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      In a world with no moral guidelines, Serena Snow must face the brutal truth of the world outside the shining city she once called home. Even as an adult, Serena still grieves her father's passing and desires justice.

      Prince Bianchi is notorious for his merciless treatment of anyone who questions his father’s rule. Despite his reputation, Serena catches his eye and the two develop an unconventional relationship.

      Serena realizes Prince is an integral part of the corrupt world she hates and finds herself at a crossroads. Will she betray her morals in order to gain revenge, or will she choose love and forgiveness?
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      “Why hasn’t anyone brought me a coffee?” Prince knew the answer to his own question, but he asked anyway. Incompetence surrounded him.

      “Boss, you want a coffee?”

      “No, moron, I want you to bring me a sandwich.”

      Joey, his driver, looked at Prince in the rearview mirror and then looked down at his wrist on the steering wheel. “Uh, Boss, it’s four in the morning. All the sandwich shops are closed.”

      “You’re joking, right? It’s four in the morning.” Prince tried to sound surprised, but it was a wasted effort.

      “Yeah, it is.”

      Prince slapped the back of Joey’s headrest and shouted, “That’s because I want a coffee, Joey, a fucking coffee. Take me to the shop on Shepard.”

      Joey remained quiet. He knew he’d fucked up. Day three on the job, but this was also the third day in a row Joey couldn’t remember Prince wanted coffee first thing in the morning, whether the sun was up or not. Joey was a family friend. His father’s sister’s best friend’s youngest son. Fucking family.

      When Joey arrived at the coffee shop, Prince didn’t wait to be let out, he opened his door and told Joey to stay put. “You’ll draw too much attention.”

      Joey was six-five and three hundred pounds of dumb. But to an outsider, he looked intimidating as hell. It was one of the reasons his father agreed to give Joey a job. Everyone inside the coffee shop would have run for cover at the first sight of Prince’s driver.

      “Got it. I’ll wait here.”

      “You do that. I’ll be back in ten.”

      That’s how long it should have taken to get his coffee, but today was turning out to be one of those days when things did not go as planned. Everything should have been in its right place. Only today, it wasn’t. Prince smirked as he walked into the coffee shop. He intended to collect money and grab his coffee, who knew things were going to take a turn for the worst, or possibly the best, depending on how one viewed his situation.

      “Coffee shop’s closed,” came an unfamiliar voice. Prince looked up and saw the woman behind the counter and two men wearing black tracksuits. Fuck. These guys could not be serious right now. Who robs a coffee shop at four in the morning? Morons, that’s who.

      “Yeah? Well, it doesn’t look closed to me. You can still serve me a cup of coffee. Black with a shot of espresso.” Prince looked over at the girl behind the counter and he almost lost his shit. She was beautiful, that much he could tell, but these two jackasses had already put in some face work. Her right eye was swollen, and her left cheek was sporting the makings of a nasty-ass bruise. The skin of her cheek looked too tight and almost glossy. Just how much damage had these two idiots done to the girl?

      Shit.

      He still had business to take care of and there was no more room in his fucking trunk to hold these dead fucks.

      “Man, she told you the coffee shop is closed. Now turn the fuck around and walk out that door and there won’t be no trouble, mister.”

      Prince bent his head before placing his hands behind his back.

      “You guys sure you want to do this? All over fucking coffee?”

      “It’s about more than coffee, motherfucker. Dale, take care of this guy.”

      Everyone in this area knew who Prince Bianchi was, the problem was, these guys didn’t. Which told him they were from out of town.

      Prince didn’t have a single fuck to give for the two men in front of him. Before the guy, Dale, had a chance to step forward, Prince already had his palm on the hand of his gun and pointed at Dale. Prince fired two shots. Both men went down and the woman behind the register stood frozen as the men’s blood stained the cracked linoleum floor. Their lifeless eyes glazed over as the blood oozed from their foreheads.

      “How about that coffee?”

      “Yo-yo-yo-you still want your coffee?”

      “Yeah, to go.”

      Prince flashed his badge. “I’m from District 9, call them up and tell them you need a cleaning crew for an attempted robbery and for aggravated assault.”

      The woman didn’t respond. She stared blankly at the wall in front of her, as if trying to unsee the two bodies on the floor. Prince could have handled the situation better, sure. But he was already pressed for time.

      Prince walked behind the counter and tapped her lightly on the shoulder. “Sweetheart.” Prince snapped his fingers in front of her face. “Hey, snap out of it. Okay?”

      “Um, yeah. But these men are dead.”

      “Yup.”

      “You killed them.”

      “Hmmm. Yes. You’re right again.”

      “What if they had families?”

      Was that really what she was thinking about? Especially after they had beat the shit out of her?

      “Then they should have had the sense not to try and rob you or beat you up, for that matter.”

      “Oh, you mean my face?”

      Prince nodded.

      “That happened earlier this evening.”

      Prince shook his head. “Sweetheart, these men were trying to rob you. If you ask me, they got off easy.”

      “You call dead easy?”

      “Yeah, I do. No bills, no worries. Just dead.”

      The girl’s eyes were bright with worry when she finally focused on Prince.

      “Honey, call the district.”

      “Right.”

      “Don’t forget my coffee.”

      “Right.” She was dazed, and now on autopilot. “It was black with a shot of espresso.”

      “Thanks.”

      Prince waited until she was done making the call and making his coffee. When she handed him the cup, their hands came in contact briefly, and something Prince couldn’t name passed through him. Sympathy, maybe? But it was something more than that. There was something familiar about the woman in front of him that he couldn’t put his finger on. Like he’d seen her someplace before.

      “I’ll be by later to check on you. You’re off at noon, right?”

      “Yeah, how’d you know?”

      “I come here every morning. I know the owner and the shifts the employees work. My job is to know what happens in my neighborhood. This must be your first day on the morning shift.”

      “It is.”

      “Well, you’re doing great.” Prince took a sip of his coffee and nodded in the direction of the cup. “Tastes great. I’ll see you later today. For now, make sure you call the police station. District 9 officers will show up, I’ll also put in a call as well to make sure you’re a priority,” Prince said as he walked out, leaving her and the two dead men. He didn’t know what else to say or even why he’d helped her. He only knew he had to see her again. But first, he needed to get rid of the two bodies in his trunk.
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        * * *

      

      Serena’s heart was pounding so hard it threatened to burst from her chest as she stared at the muggers lying dead on the floor. The fear Serena felt morphed into shock, and then disbelief. Never in her wildest dreams did she think she’d be a witness to a shooting. She’d had her fair share of traumatic experiences, the death of her father being one of them. His death was a senseless killing. Serena knew better. The two men weren’t there to rob her, but the police officers on their way didn’t need to know that. How they found her, she wasn’t sure. She’d changed everything about her appearance, from her hair to her eye color. Even her name was no longer the same. Ella White was nowhere to be found. Her father’s men had seen to getting her a new identity. So how did these men find her?

      As Serena turned to look at the man who’d saved her, her heart skipped a beat. He was tall, muscular, and model handsome. Too handsome. He was the kind of man who turned heads wherever he went. But the way he handled himself caught Serena’s attention—he was cool, calm, and collected, as if he had killed a thousand times before.

      At first, Serena didn’t know what to make of him. Was he a hero, a vigilante, or worse? But when he flashed his badge stating he was from District 9 and Serena realized he was an officer of the law, her nerves settled.

      Somewhat.

      But that wasn’t the only thing she noticed. Something about him hinted at darkness lurking beneath the surface. Hidden behind his expensive suit, there was something there, something that could be called… monstrous. A shiver ran down Serena’s spine as she realized the man who had saved her was a different kind of man. He had secrets, the kind of secrets one should never speculate about, otherwise, they’d find themselves on the receiving end of his punishment.  Even as she tried to push the thought away, Serena couldn’t help feeling intrigued by him. Who was he? Why did he shoot her attackers instead of subduing them? And what was his real connection to District 9?

      As Serena made his coffee, she managed to get a glimpse of his whiskey-colored eyes. She needed answers. He could be the one person to help her. Anything was possible, no one else had believed her about her father’s death. The police wouldn’t even reopen the case. Maybe he could? Whether that was a good thing or a bad thing, Serena wasn’t sure yet. All she knew was her life had been forever changed by two people. The first to change her life was the man who’d taken her father, and the second man to change her life was the mysterious man in the coffee shop who’d killed two men for her.

      He said he’d be back later that afternoon, she only hoped he meant what he said. She wanted to properly thank him. But she did as she was told to do. She called the police station and informed her boss of the attempted robbery and the two dead bodies in the shop.

      Serena waited in uncomfortable silence for District 9 to show up. Serena was still in a daze when two police officers from District 9 showed up with forensics to remove the bodies. Serena was grateful for their presence but began to feel intimidated when the female officer began to drill her. It was as if the other woman didn’t like her.

      “Have you met Officer Vance before?” the police officer asked.

      So that’s his name. Vance. Serena liked the way the name sounded in her head.

      “Sully, she doesn’t know him. Look at her, she’s still in shock,” the other officer commented. Serena could tell he was trying to be a buffer.

      She wasn’t in shock, but she wouldn’t correct the other officer. Shock was not the word for the state Serena was in. It was more of a trance.

      Officer Sully sucked her teeth as if she didn’t believe any of what Serena had told them.

      “No. As I said, today was my first time seeing Officer Vance.”

      But hopefully not her last.

      Officer Sully was a beautiful woman with striking features, and Serena found she was comparing herself to the other woman.

      “All right, when did you start working here?” the other officer asked.

      “I normally work part-time evenings, but I switched shifts with a co-worker at the last minute.”

      She’d switched hoping to avoid the two dead men on the floor, but that hadn’t worked.

      Officer Sully continued to drill Serena about why Officer Vance had helped her. This made Serena feel like she was the one about to be arrested. Serena didn’t understand why the other woman was so unfriendly toward her. Was it because of Officer Vance?

      As if he was summoned from her thoughts, Officer Vance walked in. Was it already noon? The time had passed quickly. He’d changed his clothes and was now in dark jeans and an oversized crème sweater that had a big brown button on the front. So, he is a stylish police officer. His clothes were expensive, and Serena would know. In another life, a happier one, she’d kept up with all the latest fashions, and she knew Officer Vance was wearing something that was part of O’Scars winter collection. That sweater was worth more than what she made in a year at the coffee shop.

      “I got here as soon as I could. Make it quick, Donovan,” Vance said to the male officer. The female officer was Sully.

      So, the other officer must have sent for him because of Sully, Serena thought to herself as she watched the two men interact. Officer Vance barely acknowledged Officer Sully and that was when Serena realized the two had history.

      “Trying to get the particulars, Vance, but Sully is making the witness uncomfortable.”

      “Sully, you can go. Donovan and I will take it from here.”

      “But, Vance.”

      “But nothing. Go.”

      Vance and Sully stared at one another for a moment as if having a silent conversation. Vance’s features were tight, and his eyes slits as he stared down the other officer. Officer Sully sighed deeply and turned to leave after admitting defeat with a bow of her head.

      Serena was grateful for Officer Vance’s intervention. Serena felt as if he was intentionally sticking up for her. There was much more to him than she thought.

      As the forensic team finished up and the bodies were taken away, Officer Vance turned to Serena and asked if she was okay.

