer to hers. I caught her harsh swallow, glad to know I could still make her nervous with our proximity. 
 
    “As much as I love being your human mule, there’s somewhere else I wouldn’t mind being,” I suggested, tracing small shapes against her skin. “Somewhere with a big bed, a shower at our disposal, and all the take-out you could ever want. Not to mention privacy.” 
 
    Maria seemed drawn to me with her equally flirty smile, tempting me with her lips. “Is that so?” 
 
    “And I know someone who didn’t get the attention she needed this morning.” 
 
    “I have the feeling you’re projecting,” she murmured with a twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    Her voice was enough to shake my self-restraint, and my mind raced with many thoughts, wondering where I might be able to sneak her away for a moment alone. 
 
    Maria was so close that kissing her wouldn’t take much effort at all, but the tension between us was so thick, I found myself enjoying how tantalizing it was. I wanted her to come to me and cut the space between us. 
 
    But as I waited with bated breath, moments away from receiving my reward for going along with their girl’s day, Maria snickered and pulled away. 
 
    She was too good at getting under my skin, and she enjoyed every second of it. 
 
    “You’re a tease,” I grumbled, watching as she shrugged and sipped her lemonade before rejoining Violet. There was no getting that enticing smile out of my head. 
 
    My defenses were betraying me day by day, and Maria was to blame for it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 - Maria 
 
      
 
    I had never been to a farmer’s market before, but it was fun with Violet by my side, and with Dimitri trailing us with all his reluctance. It was much different than how I used to spend my weekends, but there was something charming about it. 
 
    When Dimitri was out of earshot, Violet slipped her arm around mine and leaned in while she spoke. “How are things going between you and Dimitri? I couldn’t help but feel like I interrupted something earlier.” 
 
    There was no escaping her knowing grin, and there was no point in lying. Especially when it had been so long since I’d had the girl-talk sessions I used to enjoy so much. 
 
    The mix-matched feelings I’d had for the last few weeks moved to the forefront of my mind, and I didn’t need to think on it long. 
 
    “Ever since the Fourth of July, things have been better. Incredible, actually. Things had been cut and dry between us, but now I don’t know how I should feel.” 
 
    Violet looked both intrigued and empathetic. “What do you mean?” 
 
    I took a deep breath to gather my thoughts. “It wasn’t much of a secret that I didn’t want the marriage pact, but now that he’s been different and not avoiding me, my stance has changed. We’ve been like a real couple, and that was something I never thought I’d say.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a good thing?” she asked, seeming a bit lost while she kept her voice low. 
 
    “It is, and it should be, but I’m conflicted after everything that happened with my family. I feel like a traitor for giving in to him, and for enjoying the last few weeks,” I admitted, careful to not let Dimitri hear. “He and his brothers shook my whole world, and I can just hear what my dad would say if he knew.” 
 
    Violet mulled over this in silence for a moment, then put her hands in her back pockets and shrugged. “You don’t need to feel guilty for it. Sure, you should have an honest talk with him about what happened and how it has changed you, but if you’re happy, that’s what matters. If you see him differently now, then that should be the focus. That and how strangely compatible you two are.” 
 
    The latter statement made me stifle a laugh, aware of how interesting our conflicting personalities seemed to mesh. 
 
    “You don’t need to carry on your family’s resentment of the Levovs. I don’t see anything good coming from it, and it would be a waste of energy since you’re already married,” Violet continued, sounding a lot wiser than I once gave her credit for. 
 
    Nodding, I wanted to believe her, but that lingering doubt was too heavy for me to ignore. It made me wonder if my dad was around in spirit and if he’d hate who I’ve become. 
 
    Before anything about marriage pacts or complicated feelings, I had a plan and a desire to see the Levovs fall. I’d cared more about that than continuing my father’s legacy as it was. 
 
    But ever since Dimitri and I found a common ground and accepted our mutual attraction, that all seemed to fall apart. I didn’t know what to make of it, and it seemed to muddy the path ahead. 
 
    That old allegiance I had for my family still existed within me, yet the thought of putting all my energy into ruining Dimitri and his brothers had lost its appeal. That shift in my feelings was hard to swallow, and the divide between Esposito and Levov in my identity was something I had never dealt with before. 
 
    Rounding a bend in the path, we passed by a vendor selling their original art. Many of the pieces were still-lifes of New York with futuristic approaches. Scanning them absently, I couldn’t help but think about the days I used to spend in the passenger seat of Marco’s car while he sped through the city with the top down. 
 
    Even if Marco had slowly become someone else before he died, he had been a good kid and a good sibling. He was my brother regardless of his choices, and it was difficult to accept that I was a part of the family that killed him before he could make things right. 
 
    At the same time, I hadn’t been there when it happened. I was staying at a friend’s house and had no idea what happened until Dad’s men came. They cleaned the mess up before I could even get back home. It was for the best, yet I hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that it was somehow my fault for not being there. I missed the opportunity to beg for their lives. 
 
    However, Violet had been there. She was taken by my brother, and she lived through the horrors of what happened. I couldn’t disregard her story just because it was my family that ended up dead. She was a good person, and she never deserved to feel any of that fear. 
 
    Violet leaned in to get a closer look at a painting of a beach scene that closely resembled the place where we celebrated the Fourth of July. She pointed at it with the beginnings of a smug look on her face. “I like this one. Maybe you could hang it in your bedroom like a trophy.” 
 
    Understanding her completely, I shrugged her off with a laugh and kept moving. 
 
    Several pops echoed around us and immediately pulled me out of the light-hearted mood. Standing in place with confused looks, the three of us glanced around as more of those sounds rang out. It was almost how the fireworks sounded when they went off at the beach. 
 
    The moment someone screamed nearby, we all knew at once. That recognition snapped into place, and then I saw them. 
 
    Other shoppers and vendors went running, screaming, and wailing as gunshots popped throughout the market. It was a mess of sounds and confusion, but it all became very clear as several men moved in holding assault rifles. They squeezed their triggers, sending out multiple rounds in a short period. 
 
    They stalked in like reapers, stealing the air from my lungs immediately. 
 
    Instinctually, Dimitri dropped our bags and grabbed us both, pulling us behind a table. 
 
    “Stay down!” he demanded of us, flipping the table over to give us cover. 
 
    It wasn’t hard for Violet and myself to obey his commands with the paralyzing fear running through us both. 
 
    Dimitri’s gun was drawn and aimed over the side of the table, waiting silently as the men walked through. 
 
    Leaning into Violet as my heart raced, unwavering dread sat heavily in my chest. I heaved in deep breaths as the adrenaline pumped through me, and I couldn’t keep a coherent thought other than my keen awareness of who they were. 
 
    Dressed in their black jackets despite it behind a warm day, paired with matching masks over their mouths, I knew they were Nera’s. Glancing over the table at them, I saw that one of them wore a pin that caught the sunlight and threw it in our direction. The same one they used to signify whose men they were. 
 
    Violet and I shrieked as the bullets drew closer, sweeping across the ground and ringing against the various objects they hit instead. Civilians continued to run, and I started to wonder if that was it for us. If my time was over, and if I’d be taken down by the Riccis. 
 
    The very people who were supposed to help me. To free me from the man I once hated. 
 
    But he was protecting us, body rigid as he aimed, firing at a few men who got too close. To our luck, there was enough chaos to not give away our location. 
 
    “What do we do?” Violet asked, voice wavering with fear. She kept her head down and never attempted to look over the table. 
 
    “We stay put,” Dimitri said under his breath, firing off a few more shots. “If we run, we get shot. I won’t let anything happen to either of you.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I said to Violet as I gave her a squeeze from where our arms were linked, pressed together as if we meant to siphon bravery from each other. She sniffled and nodded. 
 
    The volley of gunfire grated against my skull, sounding like a countdown to when we would inevitably be struck. Closing my eyes, I tried to focus on only the sound of Dimitri’s pistol firing like it was a lighthouse I needed to guide me. I envisioned his shots striking down the assailants who would start to suspect we were hiding. 
 
    The whine of sirens called out through the confusion, and the men scattered. 
 
    At once, they ran toward a fleet of SUVs waiting for them, all trying to keep from being seen by the cops. That was the last thing any of them needed since Nera and her father didn’t have the same reach that the Levovs did. They wouldn’t be able to pay their way out of doing time when the Levov money was there first. 
 
    At the squeal of their tires, Dimitri glanced over the table, then concealed his pistol and got to his feet. 
 
    Vibrating with adrenaline and purpose, Dimitri held his hands out for us. “Come on, we need to go. They can’t know we were here either.” 
 
    Gladly leaving our hiding spot the moment we knew the coast was clear, Violet and I took his offered hands and hurried behind him. 
 
    Fortunately, we weren’t too far from the street we parked on, and we ran just like the other civilians had. 
 
    By the time we piled into the car and Dimitri pulled back onto the highway, the market was surrounded by police surveying the damage. 
 
    Violet was silent from her place in the backseat, eyes wide with shock and the remaining fear. None of us said a word until we’d had the chance to breathe again. 
 
    We had come so close to being shot more than a few times. While it seemed like the gunmen missed more than they hit, I had no doubt it would still have been a devastating blow. 
 
    I was nearly taken out by the Ricci men, even if I had the feeling that the ambush was meant for Dimitri. 
 
    My hands trembled from where I kept them in my lap, unable to hear anything but the echo of gunfire. 
 
    After he collected himself, Dimitri looked in my direction with a hard expression. He looked rugged and disheveled from fighting back, knuckles nearly white as he gripped the steering wheel. 
 
    “What the hell is the name of that family?” he asked, drawing out his hoarse words. 
 
    Swallowing back the dryness in my throat, I found myself stuck between two worlds all over again. There was the one where I hated Dimitri and his family, and the one where I cared about him. I suddenly realized that I couldn’t have both. 
 
