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PROLOGUE

Fall 1925, just outside New York City...

The brass key turned in the lock of room 412. He strode into the
empftiness of the hotel room one final time, moving at a brisk pace,
checking drawers that were o|reoo|y empty, scanning surfaces that
held noJrhing of importance. The business conference had ended as
onﬁcipofed. Just a bunch of tedious presentations on market trends
and ino|us+ry deve|opmen+s, dinners attended by men +hinl<ing too
favorably of themselves, and enough professional glad-handing to
So’risFy his supp|iers for another year.

His leather satchel snopped shut. Three o|oys of prefending to
care about quor+er|y projections and supp|\/ chain innovations, three
doys of noddmg o|ong to co||eo1gues who believed Jr|'1ey were bui|dmg
some’rhing meoningfu| when Jrhey all created temporary beoquy that
was infended to die soon. The irony wasn't lost on him.

The promise of four hours of driving on rutted country roads,
|eoo|ing away from the city's suﬁcocoﬁng crowds and toward
some’rhing far more so’risfying, awaited him. But first, a stop at his
luxurious apartment fo grob a handful of books, some persono|

effects, and a chonge or two of clothes. Everyﬂﬂmg else could wait.



His cabin called to him with its isolation and its perfed‘ distance from
prying eyes and moral judgmerﬁrs.

He gripped the steering wheel of the black Ford while the urban
sprow| gave way to farmland, then to the dense woods that would
hide what he reo||y was. The road narrowed with each passing mile,
civilization F0||ing away like shed skin. Wooden fences grew sparse,
then disoppeored en+ire|y4 The last farmhouse sat dark and
obondoned, its windows erOring b|ind|y across overgrown fields. It was
perfec’r. He'd counted on peop|e Heeing to the cities, |eoving behind
or1|y emptiness and decoy4 He o|woys got what he wanted, one way
or another.

The sedan climbed s+eodi|y into the hills, tires crunching over dirt
and rocks that hadn't seen another vehicle in weeks. The forest
pressed close on both sides, pine branches scraping the car’s roof like
gnarled fingers. Most people found these woods oppressive, even
threatening. They just couldn't appreciate the honesty of a place
where pretense held no value, a |o|oce where nature erripped away
all the comfortable lies of po|i+e society.

The cabin oppeored among the pines like somerhing from a Foiry
tale... ot least, if r(oiry tales told the truth about what hoppened in
remote places where no one could hear you scream.

He sat for a minute in the driver's seat, breorhing in the forest's
+ronqui|i+\/4 No neighbors for miles. No Jre|e|o|'1or1es. No possibi|i+\/ of
unexpec’red visitors or unwelcome interruptions. Just him, the woods,
and the greafest solitude that money could buy. The previous owner
had sold it eoger|y, spooked b\/ the isolation and what he'd called
‘bad energy”

Superstitious fool. Energy came from what you made of it.

|nside, the familiar scents of wood smoke and pine sap welcomed
him. He hummed to himself while he moved around the rooms,
checking windows, testing locks, ensu ring everyrhing remained secure.
The basement door stood closed, its heovy oak frame fitted with
hardware that would have suited a medieval castle.

Some investments required proper storage.

The kitchen held simp|e, but functional items: cast iron pans

honging from wooden pegs, shelves lined with preserved goods, a
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Wood—burning stove that heated the entire cabin. He filled the
perco|o+or with water from the pump, then measured coffee grounds
with the same precision he opp|ied to everyfhing else in his life.

W hile the coffee brewed, he settled into the leather chair |oy the
window and opened one of the novels he'd grabbed from his
apartment. I+ had been pirched as a mystery, but was odua”y some
romantic drivel about star-crossed lovers and noble sacrifices. The
protagonist declared his undying devotion to a woman who'd
opporenﬂ\/ coprured his affection with little more than boHing her
eye|os|’1es and |ool<ing vulnerable. What a waste of perfecHy good
paper. Love consisted of norhing more than chemical reactions and
evolutionary programming, dressed up in poetry by fools who
couldn’t accept the truth of human nature. The hero's grond gestures
and F|owery speeches amounted to elaborate mating disp|oys, no
different from a peocock's tail or a rooster’s crow.

The perco|oror bubbled on the stove, Fi”ing the cabin with a rich
coffee aroma. He closed the book with a disgusred shake of his head
and poured himself a cup, savoring the bitter warmth. He heard a
chain drog over stone. Ah. His investment had awakened. Good.
Consciousness made the lessons more effective.