      “I’m much better now.”

      “That’s good. How about I take you out for some lunch?”

      “Lunch?”

      “Yeah, you gotta eat, right?”

      “After seeing two dead bodies, that is the farthest thing from my mind at the moment.”

      “Then I’ll take you home.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “You’re a take charge kind of guy, aren’t you?”

      “In my line of work, I must be. Can’t have people thinking they can take advantage.”

      “Right.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “I’m not sure I want to say.”

      “Sweetheart, I just killed two men for you. I think it’s safe to say you’re in good hands.” Officer Vance held out his palms as if to show her his hands were good.

      They were. Heavily veined and thick. They were hands that were used to working, but also taken care of. His fingernails were perfectly manicured.

      Why the hell am I noticing all these things now? Serena knew the answer to the question but wasn’t going to allow herself to acknowledge anything. Not yet.

      “You can take me home, Officer Vance.”

      “Grab your shit and let’s go, and Vance is my middle name; all my friends call me Prince.”
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        * * *

      

      Prince? Prince? Why does that name sound familiar?

      It was the only thing Serena could think about on their walk home. Serena peeked up at him from beneath her hair. She’d covered her face as best she could. Her face was bruised, her jaw sore from the multiple hits she’d taken from the would-be muggers. I should stop calling them that. It wasn’t who they were at all. They were Bianchi’s men.

      Giuseppe Bianchi, the family’s boss and her late father’s greatest foe would have sent them to watch her every move. They’d found her. She’d dyed her hair, put contacts in, and made sure to not wear any makeup, she even changed her name, but none of it worked. Serena swallowed hard and continued to follow Prince toward his car, her eyes never leaving the ground. Her mind was recalling a past memory that had her holding her breath as Prince held his door open for her.

      It was two years ago, right after her father died, the day after she graduated from high school. They’d come to her father’s home in the country. Her uncle, Nemo, had done everything he could to keep her safe, but Giuseppe ‘The Huntsman’ Bianchi had found her. She’d stepped out of the car to be greeted by what she could only describe as his entourage. The memory was so vivid, almost like it was yesterday. A memory that left her baffled.

      “Get out of the car, honey, we won’t hurt you,” came the voice of one of Giuseppe’s goons.

      As Ella got out of the car, one of the figures stepped forward and removed his hood, revealing the face of a young man. He was handsome, but there was a certain darkness in his eyes. It was almost as if he was looking at her, judging her.

      This was Giuseppe’s son, Prince, the heir to the Bianchi crime family. She had heard so much about him but had never expected to come face-to-face with him. Ella felt her heart race as Prince’s piercing gaze bored into her. She could feel the weight of his stare as he looked her up and down, assessing her. His eyes lingered on her curves, making Ella feel exposed and vulnerable. She didn’t like the way he was looking at her, but she couldn’t deny the attraction she felt toward him. There was something about him that drew her in, despite the danger he represented.

      Serena snapped out of the fog of the memory and realized Prince was waiting for her to get into the car. It was him. Older, mature, but now that she’d really studied him, she realized who he was.

      The same guy from two years ago. Only now he was a police officer? That couldn’t be right. Was it? Maybe he wasn’t the same guy, but someone who resembled him. Like a doppelgänger or something. One thing for sure, Serena wasn’t about to ask him outright if he was the son of the notorious Huntsman. That would be a huge insult if he wasn’t, or it would be the end of her if he was.

      “Sweetheart,” Prince said, his voice low and gravelly. “You gonna get in?”

      His words sent a shiver down her spine. She knew she should be afraid, but she couldn’t help feeling a sense of excitement at the prospect of spending time with Prince. She had always been drawn to danger, and there was no one more dangerous than the heir to the Bianchi family. Snap out of it, his father killed your father. That wasn’t confirmed. Or at the very least his identity wasn’t confirmed. But yeah, she was getting in the damn car.

      “I-I didn’t expect to see you here, I thought you forgot about me,” Serena stuttered, her eyes darting to the open door he held for her. Serena couldn’t help but feel a flutter in her stomach as she looked at him. Maybe it was the way his dark hair fell over his forehead or the way his sharp jawline seemed to accentuate the shape of his face. Whatever it was, she couldn’t deny he was incredibly attractive.  Her mind drifted back to their very first conversation. The one where he was Prince, and she was the daughter of the slain mayor.

      “Ella, is it?” Prince said, his voice low and smooth. “My father sent us to make sure you’re not up to anything... foolish.”

      She nodded, barely able to meet his gaze. “Yes, that’s me.”

      Prince stepped closer, his eyes scanning her up and down. “You seem nervous,” he said, the corner of his mouth quirking up in a half-smile. “Is there something you’re hiding?”

      Ella swallowed hard, her heart pounding in her chest. She had to be careful. Prince was dangerous, and she couldn’t afford to let her guard down around him. But even as she thought these things, she couldn’t deny the attraction she felt toward him.

      “I have nothing to hide,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m just... not used to being around people like you.”

      Prince chuckled, the sound sending a thrill through her body. “And what kind of people are we?”

      Ella took a step back, suddenly aware of how close he was. “The dangerous kind,” she said, her voice shaking.

      Prince’s hand shot out, grabbing her wrist tightly. “Don't be afraid, Ella,” he said, his eyes boring into hers. “I won’t hurt you... unless you give me a reason to.”

      Ella could feel her body responding to his touch, despite the fear that was bubbling up inside of her. She tried to pull away, but his grip was too strong.

      “Let me go,” Ella said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      Prince’s grip was strong as he pulled her closer. “Not until you tell me what you’re up to,” he said, his breath hot against her cheek. “I can tell you’re hiding something.”

      Ella felt a surge of excitement mixed with fear. She had never been this close to danger before, and it was intoxicating. She could feel her body responding to Prince’s touch, even as her mind screamed at her to get away.

      “I’m not up to anything,” she said, her voice shaking. “I swear it.”

      Prince leaned in closer, his lips almost touching hers. “I don’t believe you,” he said, his eyes flashing with anger. Prince’s breath smelled of mint and honey, like a cold glass of tea on a hot summer day.

      Ella’s heart raced as she looked into his dark eyes. She knew she had to get away from him. Serena could hear her heartbeat in her ears, pounding against her rib cage like a gavel. She could hear Prince’s breathing quicken, she could hear the words he was saying, both spoken and unspoken. She could feel her temples throb as if she had been struck. Ella stiffened as she felt Prince’s grip on her wrist tighten.

      Suddenly, Prince’s grip loosened, and he released her wrist. “Very well,” he said, stepping back. Ella took a deep breath, feeling both relieved and disappointed at the same time. She had wanted to feel his strong arms around her. But she knew she couldn’t let her guard down around him. Not when his family was her greatest enemy.

      The sun barely broke through the dark storm clouds looming above. Its rays piercing the dark sky with rays of gold and blue. That day had been the worst day to go out to get something to eat. She should have stayed home but she had not listened to her guardians at the time and ended up coming face-to-face with Prince Bianchi.

      Prince smiled again, a smirk that said he knew more than he was letting on. “Don’t think that I won’t be watching you, Ella. My father has his eyes on you, and so do I.”

      “I understand,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      That conversation took place over two years ago. Things had changed, she had changed. Maybe that’s why he didn’t recognize her.

      “I told you I was coming back. It’s a good thing Donovan called me when he did. I was just finishing up something I needed to take care of. It was no trouble at all coming to help. I did shoot the guys after all.”

      “You did.”

      But the funny thing about that was the two men were The Huntsman’s goons. Did he not recognize them or vice versa? Or maybe he wasn’t the same Prince from two years ago?

      Prince nodded, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “You gonna give me your address? And how about a name? I keep calling you sweetheart, not that you’re not sweet. But it be good to get your name.”

      Officer Donovan must have left that part out, or he wasn’t paying attention. Either way, it was okay to give him her name. Two years ago, she was Ella Snow, now she was Serena Morris. But she’d give him her nickname as well. Just to be on the safe side.

      “My friends call me Sere.”

      Serena pulled up the directions on his navigator and pressed go. Prince smirked but continued talking. “Sere? That’s different, but it suits you.”

      Again, her pulse sped up at his words. Serena knew she was in danger being around this man. But she couldn’t deny the attraction she felt toward him. Something about him drew her in, despite everything he represented.

      The long shadows of the buildings reached toward her, almost like grasping fingers, and it looked like rain was coming. The sky had darkened, creating an ominous atmosphere, the air heavy and thick. Serena looked up at the swirling clouds and sighed. Yup, it’s going to rain. As they drove toward her apartment, Serena couldn’t help but notice the way Prince’s eyes lingered on her. It made her feel both nervous and excited all at once. She wondered what it would be like to be with a man like him, to give in to the danger and passion that seemed to surround him. But she knew better than to let herself get swept away by those thoughts. Prince was a criminal, he was everything she hated, but at the same time desired. What was it about this man?

      As they pulled up outside her building, Prince turned to her. “This is it, huh?” he asked, his eyes scanning the building. “You live alone?”

      Serena nodded, suddenly feeling very exposed. “Yeah, I do.”

      Prince leaned in closer, his breath hot against her neck. “You should be more careful, sweetheart,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “There are a lot of bad people out there who would love to get their hands on someone like you.”

      “Someone like me?” For a moment, Serena thought he recognized her. But then he smiled that same smirk from two years ago and said, “I know more than I’m letting on.”

      “What?” Serena tried to keep her face neutral as she stared back into his amber-like eyes. “What do you know?”

      “I know that you act tough, but really, you’re scared. I don’t know what this thing is between us, but I want you to know I’m here now. No one is going to put their hands on you ever again. Understand?”

      The pocket of air she’d been holding on to deflated. He didn’t know who she was, but now things had taken a strange turn. Something that Serena found she was okay with.

      “Do you want to come up for some tea?” She couldn’t stop the words from spilling from her lips.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Prince asked quietly, almost as if he could sense her uneasiness.”

      “Yes,” Serena answered without hesitation. “I’m sure.”

      Prince gave a sharp nod. He reached across her chest, his cheek brushing up against hers, and unbuckled her seat belt.

      “Are you sure, because once I walk you up to your apartment, I don’t plan on leaving until the morning.”
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      Something deep inside of Serena unlocked at his words. She knew what it was, that thrill of excitement mixed with danger and lust. Her mind was at war with her body. The pull toward Prince was too magnetic, she couldn’t stop herself from reacting if she tried. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Serena nodded her head in answer. Was she even ready for what Prince was offering? Or had she read too much into his meaning? What if he just planned to watch over her for the night? If that was the case, then why the warning?

      Prince smiled, a sinister glint twinkling in his eyes, before getting out of the car and opening Serena’s door. As soon as their hands touched, an electric current shot through her body causing her to gasp at its intensity. If Prince felt it, he didn’t react. But how could he not? Serena couldn’t be the only one who felt the way she was feeling.

      Making their way up the stairs to her apartment, an oppressive tension between them built as she stood in front of her door. Serena reached into her purse and pulled out her keys to unlock the door. Once inside, Prince wasted no time taking control of the environment. Throwing off his jacket, he sprawled on the couch as if he belonged there. Serena felt powerless against him, enthralled by his roguish charm. If she was being honest with herself, she wanted to keep him, but knew if she held on too tight, he’d slip away from her grasp. Serena sat her purse and keys down on the table by the entry and watched Prince warily from a distance. It was like standing too close to the sun, one wrong move and she’d get burned.