    When I didn’t say anything, Dimitri huffed. “I know you feel like you owe them something, or that you need to cover for them, but they were shooting at you too.” 
 
    “We…we don’t know that for sure,” I managed to say, more for the sake of forming a response than because I actually believed it. 
 
    “Except we do. They didn’t care who they hit, so long as they had the chance to ruin me and my family,” Dimitri said, tone terse. Visible stress came through his features as he drove us. “No matter what you think you are to them, they don’t care about you. You’re only a means of financing their jobs.” 
 
    His words rattled me down to my core, and I could do nothing but sit there. Confliction clung to me like it was wrapped around my neck, and I couldn’t get a real breath. 
 
    Dimitri wasn’t wrong, even if part of me wanted to convince myself they were there to get me away from him. 
 
    They were shooting wherever they felt like, and there were copious opportunities for those bullets to have hit me too. It would’ve only taken one bullet with the right placement to end my life, and I easily could’ve been caught in the crossfire. 
 
    Squeezing my eyes closed, I knew I needed to choose. I couldn’t be the old Maria who hated Dimitri, the one that clung to her father’s name, not while also being Maria Levov. They weren’t compatible, and that decision needed to be made sooner rather than later. 
 
    Letting go of a deep breath, I pulled myself together and made my choice. 
 
    “They are the Riccis,” I began, knowing I was finally giving up the last upper hand I had over Dimitri. My original plan had officially expired. “My friend Nera’s dad is the head. When I was still angry with you and your brothers, she came to me about bringing our sides together to take down a common enemy. I was indeed funding them while they handled the rest—until they were cut off once my assets were transferred. They found a rat in your forces who gave up your biggest trading route and your distributor. The plan was to hijack your trades one by one until your grip on the city was snuffed out, and then they would be ready to assume that position.” 
 
    The car was painfully quiet while Dimitri thought on this information, brows furrowed. When he turned to look at me, I saw everything that moved through his eyes. 
 
    There was anger, concern, and what I could only assume was regret. Like he wanted to apologize for giving me a reason to hate them in the first place, but he didn’t know how to put it into words. 
 
    We never truly talked about what happened, or how his family’s undoing of my own had affected me. I had the feeling Violet was right, and that conversation needed to be had. 
 
    It would have to wait, however. 
 
    Dimitri clenched his jaw and forced out a breath. “We need to intercept the Riccis before they follow through with their plans, and we need to do it soon. They’re getting too bold. But first, we’re heading to the casino. Alexei is out of his mind right now.” 
 
    Looking between the road and me, he held that eye contact long enough to let me know my cooperation had been important to him. 
 
    “Maria, thank you. I mean it.” 
 
    Giving him a nod, I was still a conflicted mess on the inside, even if my chest felt lighter for giving the Riccis up. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    The moment we pulled up to the casino, Alexei was already out front with his features pinched in concern. Once Violet got out and ran to him, he pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her in a tight embrace. He let go of a relieved breath as Violet muffled her quiet cries into his chest. 
 
    He soothed her as best as he could, and as me and Maria stepped out, he gave me a nod of respect. “Thanks for keeping her safe. I’m glad you were there.” 
 
    For the first time all day, I was glad too. 
 
    “Of course. You would do the same,” I returned gently, aware of how terrified he had been the moment I got the word out to him. 
 
    “You’re absolutely right. Thank you.” 
 
    As the two of them reunited with bleary eyes, I glanced at Maria to see her more shaken up than she had been in a while. It almost looked like she was fighting something internally, and I wished I had access to her thoughts. 
 
    Putting a hand against the small of her back, I gestured in the direction of the casino. “Let’s head in.” 
 
    She managed a weak nod, still looking distracted. Still, she went with me inside, and we walked through the main floor like we didn’t just wrap up a shoot-out at the farmer’s market. 
 
    Something in me wanted to do more for her. To offer her my support and ease her worries like Alexei had for Violet. But I didn’t want to overstep, not when she seemed consumed by her unknown thoughts. 
 
    While we walked by the regulars already busy at work draining their bank accounts, the rattle of coins being dumped made Maria jump, along with the many loud sounds that came from the slot machines. She was still on edge, and I couldn’t blame her. 
 
    When we reached the conference room overlooking the casino floor, Andrei and Isidor were sat around the table already planning. Yaro was standing off to the side but straightened his back the moment he saw me. 
 
    Before I even had the chance to sit, I got started. 
 
    “We need to buff up security again. Make sure there are at least two guards with anyone when they leave the house. Everyone needs to keep an eye out for any associates of the Riccis,” I instructed Yaro, to which he nodded. Catching the exhaustion on Maria’s face made my irritation spike, hating how the ambush wore her out. “And where the hell is your brother? He should be sitting in on this. And I’m pulling him from his task since we have their name now.” 
 
    “Vik’s on the way, sir,” Yaro began with his arms behind his back. “We managed to find the rat who was feeding the Riccis information, and he’s been on watch.” 
 
    Another burst of good information. It helped satiate my need to see progress in stopping them, and it pleased me to hear it. “Good. Have the rat taken care of, and take Vik with you. He needs to see the grittier side of things. I’ll contact you if I need anything.” 
 
    “Right away,” Yaro said with a nod. Then, he turned and headed for the door. 
 
    The moment he left, I gently ushered Maria toward one of the chairs around the table. Wearily, she sat and leaned against the backrest. 
 
    When I took my seat, Andrei and Isidor were both watching me with anticipation. 
 
    “We’re all glad you made it back safe. Your quick thinking saved your skin,” Andrei said, wearing his usual expression when business had turned serious. Real threats were on the table and we needed to get to the bottom of them. “Run us through what happened.” 
 
    Running a hand over my mouth, I collected myself and easily recalled everything as it sat fresh in my mind, sharing from start to finish with them. 
 
    As I spoke, Isidor stood and grabbed two bottles of water, which he placed in front of us. Maria thanked him quietly, then brought the bottle to her lips with a slight tremor in her hand. 
 
    It made the rage I had for the Riccis flare beneath my skin. 
 
    Once I finished, Andrei gave me a careful nod as he considered the situation. “And what do you know about the Riccis then?” 
 
    “They got to Maria when she was at her most vulnerable, and they proposed a partnership, making her their benefactor. With that money, they arranged their hits and planned to take us out. I’m thinking they tried to take care of me today in retaliation for cutting off their funds. I’m assuming the well went dry and they were left to fend for themselves without Maria’s assets to back them. Now, they’re after our trades, and they won’t stop until we’re broke.” 
 
    Concern moved across Andrei’s face, despite how he maintained his composure. “That’s assuming they know our distributors.” 
 
    “They do,” Maria said, catching me by surprise with her input. She glanced at me, then continued. “They gave me information about your biggest supplier to use against Dimitri the night we played poker. It was supposed to be my upper hand.” 
 
    Andrei nodded absently, letting me know the gears were turning quickly in his head. 
 
    Hearing Maria corroborate the information instilled a new sense of pride within me, and I was glad to hear it. 
 
    I needed the Riccis to no longer be a threat to us should they be stronger than we anticipated, and having Maria on our side was the confirmation that there was a need to be concerned. Even if she had worked with them, and the possibility of her rejoining them sat heavily in my mind. 
 
    There was nothing I could do but trust her. If we were going to take care of it, then we needed to move as fast as possible. 
 
    After going back and forth with more questions, Andrei put his hands together and sighed. “Alright then. What’s our next move?” 
 
    Isidor sat straighter in his chair than he normally did, also invested in what was unfolding. While he didn’t normally partake in the gritty aspects of the business, he was still one of us, and he needed to be informed all the same. 
 
    Stroking my chin absently, I considered our options. We didn’t have many, not with the little information we had. While we had Maria to give us potential safe houses, launching a hit could be a waste of time, energy, and manpower. There was a high chance it would result in more casualties than we were willing to deal with. 
 
    The Riccis already had their sights set on us, which meant they were feeling alert and potentially paranoid about us retaliating. We needed to play it cool and somehow get an element of surprise on our side. 
 
    As Maria sat there, seemingly going in and out of paying attention, it clicked. 
 
    She was the key. 
 
    “What if we use Maria as bait to lure out the daughter?” I suggested, looking between my brothers, who all gave me doubtful expressions. “She can act like their alliance is still intact, and claim that I was the one keeping her from following through with it. But since she has gained my trust, she’s been granted enough freedom to slip away without being seen. Maybe then we can arrange a fake meeting and disarm the Riccis.” 
 
    They all thought about it, still clearly struggling with the idea. 
 
    Checking Maria’s expression felt like a mistake the moment I saw how blindsided she looked. I felt awful for even suggesting it, but our choices felt limited. 
 
    “If we can quell them sooner rather than later, then we can put an end to these sudden attacks. Nobody else would need to get hurt by their hands,” I added, hoping not only to convince them that it would work but myself as well. 
 
    Confliction ran through Maria’s gaze when she met mine, yet she didn’t object either. It made me wonder if she was considering it, and who she was considering it for. 
 
    “You’ll be putting her right in the middle of it,” Andrei warned, seemingly to remind me that it wasn’t an easy decision to make. “That’s a big risk to take.” 
 
    Isidor let go of a bitter chuckle. “You know, the rest of us had to fight to get our wives back at one point. I’m not sure how smart it would be to essentially hand her over.” 
 
    While that worry did scratch at my mind, I had to push it away. I couldn’t let it stop us from following through with what might be our best chance at taking the Riccis down. 
 
    “They won’t have the chance to take her, not while we’re hiding out nearby. She would only need to get a hold of Nera and lure her somewhere public to convince her the deal is still on. Then, once a meeting time is arranged, we hit them instead.” 
 