He poured a second cup of coﬁ(ee, considermg the economics of
the situation. Every doy increased the overhead, but some projects
required patience and extended instruction, time for the subjec’r to
Fu||y appreciate the generosity of their circumstances and the
opportunities he so Wi||ing|\/ offered. W hile most peop|e lived such
narrow, purpose|ess lives, Jrr0|0|oed by convention, and limited by their
own Jrimidiry, he provided them with structure, direction, and the
chance to become somerhing greafer than Jrhey'd ever imogined
possib|er

He peeked out the window. The forest was dorkening as evening
opprooched. The nearest neighbor lived fifteen miles down the road,
and the old |ogging road that led here had washed out during the
spring rains. Perfect isolation for the sort of education that required
privacy.

The basement stairs waited in the gorhering dusk, and

somewhere below, his investment learned the true value of the



guidonce he so Wi||ing|y offered.

Some lessons just took time to appreciate.

She looked up when he entered, Jr|'1oug|'1 the movement seemed
to cost her considerable effort. |_i|y had grown thin in the weeks since
he'd brought her here, her once-full cheeks now hollow, her dress
honging loose on a frame that had shed too much weigH. The iron
shackle around her ankle had rubbed the skin raw despi+e the cloth
poo|o|ing he'd given her.

"Coffee,” he said, setting one cup near her. "You outhr to keep
your s+reng+h up.’

She followed his movements with the wariness of +ropped
animal. "Are you going to let me go today?’

She asked without hope, as if it were a ritual ’rhe\/'d pen(ormed
so many tfimes it had lost all meaning. He settled into the wooden
chair he'd posi’rioned just out of her reach, sipping his coffee and
s+uo|\/ing her.

"Are you going to try fo escope again?”’ he asked in return.

“No."

The lie came eosi|y to her. They both knew it for what it was.

He nodded anyway. ‘I could have made your dreams come true,
you know. Everyﬂwing you said you wanted that nithr at the party,
about travel, adventure, a life free from your father’s expectations... |
could have given you all of it

"My dream now is just to go home.” Her tone was barely above
a murmur, all the FigH drained out of it.

"Ah, but that's where Jr|'1ir1gs have gotten comp|ico+ed" He took
another sip of coffee, savoring both the bitter taste and the way her
shoulders tensed. "The price has gone up.”

“W hat price?”

“The price of your discretion. Your cooperation.” He set down his
cup and leaned forward. "The price of letting you live.”

The basement fell quiet except for the drip of water somewhere
in the g|oom beyond the circle of |c1m|o|igh+. Above them, the cabin
settled into its foundations with small creaks and sighs, a house

promising to keep its secrefs.



“You see, |_i|y,” he conﬁnued, as Jrhougl'] he were discussing
some’rhing as mundane as the weather, “\/ou‘ve become quite an
investment. And investments are required tfo pay dividends. You
understand now, don't you? How this works? The mathematics of it?”
He paused, seemingly curious about her answer. "When someone
keeps refusing reasonable requests, in time those requests become...
less reasonable.”

|_i|\/'s |ips moved souno”ess|y, her po||or pcper-whﬁe

‘But don't worry. I've o|woys been patient. | believe in Jr(:1|<ing my
time with important projec’rs.” His grin returned, cold and co|cu|o’ring4
“After all, the |onger someone makes you wait, the |onger you have

to p|om exocﬂy how Hﬁey'H poyA”






CHAPTER

May 1927, New York City...

Blood seeped +hrough the edges of the letter. Sarah'’s fingers
trembled as she unfolded it, the paper crock|ing under her touch. The
ink had smeared into jogged scrawls.

Outside, shadows go+hereo| in the o||ey. FooJrereps clattered
ogoins’r slick cobb|es+ones, c|osing in like a predoﬁror's jaws. Too close.
Her heart slammed against her ribs. Raw, gu’r+uro| screams fore
Jrhrough the nigh’r, followed by the deofening crack of a warning shot
that sp|in+ereo| the air. Sarah spun, her breath hi+c|'1]ng, eyes dor’ring
to the o||ey's mouth.

A shadow loomed. Before she could scream, a calloused hand
c|ompeo| over her mouth, sﬁﬂing her voice into a choked Whimpen
His other arm wound around her torso, crushing her until her
|ungs burned. The killer's breath, rancid and sco|ding, slithered against
her ear.

“You shouldn't have run,” he hissed.

Her vision Froyed Her bod\/ tensed as terror sank its claws info
her soul. The world filted.

A violent thud shattered the scene.

Footsteps pounded down the hallway outside Serafina’s cramped

apartment, \/onking her from the blood-soaked o||ey of her new story.