      “Why are you way over there? Come here.” Prince sat forward and rolled up his sleeves, exposing his forearms. The man was impressive. Both arms were fully tattooed with images of dragons and other mythical creatures. His gaze was harsh, and it was clear Prince was not used to being ignored.

      Serena nervously approached him, feeling a strange pull to his commanding presence. As she got closer, she could feel his heat and smell the aromatic musk of his cologne.  The scent an intoxicating mixture of man and soap.

      “You have beautiful tattoos,” Serena said, trying to sound confident despite her labored breathing.

      Prince smirked, his eyes never leaving hers. “Thank you. They’re symbols of my strength and power.”

      Serena bit her lip, feeling a rush of desire at his words. Prince leaned in closer, his breath hot against her ear.

      “But I think there’s something even more powerful than my tattoos,” he whispered, his voice lulling her closer and closer. Before she could comprehend what was happening, Prince reached for her, his skin smooth and warm to the touch as if it burned with a sweet fire beneath the surface. His lips crashed into Serena’s, his hands reaching for her waist and pulling her closer. The kiss was rough and demanding, and Serena found herself responding eagerly. Her hands reached up to tangle into his hair as he stood with her in his arms. Prince broke the kiss leaving her without breath. She wanted more. Needed more.

      “I knew you were the one.” His voice was husky with desire. “You have fire in your veins.”

      Serena blushed at his words, feeling both embarrassed and turned on at the same time. She wanted him, but part of her felt guilty for wanting something forbidden. She stepped back, her heart sprinting toward a never-ending finish line as Serena attempted to compose herself.

      

      Prince chuckled, the sound sending vibrations through her body. “It’s too late to back out now, sweetheart.” He pulled her back into his embrace, his lips trailing down her neck. His touch electrified her and scared her. Knowing if she gave into her desires, she’d be betraying her own morals. But like Prince said. It was too late now.

      Serena gasped as his teeth grazed her skin, leaving a trail of heat in their wake. He was the sun, and he burned every inch of her skin. Prince lifted Serena up and carried her to the dining room table, his eyes never leaving hers. She was trapped by his gaze, the intensity lured her in, pulling her deeper into the web of desire he was spinning. She should push him away, but even as the thought surfaced, it was promptly pushed back into a corner.

      “I want you,” Prince said, his voice low and commanding. “I want to see that fire in your eyes as I make you mine.” His words were punctuated, every syllable, every sound was an art in seduction. Serena’s body quivered in anticipation, yet fear kept her rooted in place. His lips walked a delicate dance up the side of her cheek, leaving a trail of fire as he found his way back to her mouth, gently at first, until he began to devour her. The strength of Prince’s kiss had him pressing Serena into the table, igniting a hunger she never knew existed. Prince’s hands explored her body as if he wanted to possess her. She could feel everything. Every touch, every kiss, pulled the strings of her desire tighter until she was almost limp in his arms.

      “There’s something special inside of you.” One of his hands trailed down her waist before cupping her sex. “It’s right here.” Prince pressed his palm between her legs applying the right amount of pressure that had her hissing in pleasure.

      “I’m going to have you, all of you. I’m going to make you mine, Sere.”

      Prince quickly released her, but only for a second. The waistband of her jeans was the first to go, and then she felt the cool air from the air-conditioner. Prince made quick work of her underwear before he grabbed hold of her waist, sitting her on the table.

      “I’m not waiting anymore, princess; you understand what I’m saying to you?” Prince’s voice was dark and hoarse.  Serena didn’t answer him right away, and that seemed to piss him off. Prince growled before grabbing her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “You good?”

      Serena gave a slow nod.

      His strong hands grabbed her legs and Prince pulled her toward him before making quick work of his pants. Prince mounted her, right there on the table, pushing deep with one swift thrust. Serena barely had time to adjust before Prince began moving. The feeling was intense, almost unbearable as it rippled through her body. The table shook and she felt as if the table itself would fall as Prince’s cock filled her completely and his rhythm increased. Serena whimpered, urging him to go harder and faster. Prince didn’t need to be directed, he pounded into her relentlessly, cursing her as he went. The air between them crackled with electricity as Prince spoke breathlessly in her ear.

      “Fuck. Fuck.”

      Every syllable wrapped around Serena like a tendril of smoke, sparking a blaze in her soul that neither of them could control. His movements begin to slow, but then the strength in him began to take over, devouring her until Serena felt like she was melting into him. Each stroke was possessive, Prince explored every inch of her, ensuring nothing could ever compete with his primal claim.

      Prince pushed deeper. “Give it up, sweetheart, scream for me. Scream for me now.” One hand reached up and gripped her tightly around her neck, it wasn’t enough to stop the air from passing through her lungs, but it was enough to heighten every nerve ending on her body.

      Serena moaned with equal parts desire and fear as his power swept her off her feet, pulling her deeper into his trance. Prince swiveled his hips, and that was all it took for Serena to fall heart-first over the cliff. She’d already crossed the line. She’d already given herself over to this beast of a man. The son of her father’s murderer. What the fuck was she supposed to do now?

      “That’s it, that’s it, baby, that’s it,” Prince growled hoarsely as he pounded into her with a fast and frenzied rhythm. Every thrust sent waves of pleasure crashing through her body. She could feel every inch of him against her, inside her; she felt like she was on fire.

      Serena opened her eyes and sought his gaze, watching in awe as his face twisted in anguish and pleasure. He was beautiful, the most breathtaking creature she had ever seen. He seemed like a god coming to life right before her eyes. His lips parted and an animalistic roar escaped from deep within as he shuddered in climax.

      Serena pressed her mouth against his neck and licked at the sweat with her tongue, savoring the sweet and salty flavor. A wild cry of ecstasy escaped her as wave after wave of pleasure racked through her body, sending her over the edge again.

      The sweat and exertion on his face gleamed in the dim light of the room. He looked like a god; his body, hard and chiseled, his chest, heaving with each breath and sweating like a wild animal. Prince’s eyes, piercing and intense, locked on to hers. He growled low in his throat, his animalistic nature coming to life, demanding more. His mouth was open and a light sheen of sweat clung to his lips, making him look feral.

      Prince pulled out and pulled up his pants. He ran his hands down the front of his shirt before lifting Serena gently off the table.

      “Wasn’t expecting it to be that good, but fuck, sweetheart, that was eye-opening.”

      Eye-opening? That’s what he had to say about the best sex she’d ever had? Eye-opening?

      The foggy haze of sex and happiness quickly lifted as embarrassment and shame reared its ugly head. She shouldn’t have expected him to come off as anything but what she knew he was. A criminal, and just like any other bad guy, he’d taken something. Something she was all too willing to give up.

      Shit. She was just another one of his toys. Just another notch in the bedpost.

      Serena tried to keep her emotions in check, but it was a failed effort at best. The minute the door to the bathroom closed behind Prince, she allowed herself to drop to the floor and cry. Part of her was confused, curious, and angry. She had let her guard down and given herself to him without a thought or care.

      There was no denying her feelings toward Prince. She should hate him, shouldn’t she? She couldn’t find it in herself to channel the hate because every time she tried, all she could think about was his touch, the way his lips felt against hers, the way he looked at her.

      Serena hadn’t even realized she was still in a state of undress. A slow warmth began to crawl up her neck and spread across her face at the thought of Prince leaving, more so than the fact that he had seen her naked. Serena quickly stood and scrambled to grab her pants. She should be the one to ask him to leave, she wasn’t about to wait till morning. Serena mustered all the courage she had, knowing if she waited until morning things would be worse. When Prince returned from the restroom, Serena steeled her nerves and said, “You need to leave.”

      “Leave? Why?” Prince growled in a voice filled with menace, as he stepped closer to her.

      “Do I really need to explain why?” Serena replied, lifting her head, and locking eyes with him as sparks of fury ignited behind his gaze. “What do you have to be angry about? If anyone should be mad, it’s me!"

      “Is that right?” he thundered, standing tall over her. “Care to elaborate on that little statement, sweetheart?”

      Prince’s face morphed into a mask of rage, his eyes burned like red-hot embers and his lips pulled back in a snarl.

      Prince’s dark hair framed his face in a wild mess of curls and waves. Where his shirt was open, the exposed muscles of his chest were perfectly sculpted, the flat planes of his abdomen moving up to frame the massive V shape of his chest. From his neck to his pelvic bone his body was built for power, a work of art as you’d see in the Louvre.

      Prince was close, so very close. It had Serena shrinking inside herself. He was gorgeous, but now all she could see was the fury radiating from his face.

      Serena was facing a moral dilemma. She had been drawn to the prince, unaware of his identity as her father’s killer, and now she felt trapped by her own mistake. She could try to reason with him but then again, why reason with a murderer? Tears welled in her eyes as she confronted him.

      “I think you should leave. This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have asked you to come up here.”

      “But you did.”

      Serena was certain he’d unleash another wave of rage before finally leaving—not that they owed each other anything; she had only been drawn in by the captivating aura of danger around him. But now more tears threatened to fall, and with them, her well-guarded secret would surely be exposed. Her contacts would be ruined, and she’d have no choice but to remove them, and then there would be no escaping it any longer. Her identity would be revealed. Ella Snow had violet eyes, it was a trait all the Snow women exhibited, and something Ella’s stepmother had coveted and hated at the same time. Prince swore under his breath, still lingering in the room. “You’re crying right now? After all this?” He reached out and wiped away the tears cascading over her cheeks, before meeting her gaze with an intensity that made her stall.

      “What did we share, Prince? It was an eye-opener for you, wasn’t it? You thought it’d be less than it actually was.”

      Prince enveloped Serena in a tight embrace, crushing her against him and releasing a flood of emotions within her. How could he make her feel this way? He leaned down and kissed the top of her head, whispering into her ear, “Sweetheart, I knew it was going to be good. I should have said something different, but I’m a man—I say things that don’t make sense sometimes. So let me lay it out for you plain and clear: I intend to keep you.” His eyes darkened as he pulled in a deep breath, and Serena held hers as he exhaled.

      She was fucked.
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      “Where the hell have you been, Vance?” Vinny, Prince’s older brother, snarled as he stalked through the door, throwing his jacket off in a violent gesture.

      “Not here, why?” 

      “Dad’s been looking for you. And if I were you, I’d hurry up and get over there before he finds out you’ve been slacking off.”

      The old man could never understand how easy it was to keep track of someone with technology nowadays and wouldn’t budge from staying firmly rooted in the past.

      “Where’s he at?” 

      “He’s in the study with Roman. Word is they finally found the mayor’s daughter. It looks like your long hunt is over.”

      Shit.

      Prince had been tracking the girl ever since that very first encounter; she had left an indelible mark on him then and remained in his thoughts now. But he’d lost touch with her and her movements more than a year ago. But now she’d resurfaced. Should they come face-to-face again, she’d be of age and ripe for manipulation. Thoughts of her threatened to flood his mind until an image of Serena entered and replaced it. He couldn’t give her another thought right now, needing to focus on what was important—the damn mayor’s daughter. With concerted effort, Prince forced himself to push away all thoughts of Serena as he opened the office door. It would be pointless entertaining a stable; no matter how much different she was from his brother Vinny’s girls, who changed by the day. Little did they know how close they came to having their throats slit.