    Andrei ran a hand over his face with a deep breath, and he absently tapped his fingers against the glass tabletop. “Maria’s friendship with Nera would give us something to work with…yet I can’t help but consider all the ways it could go wrong, Dimitri. This isn’t the same as sending our men out there to fight for us.” 
 
    “I know that, and I’m not making this suggestion lightly,” I murmured, trying to ignore the part of me that didn’t want us to go through with it. 
 
    I never had anyone outside of my brothers to worry about, but Maria felt like a different situation entirely. I had no doubt in my mind that I would rampage if anything happened to her, even if I had once claimed to not care about her. 
 
    Looking conflicted by the choices in front of us, Andrei sighed and looked at Maria. “Are you alright with this? You don’t need to do anything if you aren’t comfortable with it.” 
 
    More confliction moved through Maria’s face then, and while something in me wanted her to refuse, the resolve that washed over her gave me a sense of pride. She collected herself with a small exhale. 
 
    “I worked with the Riccis, and I was on their side before. It’s partially my fault that I gave them more manpower and finances, and I believe my deserters went to join them. They were familiar with them, and since they refused to follow you, it only makes sense. It’s the least I can do to help make it right,” she replied, glancing between the three of us somewhat nervously. 
 
    She wasn’t normally one to be nervous, and that was a tell-tale sign that she knew the circumstances were turning dire. 
 
    Andrei and Isidor exchanged apprehensive looks before returning their attention to me. 
 
    “I don’t like launching missions without having more to work with, but this will have to do in the meantime,” Andrei started, using his authoritative tone. “If everyone is in agreeance, then we will move forward with it.” 
 
    Everyone around the table nodded, and it was decided. 
 
    “We will need Maria to get into contact with Nera to lure her out. In the meantime, I’ll brief Yaro on the plan and have our men ready on standby,” I informed him, which Andrei didn’t reject. 
 
    Instead, he turned to Maria again with a thoughtful look. “This is dangerous work, Maria. I can’t guarantee this will go without a hitch.” 
 
    Solemnly, Maria nodded once. “I know that. I already dipped my toes in this world before everything, and I know what the Riccis are capable of.” Her eyes fell on me, and something glimmered within them. “But it’s worth the risk.” 
 
    Every ounce of guilt I had hit me tenfold, yet at the same moment, the surprising adoration within my chest warmed me. 
 
    Maria was willing to put herself in harm’s way to make up for her hand in giving the Riccis more power, even if she once hated me. It was a big sacrifice to make, and I wouldn’t forget it. 
 
    I had the feeling I’d made the right choice when marrying her after all. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 - Maria 
 
      
 
    My heart raced, and it made me wonder how I ever thought I’d be able to continue my father’s business. 
 
    The park bench felt hard beneath me, and my leg bounced uncomfortably for most of the time I waited. 
 
    Dimitri had given me my phone back at the house before we set out, and it was strange to have it again. Nothing was any different about it since the last time I used it several weeks prior and selecting Nera’s contact felt wrong. 
 
    She had been my friend since we were little girls, and she was there for me when I needed it the most. But I’d been at odds with her cause ever since I started to fall for Dimitri. It was hard for me to see a world where I could have both of them in my life. 
 
    Typing out that text felt like giving up on us as friends. I was about to use her to get to her family, all so that the brothers I used to despise could stop them from causing more harm. 
 
    Even if it hurt, taking one look at Dimitri was all the confirmation I needed that I was making the right choice. 
 
    I had to say goodbye to Maria Esposito. She couldn’t live while Maria Levov needed to grow and make things better. I needed to step away from my grief and move on to find my own happiness. Carrying that burden of wanting revenge against the Levovs made me feel no better than Marco. 
 
    Not long after I sent that text, Nera suggested a wooded park not far from the cemetery I used to frequent before I married Dimitri. With Dimitri’s approval, I confirmed, and our meeting had been set. 
 
    Sitting there in the early evening while I waited for her, the park wasn’t as crowded as I had hoped it would be. Most families were long gone, likely at home having dinner. The temperature had dropped somewhat, and I was glad for the light jacket I brought. 
 
    Eventually, a black SUV pulled up not far from my bench, and Nera stepped out from the back seat. Luckily, nobody came out of the vehicle with her. 
 
    As she approached in dark jeans and a black tank top, lighting up a cigarette on the way over, my skin went cold. I silently hoped there was nothing wrong with my concealed wire, and that she wouldn’t figure out that I was tapped. 
 
    I fought the urge to glance over to where Dimitri and Alexei were waiting in an unmarked car some distance behind me. I didn’t want to accidentally give them away. 
 
    Nera walked over casually, with her usual cool air. Like she wasn’t bothered by anything at all. 
 
    When she was close enough, her lips cracked only the smallest smile. “Long time no see. Did the wolf pity you and let you come out to play?” 
 
    Swallowing back the bile that crept up my throat, I feigned being casual. “I managed to convince him to loosen up on the reins. He’s starting to trust me, which will help us.” 
 
    Nera’s dark eyes studied me while she huffed on her cigarette, then took a seat next to me. “How has confinement with the Levovs been then? I heard Dimitri snared you in a marriage pact.” 
 
    Every inch of my body felt like it was ringing. I had to be careful, as each word carried enough weight to potentially bring the whole plan crashing down. I couldn’t let my real feelings get in the way, not when I needed to convince Nera I was still on board with her. 
 
    I nodded and tried to tap into those early days I spent with Dimitri, even if it still hurt to think about. “I lost to him, and he wouldn’t let me go until everything was finalized. He trapped me like a bird in a cage, and I was so mad, Nera. I was waiting for you to come get me.” 
 
    A flicker of regret moved through her eyes, and Nera nodded absently. “I tried to get you back, hon. But their men nearly drove ours off the highway. I couldn’t reach you after he took you.” 
 
    So, she hadn’t been in the car that chased us. 
 
    “Dimitri had my phone, but I managed to find it earlier. I needed to see you again,” I lied, wondering how everything sounded on the other end of the wire. 
 
    “I suspected as much,” she said, flicking the ashes from her cigarette. Smoke swirled around us. “Did they manage to get under your skin and change your mind, or are you still interested in getting revenge?” 
 
    A black and white question, and one I needed to navigate carefully. 
 
    “I had no idea the money would be cut off once the marriage was finalized and everything was transferred. I wanted to help from the inside, but without anything to call you with, it was pointless. It took weeks to get him to trust me enough to let me go without asking questions. But that’s why I’m here with you now—to work out a new plan.” 
 
    The thought of lying to Nera, someone I considered a close friend, left a sour taste in my mouth. It was hard to even get the words out. To make matters worse, I could just picture Dimitri on the receiving end of the audio feed, hearing everything I was saying. I didn’t want him to doubt me either, and wonder if I truly meant it all. 
 
    The lines were blurring in my mind, and it became harder to remember what I needed and couldn’t say. Either way, it made me feel like I was deceiving everyone I knew. 
 
    My heart ached as I continued. “But I think we should do things differently…the Levovs have ruled New York for too long, and I believe they shouldn’t get to keep that grip. But I don’t see why they should die.” 
 
    As Nera’s brows furrowed in question, my heart pounded. Scrambling, I added, “It’s just that I’ve lived with them, and they’re just people. They’ve done some awful things, but that doesn’t mean they need to be killed. We could take them to the police—” 
 
    Nera scoffed before I could finish, pausing from smoking to throw me a look of disbelief. “Maria, they took your family from you. They ruined everything, and they got off scot-free—nobody even retaliated for your family’s sake. While you buried your brother and father, they walked. And you’re telling me you don’t think they deserve to pay for it with their own lives? You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I know, and I want them to pay. I’m just tired of bloodshed. Wouldn’t it be enough to watch them scramble after their empire collapses?” I proposed, grappling for anything that might convince her I was still on her side. 
 
    Nera shook her head and looked at me like I’d admitted to doing something horrible to her. “This is not something we can half-ass, Maria. If we cut off one head, two more will take its place—that’s how the Levovs work. To bring them down, we can’t show them mercy. Especially not when they never offered anyone else that courtesy.” 
 
    Struggling to keep up while fighting with my conflicting feelings, I went to speak, but I couldn’t. I had nothing. 
 
    I was afraid, and I could feel Nera pulling away from me. She was suspicious. She had to be. 
 
    “Listen, I’m sure you’ve caught some sort of Stockholm syndrome from being trapped in his house, but we can’t back down now, not after everything we’ve already committed to this,” Nera began, dropping her cigarette to the ground. She snuffed it out with the toe of her boot. “To be frank, you need to pick what you want. You can either be loyal to him, or to me. Not both. Let me know now before I end up looking like a fool.” 
 
    A chill moved down my spine, feeling iced by her tone. 
 
    “Nera, I already told you—” 
 
    “No,” she snapped, eyes hardening. “It’s not good enough. They are cold-blooded killers, and Dimitri trapped you in a marriage pact for Christ’s sake. I don’t think you could even conceptualize his kill count by now. Is that really a man who deserves to live, Maria?” 
 
    The emotions swelled up within me. I was pinned to the spot by her venomous rage, despite wanting to run. But I couldn’t, not when I needed her to agree to see me again. 
 
    I was losing my grip on what needed to be done, and I couldn’t help but backtrack. She needed to trust me again. 
 
    “Fine,” I started, trying my hardest to reel myself back in. I couldn’t break, not in front of her. “When can you meet again? We need to discuss the details.” 
 
    The moment the words came out, I hated how none of them sounded convincing. Like a fish out of water, I was running out of time, and fumbling the plan the Levovs laid out for me. 
 
    I suddenly knew that no matter what I said, it wouldn’t be enough to take back. 
 
    As if she had all the answers she needed, Nera shook her head and sighed. Her hands were tucked in her jacket pockets. 
 