Her hands hovered over the typewriter. Serafina’s pu|se thundered in
her ears, her breath ragged, as if she'd been the one running from
the killer's grasp. The footsteps outside faded, swallowed by the hum
of the city, but the chill of her own words refused to let go.

She couldn't shake it.

Reo|i+y settled over her. Outside, the city stirred to life. A +ro||ey
clattered by. A street vendor called out his wares. She rubbed her
burning eyes, Feehng the strain of another s|ee|o|ess nighf Her coffee
sat beside her, |ong gone cold. She reached over and poHed the
growing stack of manuscript pages next to her typewriter. Three
months of work, neor|y finished. If on|y she could find the cou rage to
send it somewhere.

Serafina moved ’rhrough her morning routine on instinct:
sp|oshing water on her Foce, pu||ing on a faded blue o|ress, pu||ing her
honey waves back with a moJrching ribbon. It was all as automatic as
breoﬂﬁing, and every morning was the same.

By the time she erepped outside, New York buzzed with activity.
The scent of fresh bread curled from Mrs. Moreau’s bakery, mingling
with the domp earthiness of rain on pavement. Newspaper boys
barked headlines. Cars honked. Pedestrians bustled past. She moved
within it all like o spectator in her own life, WoJrching others live while
she remained Firm|y on the outside.

She sometimes considered being bolder like ’roking a different
route to work, s’rriking up conversations with strangers, or even saying
yes to the florist's invitation to have coffee. But the idea of change, of
onerhing that mig|’1+ tether her in |o|oce, made her hesitate. She
craved adventure but feared what it migH cost her.

As she neared the bookshop, Donny stood outside his flower
shop, io||y twisting a bit of twine. With his sondy hair co’rching the
sun, his sl’]orp jow|ine, rich brown eyes, and |ozy grin, she could see
w|'1y other women |ingereo| near his shop, gigg|ing over bouque+s
they didn't need.

She wished she could feel some sort of attraction to him too. It
would be so simp|e

He looked af her as she approached, straightening a little. "Good
morning, Serafina.” His p|eoson’r voice carried the same careful |'10pe it

O|WOyS did.



She offered a polite smile. "Good morning, Danny.”

He hesitated, but she knew what was coming before he spoke

“Would you like to get coffee with me sometime?”

Sometime. Never +oo|oy. Never now. As Jrhough |eoving it open-
ended mithr make it easier.

Serafina took a breath. “I'm sorry, but I'm reo”y not interested in
on\/Jrhing romantic rithr now. | still don't know whether | ever will be.”
The words came out firmer than usual, su rprising them both.

Domny's f:ingers stilled on the twine.

‘| see,” he said in a low tone. That's... direct.”

“You deserve honeer\/.“ She felt @ pang of gui|’r at the wounded
look in his eyes.

Danny nodded, but his jaw fightened. | appreciate that.’

She bowed her head, then s|ippeo| inside the bookshop before the
conversation could continue.

The scent of ink and paper greeJred her the instant she crossed
the threshold and the city's chaos dulled to a hush. Dust motes floated
in slants of morning sun|ig|’1+, and the quiet settled into her bones.
Here, in this small world of shelves and stories, she could breathe.
Here, she could hide.

W hiskers, the shop's resident +obby, slunk around her ankles. She
crouched to scratch his head, his purring a low rumble, then dumped
her bog behind the counter and started her o|o1y. As she dusted a
shelf, she let herself imagine the stories housed within these walls. Did
Jr|’1ey whisper to each other in the dark? Did the +rogeo|ies bleed ink
onto the wood? S+upio| Jrhough’rs, but Jrhey were better than focing
the emptiness of her own life.

She grobbed a novel from the disp|oy, Fingers tracing the
embossed cover. Inside those pages, someone’s heart raced. Someone
chased secrets Jrhrough rain-soaked streets, fell in love, or Fouthr for
their life. Serafina cracked it open, |eHing the words pu|| her under,
away from the monotony of her existence.

The bell above the door jangled, barely pulling her eyes from the
page. Clara Rondo|ph burst in, her brigH red dress too brigH for the

shop‘s muted tones, her blonde curls pirmeo| with precision. She



always looked like she belonged somewhere better and grander than
this small corner of New York.

"Good morning, o|or|ingl” Clard’s voice sliced Jr|'1rough the peocefu|
shop like the first notes of a song. She co||o||oseo| onto the worn
armchair Focing Serofino, exhohng in exoggeroﬁred relief.

"Rough start?” Serafina asked, c|osing the book.