      Prince opened the door to see his brother and father in a deep, raging argument.

      “I put two of my best men on her. How she got away is beyond me,” Roman thundered before slamming his fist onto the desk beside him.

      “Where are those two now?” Giuseppe Bianchi demanded as he sat back in his chair.

      The old Huntsman’s gaze hardened as he waited for his son to respond.

      “Don’t know. They should have reported in by now.”

      Giuseppe and Vincent were always at odds with each other; debating over when Vance would take the mantle and become the new Huntsman. Normally the older brother took the reins of the family, but the old man had decided long ago, it would be Vance, and not Vincent.

      “You haven’t heard from them because they most likely took the money and ran,” Giuseppe spat out coldly.

      “They didn’t get paid yet! The deal was that they’d secure the girl first then get paid,” snarled Roman in return.

      Both men looked up when they realized Prince was in the room.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Giuseppe snarled in his son’s direction. 

      “Calm down, Pop, you’ll give yourself a heart attack at this rate. I had things to do and see to,” Prince replied calmly, although his smoldering gaze betrayed him.

      “You weren’t on duty last night at the station. I checked in with Donovan,” Giuseppe stated firmly, looking for answers.

      “Yeah, and I’m not a kid who needs to report in either, Pop, calm down. What’s going on?” Prince asked impatiently.

      His father grunted before continuing, “Your brother is what’s going on; he found Mayor Snow’s daughter and put two guys on her, and those two guys didn’t show up. You hear anything about it?” 

      Prince felt a chill go down his spine—he knew exactly what this meant but he refused to believe it was true. “No, why should I?”

      “What about two men in tracksuits robbing a coffee shop?” his brother said. Prince’s father knew he was a cop, so he’d have gotten word, especially if it happened in the neighborhood. Prince was all too aware of where this conversation would lead him if it turned out to be true… “Which coffee shop?” Prince asked slowly.

      Vincent snapped his fingers a couple of times until he blurted, “The one on Shepard, the same one that your driver takes you to.” 

      Fuck. This wasn’t good at all. Serena did say she switched shifts, so maybe it wasn’t her, maybe it was the friend of hers they were looking for. It would still pose a problem. Serena thought he was an officer of the law, which technically he was, but he was also a lieutenant in his father’s family. Roman had a way of screwing things up.

      “Dad, help me understand how I’m just now hearing about Roman looking for the mayor’s daughter. That was something I was tasked with.”

      Giuseppe grunted. “I didn’t have time to waste, and two heads are better than one.”

      “I had it in hand, Dad.”

      Prince needed to handle this situation with caution, but every nerve was screaming at him to flee. “I’ll check it out and make sure it’s all good,” Prince said with forced calmness.

      “Good, I want this wrapped up fast. And, Vance, if you find anything, I’m the first to know. Got it? Tell me right away,” Giuseppe commanded darkly.

      “Yeah, got it,” Prince replied before making his way out of the room.

      The image of Serena kept playing in his mind as he walked out. If she was the mayor’s daughter, their relationship would be changed forever once she found out who he really was the son of an Italian mafia boss who wanted her dead. He had to be careful, or his father might get wind of her location, and then they both would be in danger. It would come at them from both angles, his father, and the Russians both wanted the deceased mayor’s daughter. This could go very wrong if he wasn’t careful enough.

      But first, he needed to make sure Serena wasn’t the person his family or the Russians were looking for. Prince could barely sleep. He was too antsy and wanted to get to the coffee shop first thing in the morning.

      Prince drove to the coffee shop, his thoughts racing as he tried to come up with a plan. He parked his car outside and stepped out, adjusting his badge and gun as he walked toward the entrance. The smell of coffee hit him as he entered, and he scanned the room for any sign of trouble.

      As Prince approached the counter, he saw a young woman with blond hair and blue eyes. It wasn’t Serena, but he recognized her from the photo Vinny had shown him. There was a problem, the mayor’s daughter had violet eyes not blue, and her hair wasn’t blond. Who’s to say she didn’t change her appearance? She knew they were looking for her. This had to be the friend Serena had mentioned. Which meant, Serena was not the mayor’s daughter. Prince walked up to the female employee and showed his badge.

      “Excuse me, Miss,” he said, his voice authoritative. “I’m investigating the robbery attempt that resulted in a double homicide yesterday. Do you know anything about it?”

      The woman's eyes widened in surprise, and she shook her head. “No, I wasn’t here, I switched shifts with my friend, Serena.”

      

      Prince nodded, his eyes scanning the room once more. Everything seemed to be in order, but he couldn’t let his guard down just yet. "Do you have any information on your friend, Serena?" he asked the woman.

      The woman’s expression turned hesitant, and she looked around nervously before leaning in to whisper, “I don’t know much, but I do know she’s been acting strange lately. Like she’s hiding something.”

      “Thanks for your help, do you mind passing me her phone number? We forgot to collect it from her yesterday, and I want to follow up with her.”

      The woman didn’t hesitate to give out Serena’s number. Had he been a true threat to Serena she’d be dead with friends like the girl behind the counter.

      Prince’s heart sank. He had a feeling Serena was involved, but he didn’t want to believe it.

      Prince thanked the woman before leaving the coffee shop, his mind racing with possibilities. He needed to talk to Serena and figure out what was going on. If she was the mayor’s daughter, she could be in danger from both sides—his family and the Russians.

      As he got in his car, he pulled out his phone and dialed Serena’s number. He clenched his jaw as he waited for her to answer. Each ring felt like an eternity until, finally, she picked up the phone.

      “Hello,” she said softly, her voice slightly breathless.

      “Serena, I need to talk to you. Where can we meet?” Prince demanded, still trying to remain calm, even though inside he was overwhelmed with confusion.

      He heard her hesitate before answering, “Yeah, sure. How about the park near my apartment?” Her voice sounded eerily uncertain.

      “I'll see you there in twenty minutes,” Prince said sternly before abruptly hanging up the phone.

      As he drove to the park, his mind attempted to try and piece together the puzzle in front of him. He wanted more than anything for Serena to be innocent in all of this, but he couldn’t shake the feeling she was involved. When he arrived at the park, Serena was sitting on a bench with her phone in her hand, reading a text message.

      “Hey,” she said softly as Prince walked toward her.

      The conflict within Prince rose to an all-consuming crescendo. It was the moment of truth. Prince stopped in front of her before demanding, “Serena, I need to know the truth. Are you the mayor’s daughter?” His voice was firm yet gentle at the same time.

      “What kind of question is that? Do I even look like I could be related to the Mayor of New York?” Her eyes darted to the left and then back up at him.

      “I don’t mean our current mayor. I mean the one who was killed two years ago.”

      “Again, do I look like his daughter?”

      Prince could feel the tension building between them. He knew he had to be careful with what he said next, or he could lose her forever. “I don’t know what to think anymore,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “My family and the Russians are both looking for the mayor’s daughter. If you’re not her, then who are they after?”

      “Your family? You’re a police officer, why would your family be looking for her?" Serena asked, her voice tight with tension. Prince knew if he told Serena the truth, their relationship would change forever.

      “Serena,” he said, taking a deep breath. “I’m not just an Officer in District 9. I’m also the son of Giuseppe Bianchi. My family has been searching for you for a long time.”

      Serena’s hands balled into fists as she fixed Prince with a steely gaze, her voice laced with bitterness and hostility. “And I’m supposed to blindly trust you?” she spat out, the words seething with venom. She didn’t deny being the mayor’s daughter this time. Her façade had slipped.

      Prince met her stare head-on, refusing to back down from her challenge. “If not me then who?” he answered coolly, his eyes flashing with intensity.

      A glint flickered in Serena’s eyes, and he knew in that moment she was indeed the mayor’s daughter. He could feel his doubts and uncertainties melting away like ice in the sun, replaced only by one urgent fact: he had to protect her at all costs.

      “Don’t say another word,” he commanded roughly, taking her hand in his own. “Right now, the most important thing is that I’ve found you. I don’t plan on letting anything happen to you. The best thing for you to do now is come and stay with me."

      He could see the fear lurking behind Serena’s eyes, and he tightened his grip on her hand, his voice softening slightly. “My father and my brother will have people watching the coffee shop for you. If the Russians have caught on—”

      Prince bit his tongue, forcing the thought back down. He could feel the tension in the air and knew this was beyond fucked up.

      “Will you help me help you, sweetheart?” Prince’s voice was soft as velvet, yet his mind raced with a concoction of terror and longing. Serena had the power to bring him to his knees if she wished it—how had it come to this? It had only been one night and their first introduction two years ago that began this burning need inside of him. A single moment that connected their souls like no other ever could. They had never crossed paths again until yesterday, yet suddenly his heart and mind were harmoniously aligned on one goal—protect what was his. Prince didn’t believe in love, or even love at first sight, but with Serena, all bets were off. Prince didn’t understand the whys of it, but he knew he’d do whatever was needed to keep her from harm’s way, and all to himself.

      Serena gazed up at him, eyes set in determination and burning with intensity. “I will,” she spoke firmly and confidently.

      Prince’s jaw relaxed when she gave him the answer he wanted. “Good, you don’t need anything from your apartment. I’ll buy you whatever you need,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Hold on a second, I have to let my neighbors know,” Serena replied hesitantly.

      “Why?” Prince drawled menacingly. His face became a twisted mask of fury. No one needed to know where she was, or where they were going.

      “Because they’ll worry. If it wasn’t for them taking me in, I would probably be homeless and living in the streets right now.” How was that even possible? The mayor had left all his assets to his only daughter.

      “Who are these neighbors?” Prince asked suspiciously, his grip tightening on her arm.

      “Friends,” she said carefully.

      Prince released her arm with a sharp jerk, not liking at all the sound of Serena having any sort of friends. He wanted all her time for himself. But if talking to her neighbors was the quickest way to get her home and out of sight, so be it.
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      Her neighbors consisted of seven fucking men. Men. Who lived in a building with seven men as neighbors? Was she out of her fucking mind? Prince’s mind raced with jealousy and possessiveness as he glared at the door. He clenched his fists and took a deep breath, trying to calm his anger. He knew he needed to remain levelheaded if he wanted to protect Serena.

      The seven men were standing outside, smoking and laughing. As soon as they saw Serena, their faces lit up and they rushed toward her. Prince’s jaw clenched as he watched them surround her, talking and laughing.

      “Serena, who’s this guy?” one of the men asked, eyeing Prince with suspicion.

      “This is Prince, a friend,” Serena said quickly, trying to extricate herself from their grasp.

      “Right, a friend. He didn’t sound like a friend last night,” the man with a long beard and thick accent said as he folded his arms across his chest. Prince’s eyes darkened with anger as he took a step forward, his hand hovering over the gun in his waistband. “Last night is none of your business,” Prince said through gritted teeth.

      The man with the beard stepped forward, his eyes locking with Prince’s. “Everything that happens in this building is our business,” he said calmly.