    I had lied to her more than once, and I couldn’t ignore the feeling that she knew. Whether she knew the extent of it or not, it was like she could smell it on me. 
 
    The remorse was eating me alive. I felt terrible, but I didn’t want Dimitri to be taken away from me. If the Riccis were as good as they let on, and somehow managed to take the Levovs down, I would truly have nothing left. 
 
    I couldn’t stand the thought of losing the man I’d managed to find feelings for, even if it meant going against my friend. Even if it made me the worst person in all of New York. 
 
    Nera looked off into the distance and nodded absently like she needed to contemplate her next move. 
 
    “You love Dimitri, and you don’t want him killed. I get it,” Nera began, not looking at me all the while. “But sometimes we have to make decisions that are bigger than ourselves.” 
 
    Confusion stitched into my features as Nera turned to face me with sadness in her eyes. 
 
    “I need you to believe me when I say I’m sorry for what I have to do. I can’t abandon my family and what’s best for us.” 
 
    No. No. 
 
    I lost her. I fucked up the plan, I couldn’t even— 
 
    In a flash, something was pulled out of her pocket, and Nera pressed it against my face. 
 
    As I registered that it was a cloth, everything shifted around me far too fast to keep up with. I struggled beneath her as the color around us bled into greyscale, but there was no fighting the immediate exhaustion. 
 
    My eyes closed, and nothing else existed beyond that point. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    Everything in me froze as Maria slumped in Nera’s arms. 
 
    Springing into action, she stood and held onto my wife as men from the black SUV came out to help. 
 
    A frigid hand seemed to grip my neck. She pulled a fast one on her. She knocked her out. Nera wanted to take Maria for herself. 
 
    Immediately a rush of anger crashed into my system, and I went to slam my foot on the gas pedal just as Alexei’s voice shattered my train of thought. 
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
    Snapping back into focus, headlights shone through our windshield as a blacked-out car sped straight toward us. It drove through the grass, tearing it up carelessly as the driver held the gas pedal down. 
 
    The vehicle roared through its feverish charge, and I had no choice but to move. 
 
    Slamming us into reverse, I hauled out of our spot and veered to the right, just as the vehicle drove by and kept going. 
 
    “What the hell?” Alexei groaned. 
 
    Checking my mirrors, I spotted more vehicles as they poured in all around us, effectively blocking me from leaving. And from being able to grab Maria. 
 
    It was a setup. A trap. 
 
    The sound of engines flaring around us as they intercepted made my ears ring, and a flash of panic coursed through me. 
 
    They had her. They were pulling her into the SUV but I couldn’t see with the flurry of action around us. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I tried to hold on. I couldn’t give up, not when they had her. 
 
    “What now?” my brother asked, glancing around at the SUVs with a fear I hadn’t seen in his eyes before. 
 
    Not only did I trap myself, but Maria and Alexei too. I was responsible for their lives, and I had practically dangled them in front of the Riccis. 
 
    Several rounds of gunfire went off, all skipping off the armor of our car. There wasn’t enough time to feel relieved by it. 
 
    I had to act. 
 
    “You shoot at the bastards, and I’ll get us out of here,” I barked at him, putting us back into drive. 
 
    Without needing to be told twice, Alexei popped open the glove compartment and snagged the gun that was concealed in there. Dropping the window down enough to make the shot, he fired back. 
 
    The blur of black vehicles had my stomach in knots as their exhaust filled the air around us. 
 
    It was too much to see through, even as I tried to push forward and break away from the group. No matter where I tried to go, they were moving with me. 
 
    Even if I wanted to plow through them, I couldn’t—not without risking our lives in the process. Our car would get crushed. 
 
    Growling through my rage and desperation to get free, I listened to Alexei’s gunfire and hoped at least one of the shots would land. 
 
    By the time we were turned around, unable to see where Maria was, the vehicles sped off with their tires squealing in all different directions. 
 
    Taking it as my chance, I slammed on the gas and picked one to follow. We flew through the park, but with them crossing and intercepting the path, there was no way of knowing what one we needed to chase. 
 
    The girls were gone, and I completely lost track of them. 
 
    I had no idea where Maria was, or what vehicle was transporting her. 
 
    The thought of letting any of them go made my blood boil, and I kept at it. 
 
    But Alexei pulled his gun back in and looked at me with a bewildered expression. “There’s no point in chasing them—” 
 
    I cut him off by deftly pressing the touch screen until I found Yaro’s name and clicked ‘call.’ 
 
    My pulse thrummed in my ears as it rang once, then the call connected and I didn’t wait for him to speak. 
 
    “The plan failed, and they took Maria. I need backup to follow their fleet of vehicles. There are too many for us to track down,” I ordered, feeling as my nerves frayed beyond repair. “Find where they’re taking her. Now!” 
 
    “I’m on it, sir.” 
 
    Impatient, I ended the call without another word. I gripped the steering wheel hard and pushed on, finding one of the SUVs ahead of us. 
 
    But before I could follow it out of the park, another one veered in front of us, forcing me to slam on the breaks. At once, the two SUVs sped up and left us in a cloud of dust. 
 
    The setting sun bled into the windshield and attempted to blind us. 
 
    The vehicles started leaving the park and joining the highway traffic, all out of our reach. We couldn’t catch up with them. 
 
    Cursing to myself, I slammed a fist against the steering wheel and slumped back in my seat. 
 
    “Dimitri, we need to take a moment to figure everything out. We obviously won’t find her by chasing them. You know they’ll drive in circles before they’ll lead you to one of their warehouses,” Alexei said, trying to act as the voice of reason. The look he gave me was stern yet understanding. 
 
    The thought of leaving Maria in their hands made me want to rage. 
 
    “We need to find her,” I snapped, struggling to contain my raw anger. 
 
    “We have the power to do exactly that. Our men are searching, but in the meantime, we need to regroup and decide on our next steps,” Alexei advised, running a hand down his face. “They have Maria now, but this might be our only chance to try and take down the Riccis. They have declared war by taking her, and now it’s our move. If we do it right, we can take care of them for good.” 
 
    Finally hearing him through the fog of my rage, I took a deep breath and collected myself. He was right. Even if I was ready to tear the Riccis apart, I wouldn’t accomplish anything by acting without thinking. If I made the wrong move, then Maria’s life would be at stake. 
 
    Giving Alexei a nod in agreement, I silently swore to myself that I would find her no matter what. 
 
    I forced her hand by making her marry me, and it was my fault she was taken. I was the one who suggested she be used as bait, and I was unbearably angry with myself for it. 
 
    Even so, I let that wrath turn into fuel and determination. 
 
    Having her taken from me was like a slap to the face—proof that I was wrong to deny that I cared for her. 
 
    Because I did. I wanted to keep her safe and to shield her from the horrors of our world. Even if she had a fiery heart, Maria was the one I chose to marry. What started as a sham turned into the real thing, and she had been the first woman to give me a desire for a future together. 
 
    Maria was the woman I wanted, and she was in my enemy’s hands. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 - Maria 
 
      
 
    Pain split through my head as my eyes cracked open, sending sparks into my vision. 
 
    Everything hurt. The pain was everywhere at once, but I couldn’t pinpoint where, or what it was. 
 
    I registered the familiar back and forth of something moving before I could see it. It sounded fluid—lazy and almost soothing. It reminded me of that evening at the beach, when the waves calmed me. 
 
    It was water. It had to be. The slow lull of the ocean hitting a dock. 
 
    The smell of damp wood and steel hit me, paired with salt in the cool air. 
 
    Something frigid seeped through my clothes and crept up my back. It bit into my skin, forcing my awareness into focus. 
 
    Colors and shapes came into view as my eyes adjusted, and everything slowly crept back to me. 
 
    My legs felt almost frozen from the cold concrete beneath me, which stretched into a dock with boats in the distance, anchored for the night. 
 
    I had been right about the ocean. 
 
    Weakly lifting my head as sensation returned to me, I found peeling blue paint behind me, and I knew at once I was propped up against a shipping container. 
 
    As I tried to move, I lost momentum the moment I noticed the thick rope that held my feet together, along with my hands. The scratchy material was tight against my wrists, and I winced at the feeling. 
 
    The scuff of footsteps on my left snagged my attention. 
 
    Through the grogginess, I saw two pairs of legs first, followed by what seemed like an army behind them, all dressed in dark clothes and holding guns. 
 
    Seeing Nera’s face made my heart clench in both pain and regret. In guilt. But my confusion clouded it all. 
 
    Standing with her arms crossed next to her father, Nera gave me a look of remorse. She remained silent while her father, Aldo, studied me. 
 
    Bound on a dock I didn’t recognize, surrounded by Ricci men, I was hit by everything at once. Sitting with Nera in the park, terrified since I had ruined the plan, and her pouncing the moment she had the chance. 
 
    Looking between them both, I swallowed dryly. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Aldo took several steps closer and crouched until he was at eye level with me. He nudged at my boot like I was nothing, kissing his teeth with disdain. 
 
    “We know a liar when we see one,” he started, eyes growing cold as he spoke. “You had no interest in orchestrating a hit against the Levovs, not since you became one.” 
 
    Gaping at him like a fish out of water, I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know if there was any point in defending myself, especially since I was already bound and in their grasp. 
 
    “I’m disappointed in you, Maria. I thought ambushing the Levovs and their business was what you wanted. We were all here to back you, but I guess not anymore. Pity.” 
 
    Trying as hard as I could to steady my heart and not panic, I heaved in several deep breaths. “I did want them to suffer for what they did to me, even more so because of the pact, but I came to learn why they killed my father and brother. Especially my brother.” 
 
    “And why was that?” 
 
    Swallowing the pill that was still difficult for me to accept, I averted my eyes. “They were only trying to take back what was theirs. Marco took one of their wives first, and when my father wanted it to end, my brother made it worse.” 
 