Clara’s head lolled back. "Mom drogged me to breakfast with
some insufferable woman who wouldn't shut up about her son. He
owns |ond, C|oro,m she mocked, voice nasal before Wigg|ing her
fingers. "As if | care about his s+upio| horses or where Jrhey s|eep. Or
his mustache! It's like a scrub brush.”

Serofina watched her friend for o moment. Clard’s leg bounced,
her casual sprawl too tense. "W hat's really going on?’

Clara bit her lip, hesitating. "There's a ball Saturday. I'm stuck
going.’

“‘Of course you are.”

Clara leaned forward, hands clasped like she was pleading.
“Come with me. Please.”

Serafina stiffened. “You know | don't do that.”

‘Don't say no yet.” Clara’s voice turned urgent. “Welll go
shopping, get you a dress—you'd look incredible, | swear. And..
Richard KensinngOH from Kensinngon Pub|ishing will be there. He's
|'1un+ing for manuscripfs. Mys+ery, intrigue—your novel's pen(ed.
Meeﬁng him in person could get your work noticed, not just lost in a
slush pile.”

Serafina’s breath couthr. Her dream, the one she bore|y let
herself touch, o|on9|ec| so close she could almost grob it. If she went, if
she met him, if he read her work... it could chcmge everyﬂwing But the
+|’10ugh+ of a ballroom, all those eyes, all that noise...”l don't |oe|ong in
p|oces like that”

Clara’s face softened. "You belong with me.”

Serafina’s throat ’rigHened. Clara had been drogging herself to
these events for years, p|oying the part of the hopp\/ socialite despi’re
the accident that stole her fiancé and her future. She smiled, danced,
and hid her grief behind perFed‘ curls and brithr dresses. Serafina
owed her this, didn't she?
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‘Fine,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. "Il go."

Clara’s face lit up. You won't regret itl”

‘I already do.”

Il be an experience,” Clara said, grinning.

“That's what I'm ofraid of.

Clara |oug|f1eo|, seH|ing back.

Serafina rolled her eyes. "If you're staying, make yourself useful
and l’]e|p me with this disp|oyA”

| hope you're not fossing out Goﬁsb\/ ogoin," Clara said, smirking.

They spent the morning sorting books. Clara s+oyed H}rough the
trickle of customers. Her chatter was a welcome distraction. She so
loved preJrending she had a paying job, Jrhough her father would
never allow it. Poor dear, just wanting to feel useful somehow. By
noon, she left for another social ob|igo+ion, |eoving Serafina alone with
the silence.

The afternoon drogged, the shop empty until the bell jong|eo|
again. The air shifted. Serafina’s skin prick|ed as she looked up.

Two men stood in the doorway. The first was handsome, fall and
broad. His suit had been tailored so pencecﬂy that it seemed to have
been sewn onto a frame built for breoking Jr|'1ings. His dark eyes
scanned the shop with a predator's focus, like he was hunting. The
second, older, with gray at his +emp|es, |ingereo| behind, his face
unreadable but tense.

Her grip ﬁgHened on the book in her hands. SomeJrhing about
them felt... off. Too sl’]orp for her s|eepy bookshop Wedged between a
bakery and Danny's flowers.

The taller man’s gaze locked onto hers. *| need a book,” he said
with a clipped ltalion accent. "Machiavelli's Discourses on Livy. Ricci
translation.”

Even as he spoke, his shoulders held a fraction too much
stiffness. His fingers curled into his po|m like he was keeping
some’rhing in check.

"Of course.” Serafina turned to the shelves, her pu|se Jric:king faster.
The obscure po|i+ico| memoir wasn't exocHy a bestseller. It was more
the kind of Jrhing men of influence bougH to sound more important.

As she searched, their low voices driffed to her in ltalian.



*S), suo marito lo sa,” the older man murmured. Yes, her husband
knows.

The younger one, voice taut: “Come? Ero attento.”

"Wrong. You weren't careful enough,” the older man snapped.
‘He'll kill whoever he thinks fucked his wife.

Serafina’s hand froze on the book’s spine. Her ltalian was fluent.
So she understood every word. An affair. A vengeful husband. A
death threat. Her heart thudded, but she keer her face neutral as she
pu||eo| the book free.

The younger man’s voice shiﬂed, louder now, aimed at her. Do
you usuo”y carry much poetry in [talian?”

She flinched, turning to meet his stare. "Not much,” she said,
s+eoo|\/ing her voice. “MosHy just the classics, like Dante and Petrarch.”

Disappointment flashed across his face.

A man who reads love poetry while someone wants to kill him.
Fascinating.

“Thank you,” he said, ho|o|ing out exact payment as Jrhough he'd
known the price in advance.