      Prince could feel his blood pressure rising as he surveyed the group of men. He knew he could take them all down with ease, but that wasn't the point. He needed to get Serena out of there and back to his place before anything else happened.

      “We need to go, now,” Prince warned.

      Prince grabbed Serena’s arm roughly and yanked her away from the crowd, his grip like iron around her wrist. His eyes burned with fury as another man stepped in, this one a giant of a man with shoulders more suited to a linebacker than a regular neighbor. “Nah,” the burly man growled, wagging his finger in Prince’s face. “I don’t think you should be taking Serena anywhere.”

      Prince had to act quickly. He couldn’t let these men get in the way of his mission to protect Serena. He pulled out his gun and pointed it at the man’s head, his voice deadly calm. “I suggest you move out of the way, or I’ll have no choice but to shoot.”

      The man’s eyes widened but not in fear, it was more of surprise as he took a step back, his hands raised in surrender. Prince didn’t hesitate as he pulled Serena toward him, keeping his gun trained on the group of men. He led her to his car and pushed her into the passenger seat, slamming the door shut.

      Serena looked at him, fear and confusion written all over her face. “What the hell was that?” she demanded, her voice shaking.

      Prince sighed heavily as he got into the driver’s seat and started the car. “Those men are dangerous. You can’t trust them,” he said firmly.

      “I’ve known them for years. They’re my friends,” Serena protested.

      Prince clenched his teeth as he drove, trying to keep his emotions in check. “They’re not your friends anymore,” he spat out. “They’re a liability. They could get you killed.”

      Serena glared at him, her eyes flashing with anger. “You don’t get to decide who my friends are,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “I just did.”

      Serena’s face darkened with anger. “You don’t know anything about them,” she spat, her voice rising. “You just barged into my life, pulled out your gun, acting like you own the place.”

      “I do own the place,” Prince said coldly, his eyes fixed on the road ahead. “I own you, Serena. You belong to me now.”

      Serena’s eyes widened in shock as she stared at him, her mouth hanging open. “What the hell are you talking about?” she whispered.

      “You heard me,” Prince growled, his voice low and dangerous. “You’re mine now. And I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”

      Prince turned to look at her, his eyes dark with fury. “If you want to stay alive, you’ll do as I say.”

      Serena recoiled as if he had struck her, her eyes widening in shock. “You can’t be serious,” she hissed.

      Prince’s grip tightened on the steering wheel as he drove faster, his eyes focused straight ahead. “Dead serious,” he said quietly.

      They drove in silence for a few minutes, tension thick in the air. Finally, Prince spoke again. “There are a few things you need to understand about me. I don’t do well when things are not in their right place.”

      “What is that supposed to mean to me?”

      “It means my life is organized, and I don’t do chaos.”

      Serena stared at him. “And what does that have to do with me?” she asked, her voice trembling slightly.

      “It means you’re a part of my life now, and I will not tolerate any chaos or disruptions,” Prince replied, his tone firm and unwavering. “You will do as I say and stay out of trouble. If you don’t, there will be consequences.”

      Serena’s heart raced as she looked at him, fear and anger bubbling inside of her. “I’m not some possession for you to control,” she spat out. “I have my own life, my own choices to make.”

      “I can control you,” Prince retorted, his voice low and dangerous.

      Serena shook her head, her eyes filled with disbelief. “You’re insane.”

      Prince let out a humorless laugh. “You have no idea,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      He turned to look at her and his eyes darkened. “You will do as I say.”
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      Vance Bianchi lived in a penthouse. Complete with a butler. The inside of the place was pristine, there wasn’t a single thing out of place. As they entered the foyer the butler took Prince’s coat. The way the staff waited for their master to instruct them on what to do next was beyond scary, but Serena tried to ignore it. Instead, she busied herself trying to get the lay of the land. She’d be staying with him after all. Whether she’d made the right choice, she still wasn’t sure. Prince led Serena through the grand living room and into the bedroom. The room was huge, with a king-sized bed in the center and a large balcony that overlooked the city. The room was spotless, with everything in its place.

      “This will be your room,” Prince said, gesturing to the bed. “You’ll stay here while you’re with me.”

      Serena looked at him, her heart pounding in her chest. She wasn’t sure what to do, what to say. She didn’t know how to handle this situation. This was not something she’d anticipated.

      “I’ve got some business to take care of,” Prince said, breaking the silence. “But I’ll be back soon.”

      With that, Prince turned and left the room, leaving Serena alone in the strange, foreign environment. She looked around the room, feeling a sense of unease settle over her. She was trapped, with no escape.

      As the hours ticked by, Serena grew restless. She couldn’t stay cooped up in this room forever. She decided to explore the house and see what she could see. Serena tiptoed down the hallway, careful not to make any noise. She wandered through the various rooms, admiring the beautiful artwork and expensive furnishings. The floors were made of marble tile, showing off the exquisite craftsmanship of their makers.

      As she turned a corner, she heard voices coming from one of the rooms. She hesitated for a moment, but curiosity got the best of her. She peeked through the slightly open door and saw Prince sitting at a large desk, surrounded by several men. They were all dressed in expensive suits and looked like they meant business.

      Serena couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the serious expressions on their faces gave her a sense of foreboding. She wanted to turn and run, to get as far away from this place as possible, but she knew that wasn’t an option.
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      Joey’s eyes widened in shock as he spun around, pointing a finger at the petite girl standing by the entrance. “Boss, why is that chick from the coffee shop here?” His voice boomed through the room like thunder, shaking up everyone.

      Prince cursed silently under his breath, pondering how Joey had discovered Serena was the woman at the coffee shop. Joey hadn’t seen anything through the window—the glass pane was plastered with advertisements, acting like a shield.

      “Let me handle her, Joey,” Prince replied in a deep and commanding voice. Everyone nodded their heads in agreement, aware of what would happen if word got out about this meeting. Prince knew his father would have kept an eye on his movements. Luckily, they thought the girl from the coffee shop with the blond hair was Ella Snow, they didn’t know Serena Morris was who they were after. If word got out, things would go badly. It all came down to money and guns—the Russians were always involved when it came to guns and both items went missing, supposedly at the hands of the late mayor. Prince doubted Serena had any knowledge of their whereabouts, yet his father might believe she had something to do with it or she knew precisely where the two were stashed away. It wasn’t as if his father or the Russians were hurting in the guns and money department, but Prince understood, it was about business, and retrieving their goods. It didn’t matter if it was two years from now, or ten. His father wanted what he wanted, and the Russians didn’t like to be double-crossed.

      Prince’s eyes narrowed when he saw Serena's small figure out of the corner of his eye, standing in front of the doorway. She was practically invisible unless one paid close attention. His men had fallen silent as they were not used to seeing him interact with a female in such a way. “Come here, sweetheart,” Prince said in a low voice and motioned for her to take a seat on the couch. Her movements were hesitant and stiff as she crossed the room and sat down cautiously.

      “I’m sorry,” Serena said softly, her eyes avoiding his gaze. “I just wanted to explore a little.”

      A sigh escaped from Prince’s lips, and he ran a hand through his hair. He could feel his heart soften slightly at the sight of her apologetic expression. “I understand,” he said kindly. “But I need to know you’re going to do what I say when I say it. If I tell you to stay put, you stay put. Understand?”

      Serena was about to retort but then hesitated, her features softening as she gave in. “Yeah,” she agreed reluctantly. “I understand.”

      One of Prince’s men cleared his throat before speaking up. “Boss, should we leave?” Prince nodded once in acknowledgment and waved them away while telling them to have Simon start a late lunch. The men exchanged brief glances with each other before filing out of his office, without giving Serena so much as a second look.

      Prince stood up from behind his desk and approached Serena. He took a seat on the couch beside her and pulled in another deep breath. She was going to be a problem. He could see it in her eyes. “I know this is all new to you,” he said quietly. “But I need you to trust me. Trust I know what’s best for both of us.”

      Serena looked at him, her eyes unreadable for the first time. “And what if I don’t?” she asked hesitantly.

      Prince’s eyes hardened as he ground his back molars. “Then there will be consequences,” he said firmly. “I won’t tolerate any disobedience.”

      Serena crossed her arms and reluctantly agreed. Prince nodded and stood up, offering her his hand. “Come on, let me show you around, and then we can eat.”

      Prince took her hand, pulling Serena to her feet. “Follow me,” he said, leading her out of the room and down the hallway. They walked in silence, and Serena couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease as they wandered through the halls of the house.

      As they walked, Prince began to explain to her the different rooms, the history of the house, and its various features. Serena listened intently, trying to take everything in. But the more he talked, the more she began to understand that Prince meant what he said. His aim was to possess her.

      Eventually, they ended up in the kitchen, where Simon was busy preparing lunch. The butler greeted them with a smile, and Prince introduced him to Serena. “Simon, this is Serena,” he said. “She’ll be staying with us for a while.”

      Simon nodded and smiled at her. “It’s nice to meet you, Serena. Lunch will be ready in a few minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      As Simon turned back to the stove, Prince walked over to Serena and wrapped his arm around her waist. She stiffened at the sudden contact but didn’t pull away. “Relax,” he whispered in her ear. “You're safe here with me.”

      Serena felt a strange mix of emotions course through her body: fear, confusion, and something else she couldn’t quite identify. Something magnetic about him made her want to stay and find out more, despite her reservations. But deep down, she knew this situation was spiraling out of control and she might not be able to handle the consequences.

      As they sat down to eat, Prince watched her carefully, his eyes never leaving her face. Serena tried to eat, but her appetite had vanished with the tension in the room. She pushed her food around her plate, unsure if she wanted to know what he was going to tell her or if it would just make things worse.

      “Is there anything you want to know?” Prince asked, breaking the silence. “About me, the house, anything?”

      “Do you enjoy killing people?” Serena asked bluntly. Serena’s stomach dropped as her words hung in the air.

      Prince’s eyes darkened at her question as he set down his fork. “That’s a complicated question,” he said slowly. “Sometimes it’s necessary for business, for survival. But I don’t enjoy it.” He leaned forward, his piercing gaze drilling a hole into her soul. His face darkened further with a mix of rage and sorrow. Prince clenched his jaw as he pushed the food around on his plate. “You have to understand, Serena, our world is not a kind one. Some people will do anything, anything to get what they want. And sometimes, we have to do whatever it takes to survive.”

      Serena looked down at her plate, feeling guilty for even asking the question. She was starting to realize Prince was a complicated man, with a past she could only imagine. She had seen the way his men looked at him with respect, admiration, and fear in their eyes. There was something different about Vance Bianchi that set him apart from everyone else she had ever met.

      Prince’s gaze seemed to pierce through her as he asked, “You want to ask me anything else?”

      Serena nervously bit her lip before spewing out, “Yeah, two years ago—what was your intention? Were you trying to scare me? Or were you serious about what you said?”

      Prince grabbed his napkin tightly in a fist before throwing it over the plate of food that remained partially untouched. “I was following orders,” Prince growled. “My father wanted eyes on you, hoping you’d lead us to where your father had hidden the money and the guns.”

      “What money? What guns?” Serena stammered, feeling helpless as his dark eyes held her in place.

      Prince’s eyes hardened, and he leaned forward, his voice low and dangerous. “Don’t play dumb with me, Serena,” he said. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Your father stole from us, and we want what’s rightfully ours.”