    Aldo cocked a brow at me. “And they killed them in cold blood. They still sound like murderers to me.” 
 
    Feeling the urge to remain loyal to the Levovs, I shook my head helplessly. “It wasn’t like that—” 
 
    But Aldo waved a dismissive hand at me and stood to his full height. He rolled his dark eyes that matched Nera’s. “I’m not interested, girl. Call a spade a spade and move on.” 
 
    Finding it hard to process what was happening or why I was even there, I looked to Nera for help. But she only stared down at me with a frown and didn’t say a word. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how,” Aldo began, gesturing to his right where two men were tied up and slumped against the shipping container some distance from me. “We’ve captured the Levov cronies they sent out to make tonight’s trade-off. When the distributors show up, we’ll allow them to hand the goods over willingly, or we’ll take it by force. Either way, we’re prepared to take the Levovs down. And we aren’t bluffing.” 
 
    Staring at the unconscious men, I felt a surge of panic rise in my chest. It was my fault. All of it. 
 
    If it weren’t for the fuel that I added to the fire with my hatred of Dimitri and his brothers, the Riccis wouldn’t be so hellbent on exacting revenge for my sake. 
 
    They had used the death of my family, along with my brief, to push their cause. They took the pain I was in and told me they could take it all away by crumbling the Levov empire. They made promises, so long as I forked over what was needed. 
 
    Even if I once shared that same cause, I felt used like a pawn. 
 
    I had been such an idiot to trust them and to think that they had my best interest in mind. Perhaps they did once, but their lust to spill Levov blood seemed insatiable. 
 
    Nera was someone I’d trusted with my life, and I’d believed that she would save me from them. But it turned out she was no better than Marco. She had one task on her mind and would do anything necessary to make it happen—even knocking her friend unconscious for her own gain. 
 
    I may have lied and tried to deceive her, but I never thought to harm her, and her deceit left a stain on my heart. 
 
    But even if that was all true, there was a chance that she felt remorse for it, and I could use our bond to my advantage. 
 
    As my heart hammered in my chest, I looked at her with wet eyes, hoping she might still feel that innocent connection. “Please, stop this before it gets out of hand. Find turf somewhere else and get out while you can before they find me. You can start over and forget any of this happened.” 
 
    Nera looked at me long and hard, studying me like I was an interesting subject laid out on a lab table. I recognized the consideration in her look, but mostly there was just pity. 
 
    She scoffed at me, shaking her head. “I thought better of you, Maria. I thought you knew what you wanted and could steel yourself against someone like Dimitri. I thought you had the cunning to see through his charms.” 
 
    “I hated him once and you know that, but he isn’t what I thought. He’s more than just a wolf in a man’s body.” 
 
    She snickered humorlessly at that. “He had already broken you, I see.” 
 
    “Nera—” 
 
    “Whimper on about how amazing he is to someone else. We won’t pull back, unlike you. We have the backbone you lack, and we’re going to make sure the Levovs pay for every person they hurt, for every family they have ripped apart all for their empire. We’ll even do it for you, Maria,” she said, wearing more of that contempt. 
 
    A light breeze tousled her black hair, and for a moment, I felt like we were back in our childhood, getting up to no good where our fathers couldn’t see. I saw a glimpse of that friend I once cherished, but I knew she was gone. 
 
    Nothing could ever be like that again, and mourning that loss was nearly as painful as losing my family. In that moment, she made me feel more alone than I had standing in that cemetery day after day, wondering where everything went wrong, and why I was the last one standing. 
 
    But there was still a light at the end of that tunnel. 
 
    Despite it all, Dimitri had shown me how capable even the most unlikely man was at loving someone he shouldn’t. We had defied all odds and found a connection regardless of our less-than-optimal situation. 
 
    He gave me the hope I needed to see past the lackluster existence I’d had since my world was turned upside down. He helped me understand what it meant to have someone and to risk everything for them. 
 
    I didn’t need to act as bait for them, but for him, it didn’t feel like the biggest sacrifice. It felt like a simple choice, and one I would make again without a second thought. For him, I was willing to leave everything behind. 
 
    It was a strange thing to come to terms with, but I knew I couldn’t possibly want anyone else. 
 
    Letting that hope sit in my chest, I slumped against the shipping container and let go of a humorless chuckle. 
 
    Nera narrowed her eyes at me. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    Shaking my head absently, I let my gaze fall on the crowd of men that stood behind them, poised with their weapons. I recognized some of them from our meetings and others that had turned against me once I became a Levov. 
 
    It made me pity them. All of them. 
 
    Nera’s eyes turned almost black as she snapped, “What’s funny about this?” 
 
    I pulled a knowing grin for them, aware that the wolves were in my corner now. “I have the feeling you’re all about to find out just how brutal the Levovs really are.” 
 
    Anger erupted in both their faces, but it was Aldo who stepped forward in one swift movement and slapped me. 
 
    My head jolted to the side from the impact, all while the snap of it echoed again in my mind. Pain shot through my cheek and into my jaw. 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    A faint metallic taste entered my mouth as I looked up at him and did my best to push through the pain without reacting. I didn’t want to show him even an ounce of weakness. 
 
    Despite the confidence I exuded, I silently pleaded for Dimitri to find me before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    Night had fallen over the park by the time I recalled having put a tracker on Maria’s phone. The streetlights were on to illuminate the main path that ran through the green space, reminding me that time was ticking. I could only hope we’d find her before they turned back off. 
 
    Staring at my phone screen, I waited for the tracker to load, but the moment it showed up on top of our location, I deflated. 
 
    The phone had been left there after Nera and her men nabbed her. They didn’t want to give away any leads. 
 
    Huffing, I popped the door open while Alexei spoke with Andrei over the phone going over the details, and started across the grass, now torn up by tire tracks. It had been beautifully manicured once. 
 
    Reaching the bench Maria had sat on before she was taken, I found her phone sitting perfectly on the weathered wood. 
 
    I grabbed it and sighed. 
 
    We hadn’t left the park yet, even if we should’ve. Our men were on the roads tracking them down, but we stayed behind to try and figure something out. We didn’t want to head back home and risk the chance of putting too much distance between us. 
 
    The moment that call came through, I’d be gone. Nobody would be able to stop me from getting her back. 
 
    As I held her phone, what she said through the wire kept replaying in my mind. How she had hated me from the start, and she was hoping Nera would rescue her. How she had been on her side once, wanting to bring me and my brothers down. 
 
    So much had changed since I stopped denying how drawn to her I was. Ignoring how much I wanted her only made things worse, and that realization struck me so suddenly that I didn’t know what to do with it. 
 
    But since she had been taken, there was nothing I wanted more than to get her back. Even if the Riccis ended up getting away from us, I just needed her with me again. Whether blood needed to be spilled or not, I would find her. 
 
    While it did hurt to know that she had so much faith in Nera and her family being able to help her, it did leave us with the opportunity to hit two birds with one stone. Maria’s connection to the Riccis could prove to be the very thing we needed, but only if we handled it right. 
 
    Walking back to the car with her phone in my pocket, I thought about what they could possibly need with Maria other than to lure us out and use her as bait in the same way we did for them. 
 
    But they had left no indication that they wanted to be found. We didn’t know enough about them to be able to sniff them out without any clues. 
 
    The mental gymnastics were exhausting, but I couldn’t give up on her. Not when Maria had proven to me that I was capable of caring for someone worthwhile. She’d become the very thing I looked forward to the most, and I’d be damned if I gave that up. 
 
    I stopped in my tracks the moment her voice moved through my head. 
 
    The plan was to hijack your trades one by one until your grip on the city was snuffed out. 
 
    If Maria was right and they did know our biggest distributor, then that meant they’d be after the trade that was supposed to happen later. They would be ready and try to intercept it to get the ball rolling. 
 
    Without those goods, we’d be out millions. 
 
    The realization hit me like a tidal wave and kickstarted me even faster back to the car. The moment I popped the door back open and closed it behind me, I shoved the keys in the ignition and brought it to life. 
 
    Alexei furrowed his brows. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “The trade going down tonight with our biggest shipment. They’ll be there. Maria told me they wanted to intercept our trades for themselves to bankrupt us. They might have her there in the meantime.” 
 
    His face lit up in recognition, grasping it at once. “It’s at the north dock. I had a few guys sent out there, but I meant to oversee it going down myself.” 
 
    “They are likely betting on at least one of us being there. If they’re waiting for us, then we need to be ready,” I said, gesturing toward the phone in his hands. “Let everyone know it’s time to head out. We’ll need as many men as we can get.” 
 
    Pulling out of the park at top speed, my sights were set on that dock, and nothing would get in my way. 
 
    Once we hit the highway, every possible tactic moved through my mind as I tried to think of the best way to handle it. 
 
    “If their numbers are up and they’re waiting for us, then we’ll need to get ahead and surround them so they can’t leave with Maria or the cargo.” 
 
    “I’ll have Yaro bring everyone we can spare,” Alexei said, typing with more urgency. 
 
    “Make sure Vik is there.” 
 
    “Are you sure? He’s practically a kid,” he mumbled, looking shocked. 
 
    I nodded and kept my stare on the road ahead. “He stopped being a kid the moment he signed on with us. He needs to build a tolerance to these things.” 
 
    Remembering himself, Alexei didn’t object further, and he got to work. 
 
    Driving as fast as I could without risking being pulled over, I thought about Maria and focused on how good things had been between us. We were more like a couple, despite how I’d assumed nothing genuine would form from our joke of a wedding. But she brought out the feelings in me, and I didn’t have the chance to express that to her yet. 
 
    Despite all of our lovemaking and time spent together, I never told her how I truly felt. I didn’t know how, and the thought of spilling my guts like that was too daunting to even attempt. 
 
    But she deserved it. She deserved every moment of discomfort I had to bear to make sure she knew I didn’t see her as just a means to score more assets or an ally with a common enemy. 
 
    She was one of the best things that had ever happened to me, and I needed her to know that even if it was the last thing I ever said. 
 
    When we were minutes away and the anticipation was getting the better of me, Alexei glanced at me. 
 
    “Remember to keep your cool when we get there,” he said, tone laced with a gentle warning. “You’ve been involved in many of these rescue missions, but you’ve never had an emotional stake in it before. You can’t go off the handle and make things worse.” 
 
    “I know,” I managed to say, feeling a lump in my throat. It was true that I was always there when my brothers ran into trouble, but I never thought I’d find myself in the same predicament. “But that’s exactly why I need to be the one to face them. They tried to take advantage of her, and they took my wife from me. I will get Maria back.” 
 
    “You will, and we will all be there to make sure that happens.” 
 
    With another look in my direction, Alexei nodded. That single gesture meant more than just confirmation. It was mutual respect, and a promise to do whatever was necessary. 
 
    In our business, our closeness had always been the top priority. Before the success and money, we had been just brothers with a dream of being something bigger than what we came from. We worked our asses off together. 
 
    When it was all said and done, our work had always been about preserving the family and our legacy. Where one goes, we follow. We aren’t anything if we don’t have our family. 
 
    I returned that nod and pressed on, more eager than ever to see Maria again. My hot-headed girl, the woman I couldn’t be without, and my wife. The same woman I used to torment for my own amusement. 
 
    When we rolled up to the parking lot of the marina, the moon was high in the sky and dancing across the water’s surface. Our men were already there and concealed in the shadows, waiting for the signal. 
 
    Cutting the engine, Alexei and I grabbed our gear and headed straight for Andrei and Isidor. Yaro and Vik were standing not far away and had all the men organized for me. 
 
    “We’ve located them, and everyone is in place. The drop-off hasn’t happened yet either,” Andrei said, putting a supportive hand on my shoulder. “Give the word and we move in. Their numbers are bigger than we expected, but we have them surrounded.” 
 
    With urgency flowing through my veins, I tipped my chin in Yaro’s direction. 
 
    “Send them out. I’m not wasting another minute.” 
 
    Everyone seemed to feel my resolve, and our forces were a wall of movement, leaving the shadows and bombarding the dock. Yaro was leading them with his rifle raised, using the training he had been taught. 
 
    While Vik looked apprehensive about what was going down, he followed his older brother dutifully, armed and ready just like the others. 
 
    The sound of guns cocking filled the space in one big wave, and warning shouts came from the Ricci men as they turned to see what was unfolding. Immediately, they were flanked by our men and there was no way out for them. 
 
    It was a lock-out from the jump. Guns were aimed in either direction, standing still without the order to shoot. The Riccis knew they were pinned, and the realization flashed in their eyes. 
 
    Shouldering through our army, I hurried to the front to get a better look. Andrei wasn’t far behind, and likely wanted to make sure nothing got out of hand. 
 
    Once I reached the front, I paused, and my blood froze over. 
 
    Their men were split down the middle, leaving a gap big enough for me to see an older man with his arm wrapped around Maria standing at the end of the dock. Water lapped at the wooden frame, and moonlight gleamed on the handgun pressed against her head. 
 
    The man looked far too pleased with himself the moment I hesitated. Maria’s face was tight with distress, and her cheeks were stained by tears. 
 
    “Don’t come a step closer,” he growled at me, sneering in my direction. “If you try anything, I’ll kill this traitor right here, right now.” 
 
    Looking around, I knew we were at a standstill. With our men poised at one another, not yet risking firing the first shot, the tension was thick enough to cut. 
 
    Remaining in my place to avoid setting the leader off, I took in a discreet breath. I wanted my calm exterior to help Maria, even if I was losing it on the inside. 
 
    “Alright, take it easy,” I said in return, pulling my gun off him. 
 
    “I believe we haven’t met yet, Levov,” he said, pulling a disturbing smile that made the hairs on my neck stand on end. “I’m Aldo Ricci, and I don’t plan on leaving here empty-handed.” 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I returned, keeping my face a mask of stone. “We can all walk away from this if you hand Maria over and never threaten my family again.” 
 
    Aldo’s face fell, not quite as amused as he had been. “For that to happen, I want the shipment. No questions asked.” 
 
    “Anything else?” I snarked, wondering just how far he would take it. 
 
    “Yes, actually,” Aldo began, pushing the barrel of his gun closer to Maria’s temple. She tried not to react, but I felt her fear from where I stood. “I want you to hand over your supplier for good, and surrender at least sixty percent of your turf. Maybe then I’ll decide to release her.” 
 
    The culmination of my anger hit me with a white-hot fury. Who was this nobody to decide how things would go? Who was he to try and take charge of things? 
 
    Swallowing that anger to make sure I didn’t completely lose it, I pressed, “You are in no position to make demands. You’re lucky you haven’t been killed already.” 
 
    Aldo’s face was shaded with rage. “It’s fortunate I’m the one with a gun to your wife’s head then.” 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I knew he was right. Aldo had the upper hand. 
 
    With Maria in his clutches, I couldn’t just take him out like I wanted to. 
 
    Before I could open my mouth to say anything else, a gun was cocked to my left, and the cold barrel was against my head. Risking a glance, I found Nera with her dark eyes staring into me. 
 
    She came out of nowhere, and I didn’t even have the chance to react. 
 
    There was a shift of movement from behind us, and I knew that meant our men also had their guns fixed on her. 
 
    “Don’t shoot her!” Maria screamed, trembling from within Aldo’s grasp. Tears were running down her cheeks, making me wonder if I had heard wrong. 
 
    She didn’t want Nera to be killed, even if she was threatening me. 
 
    “Easy, wolf,” Nera cooed, showing me a dark smile. “It seems I have at least one fan here. You’re going to give us exactly what we want, even if it’s the last thing you do.” 
 
    Alarm rang through me, aware that the standstill had locked even further. With Maria compromised and Nera’s gun against my head, I didn’t know what to do. 
 
    I was at a loss and felt my control slipping away faster than I could grab it back. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 - Maria 
 
      
 
    My eyes burned as I cried, trying to fight through the waves of emotion that pulsed through me. 
 
    But seeing Dimitri with a gun turned on him, and many of ours on Nera—including Vik’s and Yaro’s—I couldn’t take it. The thought of losing either of them made me forget all about Aldo’s barrel pressed against my head. 
 
    “Enough of this,” Andrei said as he emerged from the crowd of Levov men with his gun poised on Nera. He eyed her, making sure she didn’t shoot without getting the chance to retaliate. “Nobody needs to die here.” 
 
    Nera tsked at him. “You’re going to threaten me when your family’s newest pet made it clear she didn’t want me dead?” 
 
    Andrei’s anger flared. “If I’m not mistaken, your father is the reason we’re even here.” 
 
    “How observant of you.” 
 
    “Now is not the time,” Aldo hissed at his daughter, tightening his grip on me. “I have made my demands and now I need your confirmation. If not, we won’t mind taking it by force.” 
 
    “Like hell,” Dimitri growled, eyes shifting between me and Aldo. 
 
    Nera let go of a bitter chuckle and gestured to Dimitri. “I won’t hesitate to kill him if he does anything stupid. Even if darling Maria has switched sides, I won’t. I will see that you and your brothers are done wreaking havoc on this city.” 
 
    I watched as Dimitri tried to keep a grip on his anger, but I could tell it was consuming him. Her threats were wearing down his resolve. 
 
    “We aren’t leaving without Maria. Despite her wishes, I won’t hesitate to give the order to have you killed. Same with your father.” 
 
    While I wanted it to be over and for Dimitri to be safe, the thought of any of their threats being put into action made my skin cool over. I didn’t want to bury anyone else. I didn’t want to deal with that grief. 
 
    I wanted to scream and fight, but there was nothing I could do with Aldo’s gun on me. He wouldn’t take any chances, and he’d fire. I knew some of the things he had done in the past, and I didn’t want to become one of his ghosts. 
 
    Nera smirked at Dimitri with venom in her eyes. “We’ll find out one way or another.” 
 
    The dread and panic created a dangerous combination in my stomach, and I wanted to be sick. 
 
    I had been in her position once, wishing only the worst for the Levovs. I made deals and an alliance with her family just to make it happen. I had done it all with the longing to make sure they never hurt anyone else again. 
 
    Yet, the Riccis were no different. They were willing to take what they wanted by force, even if it hurt me. In fact, they wanted to hurt me in whatever way they could since they discovered I lied. 
 
    But Nera didn’t know what I knew. 
 
    She didn’t get the chance to see Dimitri as anything other than a killer and a monster like I had. She was never forced to come to terms with the fact that he had people he cared about, and he would do whatever it took to keep them safe. 
 
    Nera didn’t know how fiercely he would fight to keep it all together, or how intensely he loved, even if he couldn’t find the words for it. 
 
    Dimitri wasn’t a monster or a wolf. He was a man that deserved to be loved just like everyone else. 
 
    He may have been skilled in turning off those emotions when he needed to, all in the name of his family, but I had the feeling he was more sensitive than he let on. Not that he would admit it. 
 
    Nera didn’t know what I knew, and while I couldn’t entirely blame her, I wouldn’t let her or Aldo take that from me. 
 
    Nobody was taking him away from me. 
 
    The sound of heavy boots approaching and guns cocking filled the area again, and a swarm of bodies surrounded the Ricci men from the left side. Those guns were aimed right at them, and the men behind them struck something deep within me. 
 
    “We caught wind our Miss had been taken,” one of them said, looking in my direction with a knowing look in his eyes. “We aren’t going anywhere until Maria is surrendered.” 
 