      Serena's eyes widened in shock. “My father would never steal,” she protested.

      

      Prince leaned back in his chair. His expression cold. “Your father had a debt with us,” he said. “He couldn't pay it back, so my father employed him, and then your father double-crossed us and took off with our money and our guns as collateral. But when he died, the items went missing. We believe he gave them to you before he died.”

      Serena shook her head in disbelief. “I don’t have anything,” she insisted. “What makes you think he gave it all to me? The only thing I have is a house in the country. A house I could never return to because your father’s men were hunting me.”

      Prince’s eyes narrowed. “Then explain what happened. I told you then I’d be watching, but you gave us the slip. How?”

      Serena swallowed hard, realizing she had no way out of this. “I didn’t have anything to do with it,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “After my father died, I was left with nothing but the house. My stepmother was the sole beneficiary in his will. Again, he only left me the house. I didn’t even know he had any debts or worked for your father. All I have is my job, and my apartment. I don’t have any money. I don’t have any guns. I don’t have anything that belongs to you or the Russians.”

      Prince considered her for a moment, his eyes dark and unreadable. “You know something,” he said finally. “But for now, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. But know this, Serena, if I find out you’re lying, I won’t hesitate to take action.”

      Serena looked down at her plate, unable to meet his gaze. “I’m not lying,” she whispered.

      Prince nodded, but his eyes remained on her, his gaze intense. “Good, because if you are, you’ll regret it.”

      Serena finished her meal in silence, her mind racing with the new information she had just learned. She had never suspected her father of being involved with the mafia or owing anyone money. But that was her naivety speaking. She knew what was going on, and she knew what happened, but she wasn’t about to share any of those details with Prince. Everything he was telling her was a story she’d heard from her father’s men.  It had been a lot for her to process. But things were different now. She wasn’t Ella Snow anymore.

      Prince stood up abruptly, pushing his chair back. “I need to make a phone call,” he said curtly. “Stay here.”

      Serena watched him storm out of the room, her heart pounding in her throat. She knew Prince was telling her his version of the truth. There was always more than one side to a story. Including tales of murder and betrayal. Her father did what he had to do because he believed in it. The whys of it were still out of Serena’s realm of understanding.

      As Serena sat alone, her mind racing, Simon slid into the chair next to her. His gentle voice broke through her panicked thoughts. “Are you all right?”

      Tears welled up in Serena’s eyes as she turned to look at him. “I don’t understand what is happening,” she said, despair in her voice. “It feels like I’m being dragged into something incredibly dangerous, and I don’t know how to get away.”

      Simon wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. She felt the warmth of his body against hers as he spoke softly and calmly, “It can be frightening but you are not alone. We will do whatever it takes to keep you safe.” 

      Serena held her breath at Simon’s actions. Why was he acting familiar with her, as if he too cared about her safety?

      Serena’s moment of confusion shattered when Prince stormed back into the room. His eyes burned with a seething anger as he marched toward them, his fists trembling. Simon stood, ready to protect Serena, it seemed, but Prince focused all his fury on her. 

      “What is going on here?” he snarled, his eyes darting between the two of them.

      Serena stood and backed away from Simon, her heart pounding in fear. She didn’t know if the situation would take a turn for the worst, but she needed to be prepared. “I-I was upset,” she stammered. “Simon was trying to comfort me.”

      Prince stepped closer, his voice a threatening whisper. “You thought it wise to let your guard down with him?” he seethed, his eyes narrowing. “Do you even know who he is? Who you’ve been so trusting of?” Prince paused for a moment then turned to Serena. “Simon is my right-hand man,” he spat out through gritted teeth. “He’s also the man who killed your father.”
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      Serena stared in shock at Prince, her mind whirling as the truth of his words sank in. Serena staggered backward, slamming into the wall and grasping on to it for stability. Her heart raced and her knees weakened, threatening to give way. A wave of nausea washed over her, and she gripped the back of the chair for support. Surrounded by darkness, Serena tried to make sense of it all but found herself swallowed up in a sea of hatred.

      Prince’s minions stood nearby. Their eyes watchful as she desperately searched for some glimmer of safety in the crushing despair that threatened to consume her. “Please,” she begged, her voice trembling. “I need time to piece this together.”

      Prince’s eyes softened for a moment, and he nodded. “I understand,” he said, his voice calmer now. “Take all the time you need.”

      As Serena leaned against the wall, conflicting emotions ran through her mind. She remembered all the things her father had said to her before he died. His warnings seemed like generic parental advice, but now she understood what he meant by them. He had been trying to protect her from the danger that lurked ahead, but she may have been too late to heed his advice. She was already caught up in the dangerous world of Vance Bianchi, and she didn’t know how to get out. She felt trapped and helpless.

      Hours passed as Serena sat there lost in thought. She had her cell phone on her. It was the only thing she’d taken with her to Prince’s house. He had yet to confiscate it. There was only one person she could think to call. One man who could truly help her.

      Carlo. He and his brothers owned the building she now lived in. It was Carlo who’d worked for her late father. A man her father depended on, and it was Carlo who taught her how to survive in her new reality. She’d been without allies, but he and his six brothers had come to the rescue. Serena made the decision to call Carlo. She quietly excused herself to the restroom and once inside she dialed his number. Serena’s heart pounded in her chest as she waited for him to answer. After a few rings, he finally picked up.

      “Hello?” His voice was gruff and deep, but hearing it was like a ray of sunshine breaking through the clouds.

      “Carlo, it’s Serena,” she said, her voice shaking. “I need your help.”

      There was a pause on the other end of the line, then Carlo’s voice came back, concern evident in his tone. “We told you not to leave with that guy. What’s wrong, Serena? Are you okay?”

      Serena took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. “No, I’m not okay,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m in trouble, Carlo. Big trouble.”

      Carlo’s tone softened. “Okay, tell me what's going on. We’ll figure this out together.”

      Serena took a deep breath and began to explain the details of her situation. After a few minutes of talking she stopped, and Carlo took over.

      “All right, we knew it might come to this. Do you remember what we talked about? Everything we taught you?”

      Serena remembered. “Yes.”

      “Then you know what you have to do.”

      As she stared out the window, Serena knew what she had to do. But the thought of it made her blood run cold. She was about to take on The Huntsman and his men, a fight that would place her right in the middle of their dangerous game. And yet, somehow, Prince had managed to get under her skin. She remembered how he’d fucked her yesterday, taking control of every inch of her body. The way he’d whispered words into her ear. It was enough to make her forget everything else. But now she was conflicted. His words and actions were on par with all that he said, but trusting him was not an option. Her mind knew what she needed to do, and she needed to get her heart on board, otherwise her ship would sink.

      What kind of game was he playing? Where exactly did his loyalties lie? For all she knew, Prince might be setting her up for disaster. Serena couldn’t tell fact from fiction anymore. All she knew was if she wanted to make things right, she needed to act fast. Even if it meant putting her life on the line.

      As she reached for the door handle, Serena felt a chill race down her spine. She didn’t know what direction this road would take her down. But one thing was certain: it wouldn’t be without peril.

      Serena stared across the threshold at Prince, his head bowed in silent contemplation.

      “You’ve been here all this time?” she queried skeptically.

      Vance shook his head slowly and muttered, “No, I just arrived. It’s late and I need to get some rest.”

      “Sleep? You’re exhausted?” Serena asked incredulously. “With everything that’s happened today, you still want to sleep? Isn’t that the last thing we need right now?”

      His eyes locked with hers as he declared determinedly, “I’m not letting you out of my sight tonight. You’ll be sleeping in my room with me.” The air seemed to spark between them as her heart thundered in her chest.

      Prince grabbed her wrist and gently tugged Serena into his arms. “I just need to be next to you. I feel like if I’m next to you, all this shit will just disappear.”

      “What shit? You mean the shit your father caused?”

      Prince nodded as he let go of a deep sigh. “Yes, Serena, I can’t hand you over to my father. I don’t want to.”

      “Then don’t.” Maybe she could talk some sense into Prince. No, that is not what this is about. Focus.

      Serena felt her resolve weaken as Vance pulled her closer, his breath hot against her cheek. She knew what she had to do, but the way he held her made it difficult to think straight. She could feel her heart racing in her chest as his lips brushed against her ear.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you,” Vance whispered. “I promise, I’ll figure out a way to keep you, and to ensure your safety.”

      “Keep me? I’m not an object.”

      “You say that, but your body tells me something different. It wants to be owned by me. Marked and defiled in every way possible. I will ruin you for all men. You’ll only crave my touch, want my cock buried deep inside you, Sere. No one else will be able to sate your hunger.” His words were a promise and a threat.

      Serena opened her eyes as Vance’s fingers roamed her body menacingly. His touch ignited her emotions like a raging inferno until she felt lost in the intensity of the heat. A whisper escaped his lips, like a secret promise, and her heart raced faster in anticipation.

      “I need to be inside you,” Vance growled against her ear. Serena knew what he wanted, and a dark part of her welcomed his touch. She bit down on her lip and closed her eyes, pushing aside any thought of freedom or love. She’d take what he could give, but nothing else. Serena wouldn’t let him break down the walls she kept around her fragile heart.

      Vance spun her around and pressed her body against the wall. He unhooked the button on Serena's pants, he barely gave her enough time to step out of one leg before he pinned her in place with his powerful form. There was no escape from the fire burning between them now.

      Serena let out a soft moan as Vance’s fingers slipped beneath her panties and plunged deep inside her, his thumb rubbing against her clit. She gripped on to his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin as he worked her body to the brink of ecstasy. She wanted to resist, to fight against the pleasure his touch aroused in her, but she couldn't help herself. She heard him unbuckle his pants with his other hand and before she could refuse, Vance lifted her up and impaled her on his throbbing cock, his hands gripping her thighs as he drove into her with a relentless force. Serena felt the pleasure building inside her until she was gasping and moaning with every thrust. Vance’s lips claimed hers in a fierce kiss, his tongue plunging deep inside her mouth as he fucked her harder and harder.

      Serena’s body responded to Vance’s touch with reckless abandon, her mind lost in the moment as he took her to new heights of pleasure. His movements were wild, untamed, and her body arched with every thrust, her voice lost in a passionate moan. As Serena felt the orgasm building inside her, she knew Vance was the only one who could give her what she craved. She surrendered to the pleasure, her body shaking with the intensity of it as Vance released inside her.

      Without warning, Vance pulled away and lifted her up, carrying her to his bedroom. Serena felt an unfamiliar sense of vulnerability as Vance lay her down on the bed, removing her clothes with a gentle touch. She felt naked, both physically and emotionally, in front of this man. As Vance undressed, Serena couldn’t help but admire the way his muscles rippled under his skin. He was beautiful, in a dangerous kind of way.

      Vance climbed into the bed next to Serena. He wrapped his arm around her and kissed her shoulder, his warm skin pressed against Serena’s own. The heat and the strength of his body comforted her, and she felt her eyes slipping shut. She let herself drift away into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      The sun was rising when Serena awoke, disoriented. As her eyes adjusted to the light, Vance’s form came into focus next to her. She lifted her head to look at him, and she lay still for a moment, studying his sleeping face. His features were soft and relaxed, his lips a faint shade of pink against his skin. He was so beautiful, and a pang of guilt coursed through her body as she thought of what she was about to do. 