    They were the men who had served my father. The ones who deserted me once I became a Levov. They came back, even after I assumed they had flipped sides in favor of the Riccis. 
 
    A shred of relief gave me the hope I needed to keep going. To believe that we would be alright. 
 
    There was a stir of panic throughout the Ricci forces while Dimitri and his brothers looked almost relieved. Not asking any questions, they stood their ground in solidarity with the newcomers. 
 
    I felt as Aldo’s grip on me loosened somewhat amidst the confusion as more men rolled in, pinning the Ricci men. They were surrounded on all accessible sides, and there was no chance left for them to run. 
 
    Something rang inside me, telling me to act. If I wanted things to change, then I needed to change them. After everything I had been through with Dimitri, I wasn’t going to let it end here. 
 
    Feeling like I had stepped out of my body, I let instinct take over. 
 
    Distracted by the commotion of guns shifting and bodies moving in favor of the Levovs, Aldo hesitated with his gun, seemingly unsure if he should shoot me or one of the Levovs. 
 
    Without hesitating, I swung. My elbow struck his throat, obstructing his air with one blow. 
 
    Aldo choked on the sudden impact, and his hand went to his neck while he staggered back. At the same time, I wrenched myself free from his grip and barreled forward. 
 
    A loud, ear-piercing shot rang out and echoed against the water. It felt like someone had clapped their hands against my ears, and for half a beat, I wondered if it had come from Aldo. 
 
    I expected to feel pain, followed by the rush of blood leaving my body. But I never did. 
 
    Looking over my shoulder with a shaky breath, I found Aldo at the end of the dock. Blood trickled from a single bullet wound in the center of his forehead, and a shocked, glassy look took over his face. 
 
    At once, the light faded from his eyes, and the impact made him sway before tipping back and crashing into the dark water below. 
 
    Nera’s scream ripped through the marina like a banshee’s, rattling my brain within my skull. 
 
    While her attention was solely on where her father had been with tears running down her face, Dimitri moved with such skill and ease that I nearly missed it. He knocked the gun out of her hands and pulled his on her, not giving her the chance to shoot. 
 
    With Dimitri’s and Vik’s guns on her then, Yaro pulled back. 
 
    Even if Nera could’ve taken the shot, I knew she was too overwhelmed to squeeze the trigger. 
 
    Despite my legs feeling numb, I peeled away from my place and hurried toward them. I couldn’t let her die too. I just couldn’t. 
 
    “Drop your weapons!” Yaro shouted at the Ricci men, who were all cornered and at a loss. “Surrender and you won’t be killed.” 
 
    Surrounded and outnumbered, they had no choice but to give in. Dying for a dead man was no longer worth it. 
 
    Dimitri held his gun firmly on Nera, arm flexing as he contemplated ending it once and for all. But I was there in an instant, riddled with panic. 
 
    “You can’t kill her,” I blurted, feeling as my eyes burned. “Dimitri, you can’t do this.” 
 
    Not taking his gaze off her, should she do anything, he clenched his jaw. “She knocked you out, Maria. She worked with her father to kidnap you.” 
 
    Another rush of burning fear coursed through me and sat heavily in my stomach. “I know, but we’re friends. We have been since we were kids. I would be crushed if she were to die too, even after what happened here.” 
 
    Dimitri only glanced at me then, brows furrowing. “Nera isn’t your friend, no matter your history. She threatened all our lives, and she should go down too.” 
 
    Nera stared at the stretch of dock ahead, stone-faced, and cold. Her eyes gave away just how broken she felt. 
 
    I choked back a sob, unsure why she had such a grip on me. I knew I should be angry with her for what she and her father did, but every time I looked at her, I saw that little girl with black braids. The one who had such charisma and a leader’s instinct from a young age. 
 
    The very thought of losing her too was enough to overwhelm me. I didn’t want any more bloodshed. I didn’t want to see the light leave her face too. 
 
    Struggling to find the words to say to Dimitri, I could only suck in those rigid breaths and give in to the emotions. 
 
    To my surprise, Dimitri looked at me long and hard, and something within him softened. Resolve relaxed his features, and he loosened his grip on the gun. 
 
    “Stand down, Vik.” 
 
    With the instruction, his cousin gave him a single nod and pulled back, triggering the safety on his rifle. 
 
    “Cuff her,” Dimitri said, eyes on me. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I stared at him for a long moment, unable to take my attention away from him. That heavy burden inside my chest lifted at the realization that she was to be dealt with outside of being shot. She had been spared, and Dimitri seemed to make that call with me in mind. 
 
    Swallowing hard, everything hit me at once, and I gave in. 
 
    Dimitri reached for me as Vik snapped the metal cuffs around Nera’s wrists, and he pulled me into his chest. I felt his breath of relief while he held me against his side, hand squeezing my arm. 
 
    His familiar scent surrounded me, and that comfort was so all-consuming that I couldn’t think about anything else. 
 
    Andrei stood in front of the group of men, seemingly to take over for Dimitri. We were both so wrapped up in being reunited that I don’t think he could handle commanding anyone for a while. 
 
    Facing Nera, he began, voice carrying across the space, “Nera Ricci, for not only Maria’s sake but for yours as well, we will show you mercy. You have lost enough tonight, and we’ll let that be your punishment.” 
 
    The woman who had been my friend once never met his eyes. She stood tall and stiff, stare not wavering from the dark water crashing lazily into the dock. She didn’t say a word. 
 
    “Do you have anyone left?” Andrei asked, his voice quieter. 
 
    Nera blinked hard and began to tremble slightly as if worried a greater horror was ahead. “My little sister, Bianca. She doesn’t know anything.” 
 
    “Fine. You and Bianca will be sent somewhere far from New York where you two will be left alone so long as you keep to yourselves. You will not conduct any crime-related business, contact any of your father’s men, and you won’t bother anyone. If you live honest lives, then you won’t hear from us again. In the meantime, you will be watched, and if you attempt anything, you will be taken care of.” 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine at Andrei’s cold yet steady voice. The voice of a true leader. Dimitri’s grip on me tightened in a light squeeze. 
 
    While the thought of her being exiled stung, it was a mercy, and that was the best outcome I could imagine. 
 
    Nera finally met Andrei’s eyes as she sucked in a shaky breath. She swallowed hard, seeming to come around to the reality of the situation. A flash of surprise moved through her features like she had realized how lucky she was. She and her sister wouldn’t have to suffer any more pain. 
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    She nodded, averting her eyes once more. 
 
    “Good. We’re finished here,” Andrei said, motioning for her to be taken away. 
 
    Before Vik and Yaro could drag her away, I stepped forward and out of Dimitri’s grasp, suddenly desperate to say something—anything. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, hoping she could feel my sincerity. “For what happened. But this is for the best. I hope you can heal and find your own happiness.” 
 
    As Nera looked at me with her firm expression laced with deeply rooted sadness, her hard exterior broke once her nose twitched. A single tear rolled down her cheek, and she sniffled. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered in return, locking onto my face as the two brothers led her away. 
 
    I was heartbroken to see how everything had come to a head, but I was just glad Nera didn’t end up in a body bag. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 - Dimitri 
 
      
 
    Maria’s face was void of emotion as the night came to a close, and the rest had been taken care of by my brothers and some of our men. 
 
    The two of us walked almost aimlessly to the car, not saying a word. The silence was only broken by the scuff of our boots on the gravel. Aside from the streetlights that lit up our path, everything else was dark around us. 
 
    The sound of the ocean brushing up against the dock moved with us and paired with the dissolving adrenaline inside me, I had half the mind to lay down right then and there and fall asleep. 
 
    There was so much I wanted to say—so many things I felt had gone ignored and unspoken. But I didn’t know where to begin. I didn’t know how. 
 
    My nerves had been strung out for hours by that point, and the exhaustion made me drag my feet. 
 
    But knowing Maria was unharmed and safe made it all worth it. The constant wash of relief reminded me again and again that I had so much to be grateful for. 
 
    She is alright. We are alright. 
 
    The words circled in my tired mind, and I tried my hardest to internalize that fact. 
 
    We wordlessly reached the car, popped the doors, and climbed inside. 
 
    The evening’s events left us with a mutual emptiness and in such a state of disbelief that I didn’t think either of us knew where to begin. 
 
    There was happiness in knowing that we walked away without a scratch, certainly, but there was much to be processed still. Maria had never been in a hostage situation before, and it would take time for her to come to terms with what happened. To understand what she witnessed. 
 
    With a sigh, I sank into my seat and put the keys in the ignition, but I didn’t start it. I paused there, not going anywhere. 
 
    After a moment of silence and staring through the windshield, Maria moved carefully in her seat. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, voice soft and quiet. 
 
    The sound of it was enough to break me. To tear through the last of my defenses. 
 
    “I was wrong to use you as bait,” I began, aware of the burning beneath my skin. The roar of emotions waiting to be let out. “I was scared out of my mind the moment they took you. I tried to find you before they could get away, but it wasn’t possible. Me and Alexei stayed in that park while we tried to work out where they had taken you, and I felt like I was going insane the whole time. 
 
    “I was prepared to burn the whole city down just to find you and get you back. I’ve never felt that way about any woman before, and it was agonizing.” 
 
    Glancing over at her, I found her glossy eyes looking back at me, swelling with her own emotions. 
 
    I sucked in a shaky breath and ran a hand down my face. “I watched my brothers find their wives and develop genuine connections with them, even if it didn’t start in the most ideal circumstance. I went to their weddings, and baby showers, and made it to the hospital when they gave birth. I witnessed how love changed them, and how much better their lives became once they had those women to support them. 
 
    “During all of this, I never thought I’d find the same for myself. I didn’t think I was capable of caring for someone so intensely and it made me afraid to accept it.” 
 