      Serena swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood on shaky legs, reaching for her clothes. She got dressed in silence, not wanting to wake Vance, and took one last look at him before she left. His skin was smooth and supple, a contrast to the hard lines of his face. She managed to resist running her hand over his warm skin for a moment, but she couldn’t help but touch his cheek. It was soft, despite the tough exterior.

      Serena brushed her fingers through Vance’s hair. His muscles clenched beneath her touch, and he reacted with a sudden jerk, pulling her closer to him and pressing her into the bed. He scanned the room with wild eyes before finally settling his gaze on Serena’s face.

      “Where are we?” he whispered as if he couldn’t believe it was his own home.

      What secrets had Vance been hiding? What trauma had this man gone through that he needed to be so vigilant, even in his own bedroom?

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured before burying his face in her neck and winding his arms around her body. Serena wanted nothing more than to stay there forever but time was running out. She waited silently until Vance finally fell asleep, then with tears streaming down her face, she carefully pulled herself away and opened the door. 

      “Serena?” he groaned half-asleep, reaching for her in the dark. But she needed to go—for both their sakes. She was confused, and being confused could get her killed. A small part of her wanted to entertain her feelings, but she knew it was something she couldn’t do, shouldn’t do. Serena forced herself forward without looking back.
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      Serena made it halfway down the road before a black truck pulled up beside her. “Get in,” came the voice of Carlo. When she opened the door, she noted the cab light didn’t come on. “Come on, let’s go, I’m sure Vance is on the warpath right now looking for you.”

      “I know.”

      Nowhere would be safe for Serena now. The only thing she had going for her at this moment was Vance and his men knew so little about her.

      “We’re going back to the safe house.”

      The safe house.

      The place they’d taken her to when Vance and his men had come for her that first time, two years ago. It was there she’d been given a new identity, a new life. Carlo and his brothers had trained her for all sorts of scenarios. But if things were to go according to plan, Serena had no choice but to act quickly.

      Biting her lip, Serena sat in silence as Carlo drove outside of the city.

      Serena needed to change her mindset. Start thinking like the mafia and the Russians. It was the only way she was going to get through this. Things were far beyond critical.

      Serena’s knuckles whitened as her fingers curled into fists, forcing a rage to build within her that she’d been keeping tightly contained. As the car came up to the hunting cabin deep in the woods, Carlo looked over at Serena and grinned. “The boys are here, and we’ve got everything you need.”

      "And what is that?" she inquired coldly.

      “Revenge, of course,” he answered. “I vowed to your father I’d keep you safe, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do, by helping you make them pay for what they did.”

      Serena had no doubt. The brothers were ex-military and could get her out alive if needed, but it was too late for that now. The Huntsman had taken something invaluable from her, something she’d never be able to reclaim. Now, with vengeance in her heart, Serena was finally setting the wrong to right.

      “We have less than forty-eight hours to pull this off.”

      Serena stepped out of the vehicle and faced Salvatore as he opened the door to the cabin.

      “Hey, look who made it out of the den of nasties alive,” he joked.

      “Very funny, Sal,” she replied tersely. “But don’t forget why we’re here.”

      Sal nodded in understanding while he playfully nudged her shoulder. “Just trying to lighten the mood before we get down to business.”

      As they entered the cabin, the smell of burning wood filled the air, a sickeningly sweet aroma that seemed to seep into Serena’s pores. Carlo and Julian were already huddled around the table, scrutinizing maps and photos of Vance and his pack.

      “I think we can assume Vance has already figured out Serena didn’t just go to the restroom,” Sal said with a hardened voice. “If he hasn’t already sent his men to find her, he will, so we have to be ready for anything.”

      Julian nodded in agreement. “Vance will be watching our every move, waiting for us to make a mistake. We need to get back to the apartment and make it look like nothing is amiss.”

      Serena walked up to the table and planted her hands firmly on its surface. “When do we leave?”

      Carlo leaned forward and spoke in low, determined tones. “We’re leaving as soon as possible. We’ll lure him in with you as bait. He’ll bite. But first things first: Simon goes down fast and hard.” On the drive over, Serena had explained who Simon was and what he’d done to her father. Regardless that it was Simon who killed her father, it was on orders of The Huntsman. They all had to pay.

      The group shared an unspoken understanding before rising from their places. It wouldn’t be easy, but there was no backing down from this mission, not if Serena wanted to right the wrongs.

      Serena felt her spine tingle with anticipation as she thought of Vance and what she was about to do. Two years of worry, fear, and insecurity had been leading up to this moment. She could feel the plan’s weight on her shoulders—they would all sleep here tonight, then tomorrow they would move on to the apartment at different times. Serena would ride with Sal, while the rest of them arrived before them. Her heart surged in her chest as she contemplated the risks, but she knew it was now or never. Clenching her jaw in determination, she silently vowed to bring Vance and his father’s entire criminal organization to its knees.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Serena awoke to an eerily silent cabin. Carlo and Salvatore stayed behind while Julian and the others had already left for the apartment. They planned with perfect precision, however, something felt off for Serena. Vance hadn’t come after her, and his men were nowhere to be seen last night as she left. Too easy...

      A menacingly sweet voice suddenly filled the still room. “Good morning, sweetheart.” There sat Vance in the armchair across from her bed, immaculately dressed—with a splash of red dripping from his sleeve. He gave her a cold smile, and Serena could feel her skin go pale. “I must give you credit,” he said slowly, clapping his hands together in mock applause. “Your innocent act was almost believable…and luring my brother’s idiot men to the coffee shop I frequent every morning? You are quite impressive.” Vance paused before continuing in a slow drawl, “Now, where’s my father’s guns and money?”

      Serena tried to control her trembling as an icy chill passed through her veins. She was ready for this, no matter what the cost. All her feelings, from fear to sorrow and love had all been emotionless up until now. Her act as the damsel was perfect. Her every emotion was raw with sincerity. Her part in this story had only been a script, but she’d have to make it seem real if she wanted any chance of surviving. 

      “Vance, I can assure you that I didn’t know anything about my father’s actions," she spoke, trying hard to keep the wavering in her voice at bay. 

      “I thought about all those possibilities too,” Vance said calmly. “But don’t you want to ask what happened to your friends? Carlo begged for his life and Salvatore was strong and stubborn till the very end.”

      Serena had no chance of overpowering him physically. The only way out was with her words. Taking a deep breath, she steadied herself and slid off the bed, focusing on Vance’s gaze as he commanded her.

      “Look at me, Serena. Don’t look away from me. Let me see your eyes.”

      Serena’s eyes narrowed as she stared with an icy demeanor at Vance. “Prince,” she whispered through clenched teeth. Vance’s façade of composure dissolved and, in its place, rage and contempt burned.

      “Don’t think you can call me that,” he seethed. “You forfeited that privilege the second you walked out of my bed last night. I was foolish to think we had a chance—that there was something more beneath your mask.” Vance scanned the room as if taking responsibility for his naivety. “But now that I’m looking into those pale violet eyes of yours without their veil, I understand it all now. You can’t hide fear or love behind contacts, not when we both know those feelings don’t exist in you. When the deception fades away, what remains is pure disdain.” Vance rose slowly, she could hear the creaks in his bones, as if he was stiff. He crossed the room and knelt before Serena. His palm snaked around her jaw, and he forced her gaze from left to right as if inspecting her for flaws. “There's nothing alive in you anymore— no emotion, no mercy—only hate.”

      “You can thank your father for this. He’s the one who made me who I am today. So, if you’re looking to blame someone... blame him,” Serena snarled as she pulled her head away from Vance’s grasp. She could sense the cruel mood in the room and knew she had to find some way to salvage it. But what? She quickly scanned the area, desperately trying to think of something. She had to find a way to control the situation.

      Vance’s jaw clenched before he spoke, “I’m not going to apologize for my father’s actions. He did what he had to do. It was your father who stole from us. He’d entered a contract and reneged.” Vance stood; his hands fisted at his sides as he stepped back. His voice was low as he said, “You’re coming with me.” The door opened and two men stepped inside, Simon being one of them. He smiled sadly at Serena while shaking his head.

      “If I could have protected you from all of this, I would have. You should have walked away two years ago and never looked back.”

      Simon was full of shit and from his actions earlier he was taking pleasure in all of this. He came off as caring, but really, he fostered an environment that was to his liking. The killer playing the role of a concerned observer. It was evil.  Serena chose not to confront him. Instead, she sighed and said quietly, “Can I have a moment to get dressed properly and grab my purse?” 

      Simon looked around the room skeptically before agreeing. “Yeah, make it snappy. Don’t think about hopping out the window, because the consequences wouldn’t be pretty if you did. Get your things and come back here.” 

      “I’d like to grab some fruit from the kitchen too, I’m famished.” 

      “Sure, why not,” Simon replied with an amused smirk. 

      “Yeah, wouldn’t want to die on an empty stomach,” Serena quipped sarcastically.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Vance had Serena back with him, but he needed to decide his next move. He still hadn’t alerted the old man that he had her. But somehow his father had been informed. Which could only mean someone at his home had ratted him out. Vance knew it was too late now. His brothers were already blowing up his cell with text messages, asking how long it was going to take him to arrive at their father’s residence. Serena sat in the back next to Joey, and Vance had Simon drive them. He originally wanted to sit next to Serena but understood why she wouldn’t want to sit next to the man who killed her father.

      “Simon, did you already tell the old man?” 

      “I did.”  

      “Why?” 

      “Because I don’t answer to you, Vance.”  

      It was true, Simon didn’t answer to anyone but Giuseppe Bianchi, he was loyal. Vance knew it, and when his father placed Simon with him, he understood why. His father wanted to see just how loyal his son was. But Vance had long ago proven his loyalty, or so he thought. He’d thought of Simon as a trusted advisor, but now he could see he’d miscalculated, yet again. His brothers, Vincent and Roman, were like robots—they only ate, thought, and shit when their father instructed them to do so. 

      “Wrong answer,” Vance said to Simon as the car came to a complete stop. Joey already had the wire around Simon’s neck before Simon had a chance to respond to Vance’s words. With Vance’s command, the wire tightened around Simon’s throat. Simon struggled needlessly. Once Joey had the wire secure, there was no coming back. Simon took his last breath as his eyes glazed over. His eyes closed before they reopened once again, lifeless. Serena sat beside Joey, her eyes wide in confusion. Vance didn’t bother to check on her, instead he started to whistle. Vance had Joey move Simon into the back seat of the car, and made Serena sit up front next to him.

      Vance drove to his country home at a leisurely pace. His mind was busy sifting through the details of his plan and how he could best accomplish the outcome without getting caught. Now that he had Serena, figuring out his next move was crucial. 

       The trees flew by in a blur of green as Vance tapped his thumbs on the wheel and continued to whistle.

      The text messages pinged faster than rabbits slipping into their holes in the ground. He got one from Vincent: “Where are you? Have you arrived yet? We need to plan tonight! Or did you forget about our meeting?”

      Another one came from Roman: “How long is it going to take to arrive at father’s residence?”