    Maria’s face softened. “Dimitri—” 
 
    “I never intended to fall for you, but I have. Even if we started off on the wrong foot, I wouldn’t change how any of it happened. I mindlessly picked you for a reason, even if I didn’t know why at the time. But now I do, and I’m glad you were dumb enough to agree to the wager.” 
 
    While she held my gaze so earnestly that I could see every passing thought lighting up her eyes, Maria broke out with a quiet laugh at that part. 
 
    I couldn’t help but join her, amazed and disbelieving at everything that had happened. The last few months had been a whirlwind of chaos, but I couldn’t be more grateful for how it all unfolded. 
 
    Maria reached for my hand as she pulled a small smile for me, visibly moved by my confession. The warmth of her skin seemed to move up my arm and wrapped me in effortless comfort. “I never thought I’d be able to look past what happened with my family, but the image I had of you in my mind was all wrong. I despised you for what you had done, but I didn’t know the full story. You care deeply about those you love, and I understand why you are so willing to do whatever it takes to keep them safe. 
 
    “Maybe I’m crazy for it, but I don’t hate you, and I don’t want anyone else. I am a Levov now, and I can accept that. For you, I can accept all of it.” 
 
    Gripped by how overwhelming it was to hear those words, I put my hands over hers and brought them closer to my chest. “If you’ll have me, I want to start again. I want to treat you as you should be treated, and to make sure you never forget how much you mean to me.” 
 
    Maria’s smile grew as she sniffled, nodding. “I’d like that too. And thank you for not giving up on me despite how I got your family into trouble by involving the Riccis. I’ll never forget how you and your brothers jumped in. Thank you, Dimitri.” 
 
    My heart swelled as Maria leaned in and pressed her lips to mine, soaking in the unshakeable relief of getting to feel her again. Knowing that we could go home, and I could hold her in my arms. 
 
    I deepened the kiss and brought a hand up to gently rub a thumb against her cheek. 
 
    She gave in to me, melting in my embrace. 
 
    I couldn’t think about anything but her, and I had the feeling we’d be spending most of the next week in bed, shutting out the rest of the world. 
 
    “How about we go home and act like real husbands and wives do?” I whispered against her lips, to which Maria giggled. 
 
    “I can hardly wait,” she hummed, and kissed me again. 
 
    After we gathered enough self-restraint to pull apart, I turned the engine on and pulled out of the marina, looking forward to our future ahead. 
 
    As I drove, I couldn’t think of a time when I felt quite as complete as I did at that moment. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 - Maria 
 
      
 
    The hot sun beat down on the beach below and made the water twinkle beneath its rays. 
 
    Sprawled out on a comfortable chair with a book in my hand, I felt my skin soak up that warmth. It was a beautiful day, and I was more than happy to cook in that sunshine, listening to the waves crashing and reading at my leisure. 
 
    The beach was a private one that Dimitri had scoped for us and wasted no time gaining ownership of it the moment I said I thought it was beautiful. 
 
    Dimitri was in the water cooling down since he couldn’t handle being in the sun as long as I could. He swam out as far as he wanted before slowly coming back in. 
 
    The tanned skin looked ethereal beneath the sun, and I wondered how I got so lucky. How did I manage to be married to someone so reminiscent of a god? 
 
    When the book lost my attention to the beautiful man wading through the water, I couldn’t help but watch him from over my sunglasses. 
 
    Eventually, he stepped out and walked across the sand, dripping with water. His trunks clung to his body perfectly, leaving very little to the imagination. The wet sheen across his toned abdomen and shoulders had me staring shamelessly, not getting enough of the view. From his various tattoos to the bulk of muscle in his arms, and the way he held himself confidently, I was nearly drooling for him. 
 
    Dimitri shook his hair out as he approached, then pushed it out of his face and smiled in my direction. 
 
    The thought of him wrapping those arms around me and running his hands up and down my body made my insides stir. I was so attracted to him that it nearly hurt, and I wanted him. 
 
    I always wanted him. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” he asked, dropping himself onto the towel next to my chair. 
 
    Unable to answer from how riled up I already was, I put my book down and turned, dropping myself from the lounge chair until I was on top of him, straddling his waist. 
 
    While he gave me a surprised look at first, Dimitri chuckled and put his arms around me. 
 
    I closed the space between us, not caring about anything else as I sat in his lap and kissed him as hard as I could. My arms snaked around his neck, and I pulled myself into him. 
 
    That undeniable chemistry blossomed between us, and Dimitri seemed to catch on to what I wanted immediately. It didn’t take long for him to deepen the embrace and have me melting all over again. 
 
    His palms flattened against my back, running over the tie of my bikini. His fingers lingered there while he brushed his tongue against my lower lip, and I granted him access. We explored each other’s mouths as I moaned, already feeling his arousal through those damp trunks. 
 
    When I slowly rolled my hips into him, Dimitri groaned and gave in. He pulled at the ties until they slipped apart, and he dropped the bikini from my chest. 
 
    Not wasting any time, he palmed at my breasts while I took control of the kiss, already wet and eager for him. I needed him like it had been a year of not seeing each other, and I wouldn’t be satiated until I got what I needed. 
 
    Moaning as his palms brushed against my nipples, I felt like an animal in heat. It was all pure instinct and lust, and watching him walk out of the ocean was all the encouragement I needed. 
 
    One of Dimitri’s hands slid down my waist and hips until he brought it closer to my core, finger brushing against where I needed him most. 
 
    Sighing, I leaned into that touch, knowing he would be more than aware of how lewd my thoughts of him had been. 
 
    He chuckled against my lips again at my reaction, likely getting too much enjoyment from how desperate I was. Still, he pressed into my clit and traced those teasing circles while my hips stuttered. 
 
    I was aching for him, and he knew it. 
 
    But the moment he went to push the material of my bottoms to the side, I grabbed his wrist and stopped him. 
 
    Dimitri pulled back enough for me to look into his gorgeous face, and his brows furrowed in silent question. 
 
    “No foreplay, not now,” I purred, letting go of his wrist to hold his jaw. I brought him closer to place a searing kiss against his lips, soaking in how incredible each embrace felt. “I don’t need it.” 
 
    Dimitri smirked into the kiss, then dropped his hands to my hips and squeezed. “Done and done.” 
 
    Faster than I could blink, Dimitri flipped us around and placed my back against the towel. I heaved in a breath right as he dipped down and melded our lips together so hotly that my head spun. 
 
    Without needing to think twice, I reached for his trunks and shoved them down. He kicked them off the rest of the way, freeing his length, raging and in need of release. 
 
    His hands were already on my bottoms, yanking them off so fast that I hardly even noticed until he stroked himself against me. 
 
    Bursts of pleasure rippled through my body, making me arch into the sensation. I gripped his shoulders and sighed, awaiting the relief I so desperately needed and wanted. 
 
    Dimitri was at my entrance, prodding as he slicked himself up in my arousal and pressed in. 
 
    Gasping at the intrusion, I knew I would never get used to how incredible it felt every time he entered me. It was mutual as Dimitri bit back a moan, giving in when he dropped his face against my neck. 
 
    He carefully pushed forward, filling me more and more. He panted into my neck and steeled himself as my walls clenched around him. 
 
    Already a mess of moans, I didn’t care how loud I was on the private beach. Every small stroke he made sent so many sparks of pleasure through me that it was all I focused on. 
 
    Bottoming out, Dimitri grunted and crashed his lips against mine. He cursed under his breath with a hand against my hip, and he established a consistent pace. 
 
    He hit every sensitive spot within me, and my jaw went slack. Each thrust was more impactful than the last, and I was feeling delirious with bliss. 
 
    Even as he moved his hips faster, diving into me again and again, I just wanted more of him. I felt greedy for that pleasure. 
 
    Moving my hips in time with his, Dimitri choked back a groan at the feeling, and I reveled in how amazing it felt. 
 
    The way we moved was deliciously sinful, pulling every moan from each other. The sound of his skin against mine was something I never wanted to forget. 
 
    “Fuck, Maria,” Dimitri growled, grabbing my hips, and tilting me at a different angle. He slammed his hips into me then, giving it his all. 
 
    I was so consumed by the sensation that I couldn’t even make a sound. My moans stopped in my throat before they could pass my lips, and my back arched from the sandy towel. 
 
    My fingers dug into his back, so overwhelmed by the blinding pleasure that I needed to be anchored to him. I took each one of his unrelenting thrusts and felt my stomach tighten. 
 
    Before long, Dimitri’s hips were stuttering, losing dexterity as his own release loomed over him. He went as hard as he could, likely wanting to get the most out of it. 
 
    Dropping his hand in between us, Dimitri’s thumb landed on my clit, and he drew sloppy circles against it. With his lips against my neck, he panted against my skin. 
 
    Between that and the luscious movements of his hips, I couldn’t hang on any longer. I hit that precipice and clenched around him, gasping with my release. 
 
    Tremors rippled through my body, thrown into that blissful state while Dimitri’s thrusts guided me through it. I sucked in what breath I could and basked in that pleasant state. 
 
    Dimitri wasn’t far behind as his fingers dug into my hips as his own stuttered before groaning and spilling inside me. 
 
    He lazily moved inside me, eliciting a few weak moans from me, and then he pulled out and held himself up above me. 
 
    Panting, we stayed that way while we caught our breath. 
 
    When I came to, stroking up and down his muscled arm, I couldn’t help but smile at him. 
 
    He returned it easily and placed a warm kiss against my lips. “That was one way to christen our new property.” 
 
    Laughing at the comment, I silently appreciated his good looks and couldn’t help my wandering mind. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find more spots around here to christen while we’re at it.” 
 
    Dimitri snorted and ran a hand through my hair. “You are absolutely correct.” 
 
    And so we did. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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