      It was true—Vance had told them nothing. And there was nothing he could do about it now except keep driving until he reached his destination.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Serena repressed her shock at Simon’s death. She was not sorry for him, even though she had planned to make Simon suffer. But now he was gone, leaving her with a bitter taste of dissatisfaction. Carlo and Salvatore were dead as well. What about the other five brothers? Had they also been killed, or did Vance have something else in store for them? 

      “Where are you taking me? What do you plan to do with me?” Serena asked, but Vance didn’t answer right away. 

      “Joey, take Simon’s body away as soon as we arrive at our destination,” Vance commanded. 

      “Right, Boss.” 

      Vance turned to Serena, placing both his hands on the steering wheel, and said, “We need to talk about the money.”

      Of course, it all came down to money and guns. “That’s something I can’t help you with Vance,” she said sternly. “The money is gone and so are the guns.”

      “To who?” Vance questioned.

      “The Russians, of course. They were desperate to get their hands on the guns, so I dangled the guns for information. I knew it was only a matter of time before they found me, so I had to look out for myself. That’s how I made it this far.”

      Vance clenched his teeth together in anger. “What happened to the money?”

      “That’s how I survived. My father at least did what he could for me and must have known my stepmother would not have provided for me. She took off right after the funeral. Carlo and his family took me in, but now I’m all alone. But that’s why I'm here.”

      Serena locked her gaze with Vance’s and felt something ignite deep inside her chest. “Why did you come back? You knew we wanted you dead, why did you come back?”

      “Simple. I came back for you and your father.”

      Vance laughed with a sneer. Not knowing what was coming next.

      “You got guts,” he remarked, though his expression was still ruggedly menacing. “I’ll give you that much.”

      But Serena was not deterred by his attitude because she knew she held more power than Vance would ever realize. As her gaze drifted over to Joey and Simon slumped against the door, she felt a surge of boldness take hold of her words.

      “Vance, if you want anything from me, then you’re going to have to give me something in return.”

      Vance smirked and leaned closer, assuming he already knew what Serena wanted. She could see the cockiness behind his eyes, the man felt invincible in his own skin as he spoke in a low, sensual tone.

      “Sweetheart, if you want another crack at my dick, you only have to ask.”

      But Serena had far bigger things on her mind as her voice sharpened and hardened in response. “I want more than just your dick, Vance—I want your life.”
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      There was not enough time for Vance to react to Serena’s words, it was all so perfectly choreographed. Time seemed to stop, seconds stretching into eternity. He felt Serena’s words before she said them. Vance watched, powerless, as the hand that he had touched with such passion lifted into his vision and turned the wheel slightly. In a flash, Joey wrapped the same wire that had been used to kill Simon around Vance’s throat, pulling it tight just moments before he was able to shout out a warning. Trees and streetlights blurred past him in a rush as the car accelerated down the highway. His arm reached lifelessly for Serena one last time, finding only air with his dying strength. His lungs burned and tears streamed down his face; his eyes squinted against the glare and his lungs burned from lack of oxygen. What struck Vance as odd was he could still hear Serena’s voice pierce through the ringing in his ear. “Vance,” she breathed, her voice chilling him to the bone, “you never had me in your sights. It was never about you finding me. Since the day we met when you threatened my life after your family took something precious from mine…it was in that moment you became my target.” The cord around his neck tightened and Vance gasped, coughing red foam into the air, choking on nothing at all. The beads of blood hung suspended in the air for a few moments before disappearing into nothingness. Bright light spanned across his vision blinding Vance until there was nothing—just blackness.

      

      Two weeks later…

      

      The funeral procession for Vance Bianchi was a sight to behold. His body was carried by six men, their solemn footsteps matching the beat of the drums that surrounded them. The hearse was followed by one limousine after another, the occupants dressed in their most fashionable clothes to mourn Vance.

      Vincent and Roman stood on either side of their father, Giuseppe Bianchi. The old man didn’t look well, his skin ashen and eyes sunken with grief. He was standing tall and upright though, with an air of control about him, trying to maintain his composure despite the weight of his sorrow. It was clear that Vincent and Roman were not in control of this situation; their father held all the power here.

      Thin, black bands were tied to the trees beside the road, marking the way to the cemetery. The bows were made from black satin and tied in the style of a bow tie, a somber tribute to Vance’s impeccable sense of fashion. The cars were forced to drive slowly as they passed the trees, following the hearse like a somber parade.

      As they walked along, Giuseppe would occasionally pause to lean on one son or the other, as if he could barely keep himself upright. It was as though he was grasping for something that he couldn’t hold on to—his grip on life itself slipping away with each passing moment.

      The procession continued, moving steadily toward Vance’s final resting place beneath a towering oak tree, just beyond the gates of the cemetery. Through it all, Giuseppe remained stoic, determined to see his son off with dignity and grace.

      Serena stood among the crowd, next to Joey, and watched as the mourners paid their last respects. People shuffled past them one by one, each mourner followed by a member of the curious crowd, eager for a glimpse of the fallen prince. Now only family members remained between Serena and the closed casket. She waited patiently with her fake smile in place, stoically ignoring her surroundings. The men and women around her were dressed in fine clothes and jewelry; she looked down at her simple black suit and waited.

      “Serena, what do you plan to do after all of this is over?”

      “What I’ve always done, Joey, survive.”

      The priest gave a beautiful sermon highlighting Vance’s life, painting it in beautiful hues. He highlighted Vance’s dedication and his love of those around him. Each word lies, they didn’t capture the man he truly was. Everyone had their part. Roles they played while no one was looking. Serena would have loved to tell them all what a bastard Vance was, but none of it mattered now anyway, the man was in a shiny black box, being forever entombed beneath a dying oak tree.

      Giuseppe Bianchi’s stern gaze bore through Serena, his face haggard and creased with sorrow. He did not know who she was, only that she had come with Joey. He stepped closer, the two brothers looming at his side.

      “Joey,” he intoned, “Your loyalty to Vance until the end was unyielding. My utmost gratitude.”

      “Always, sir.” Joey nodded faithfully.

      “The police report stated Vance’s car left the road and he wasn't wearing a seat belt. How can this be? And what of those marks around his neck? What happened there?”

      “There was an altercation between him and Simon. Vance didn't last long,” Joey said, his voice rigid with emotion. “I took care of Simon.”

      Giuseppe patted Joey on the back in respect before addressing him again firmly. “Are you joining us for the dinner?”

      “Yes,” Joey replied without hesitation. “I’m bringing my cousin Teresa too.”

      Giuseppe cast one more penetrating look at Serena before nodding in approval. “She is welcome as well.”

      The family all climbed into the waiting limousine as it made its way to the grand gates of the Bianchi estate. Not a word was spoken between them, but Serena and Joey followed, nonetheless.

      Serena walked into the estate; her arm linked through Joey’s. She could feel the solemnity in the air as people lined up to pay their respects to Giuseppe. Some had envelopes of cash tightly tucked into their hands, while others bowed their heads in sorrow. Even the Russians, who usually stayed away from such public gatherings, had come to show reverence. Serena didn't recognize anyone, and it was a relief not to see Vladimir, who rarely left his home these days.

      She approached Roman at the door and handed him a bottle of wine with a label that read ‘Vicenza.’ A friend of the family had made an exclusive blend of apple wine for this occasion. 

      “My father will see you now.” 

      “Thank you.” 

      Serena stepped inside the room and took stock of her surroundings. The Huntsman sat behind a huge mahogany desk, its shelves adorned with books that seemed to exude some sort of ancient wisdom, confirming his imposing presence in the room. But she could feel something sinister emanating from him. 

      “Vinny and Teresa, was it?” 

      “Yes,” Serena said as she bowed her head respectfully. 

      “What’s that you gave to my son?” 

      Before she could answer 

      Roman snickered from behind her. 

      “Son, mind your manners,” Giuseppe growled. “This woman was a friend of your brother. Vincent, bring out the glasses.” 

      Serena walked over to the bar to pop open the bottle of wine, the golden amber color seeping through the glass like molten fire. She poured five glasses and handed them out while keeping one for herself. Holding up her glass in salute to Giuseppe she declared, “May your hearts be eased and not filled with bitterness like this wine. May your life be long and abundant, saluti!” 

      Giuseppe and his sons uttered, “Saluti.”  

      The men lifted their glasses and all of them except for Joey and Serena drank from them. 

      “What is this cursed wine?” Giuseppe queried coarsely. “It tastes so bitter.”    

      Serena stared him down with menacing fortitude. “It is la manzanilla de la Muerte or little apple of death.”  

      The air turned stale as the men began to choke on their own breath. Roman was the first to scream out. 

      “Bitch, what have you done?” He lurched forward, but Serena quickly dodged his efforts as Roman fell to his knees. 

      “In a matter of seconds, death will seize you all, yet I want your eyes upon my face before you go, recognize that it was I—Ella Snow—who ended you here in this moment. Who destroyed your beloved Vance and your loyal servant, Simon.”    

      All three men were desperately gasping for air while grasping at their throats in agony. Roman and Vincent writhed on the floor, while their father sat paralyzed in pain at his desk. The wine was made up of a deadly concoction of Manchineel apples; sweet by nature yet turning into an acerbic beverage once mixed with other ingredients. At first, there would be a sharp prick in their throats which would then escalate into an inferno, burning its way through their esophageal passages, and effectively cutting off their oxygen supply. These poor souls were about to perish from suffocation with blood gushing from their eyes, mouths, and ears as their bodies fought fruitlessly against the toxin. The only way to save them was to transfer them to a hospital within two minutes—something Serena knew wouldn’t happen. Serena watched as each man took their last breath. The brothers were on the floor, their bodies contorted and twisted, their skin an unhealthy gray. And with each death, her cares and worries drifted away.

      “Joey, take care of the guests outside. Tell them Giuseppe Bianchi won’t be receiving any more visitors tonight.”

      Joey moved into action, clearing the path for Serena’s exit. Serena stepped outside, quickly closing the door behind her so no one could see their lifeless bodies. They’d be looking for Teresa, not Serena. The brown-eyed girl with black hair and pale lips. They’d not be on the lookout for Serena with black hair or violet eyes. She’d done it. She’d murdered the Bianchi family, there was no one left to carry on their bloodline. How poetic.

      Serena’s heels clicked against the marble floor as she disappeared into the crowd and hurried out of the Bianchi estate. She made a right-hand turn and was greeted by the warm summer breeze, carrying the aroma of roses. Joey pulled away from the curb and she got into the back seat of his car. He drove away but looked in the rearview mirror to catch her smile at him. Joey reached forward to turn on the radio and then drove for a time in happy silence. 

      When they stopped at a red light, he turned toward Serena and asked, “Which way is it, Boss?”

      Serena pushed her long black hair behind her ear, leaned forward, pointing down a road that would take them out of town, and said, “There’s only one place to go, Joey, and that’s up.’ She took off her wig, removed her contacts and black blazer, placing them in the bag on her lap. Reaching into her purse, she pulled out a gun with a silencer attachment. She glanced over at Joey, who was looking at her wide-eyed through his large brown glasses. “And you were always such a good driver,” she said, as she shot him in the head.

      Serena looked left and then right. There was a gas station a mile up the road. She really had an inkling for some juice. Apple juice.
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