“You're welcome.” Her voice was soft, but her skin burned where
their Fingers brushed. Not flirtation, not charm.. just a ﬂeeﬂng, electric
intensity that left her uns+ec10|y.

The older man cleared his throat, and Jrhe\/ were gone, the door
swinging shut with a dull thud. Serafina stared ot the empty streef,
her pu|se reFusing to slow. He hadn't smiled, hadn't |ingered, but
some’rhing about him c|ung to her, shorp and unsethg, like the first

line of a story she didn't know how to write.

That evening, Serafina sat at her typewriter, fingers poised over

the ke\/s, but the words refused to come. Ever\/ time she tried to
focus on Sarah’s escape, her Jrhough’rs wandered to the way a simp|e
touch could make her blood race, to hushed conversations about

death threats and ltalian poetry.



She found herself typing Frogmenfs that had noHﬂng to do with

|’1€|’ new nove|.

His fingers were warm against hers, calloused but
gentle. She wondered what those hands might feel like.

She stopped, heat flooding her cheeks. This wasn't what she
usuo”y wrote.

She pushed away from her desk, frustration +ig|f1+ening her chest,
and begon fo pace around her apartment. Worry about the ball
disruered her Jrhouthrs. Its just one nighf, she reminded herself. One
evening of po/ife conversation, suffoccth’ng fabrics, and trying not to
trip over my own feet.

And yet, her stomach churned.

What if she made a fool of herself? W hat if she fumbled her
words in front of the pub|is|’1@r? W hat if Clara needed her, reo||y
needed her, and she failed?

Serdfina let out a slow sigh and sat on the edge of her bed,
running her hands down her skirt. An idea crept in..

She could cancel. Yes, cancel and stay home to sink into her
writing. Or moybe go ouf, find a dim|y lit speokeosy, and drink
some’rhing that burn all the way down.

But then she saw Clara’s face in her mind, that hopefu|, earnest
look when she had asked her to come.

Serafina sighed and F|oppeo| down onto the pi||ows.

W hat's the worst that could hoppen?

A disaster? Fine. At least it would be someJrhing to tell her
characters, who seemed closer to being friends than most real peop|e
did. A comp|e+e humiliation? Nobocly at that ball would remember
her name. If she was doomed to misery, she might as well embrace

the mess.



kP~

Two doys later, Serafina stood in Clara’s bedroom, staring at a
stranger in the Fu||—|eng+|'1 mirror. The sopphire gown c|ung to her like
a second skin, its beads g|in+ing in the low |omp|igh+. The neckline
clipped too |ow, exposing the shorp line of her co||orbone, and she
+uggeo| at it, wi||ing it to cover more. Her curls had been pirmed to
frame her best features.

Behind her, Clara fussed with her own gown, pale champagne
silk that shimmered like it be|onged in this world. She couthr
Serafina’s eye in the mirror and reached over, nudging a s’rroy curl
into p|c1ce4 “There. Perfect.”

“| could still fake an illness.”

Clara rolled her eyes. ‘I you were going to fake being sic|<, you
should've done it before | spent a fortune on that gown.”

Serofina forced a laugh, but her stomach churned. "Clara,
some’rhing strange hoppened at the shop on Thursdoy,“

"Oh?"

“This man came in. He was so sophisticated, and wearing a very
expensive suit.” Serafina kepf her words casual, not mentioning the
conversation she'd overheard about death threats. "He asked about
ltalian poetry. | wouldn't have expected that from someone who was
SO inﬁmidoﬁng‘”

"|nﬁmio|o+ing how? Hondsome|y inﬂmidoﬁng?”

Heat crept up Serofina’s neck. "He was striking. Dark hair, deep
eyes.

"And ltalian poetry? That's procﬁco”y a love letter.” Clara lit up.
"He sounds like exocHy the type who'd be ot Jronig|’1+‘s ball”

“You think so?”

‘Oh, definitely. If he's there tonight, you'll have to introduce us!’
Clard’s expression became mischievous. "Unless you'd rather keep the
mysterious poetry lover to yourself?’

Serafina’s stomach fluttered at the notion. “It was noJrhing. Just a
customer.”

“The best stories start that woy.”
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Serafina took one last breath, squored her shoulders, and moved
away from the mirror. "l suppose there's no turning back now.”

The halls of the Rondo|ph estate were neor|y empty when Jr|’1ey
made their way downstairs, on|y the quiet voices of the remaining
staff. The rest of the Rcmdo||o|’15 were o|reoo|y at the ball, |eoving them
to their own peocefu| descent.

Then, far too soon, Jr|’1ey arrived.

The ballroom'’s grcmd Fogode rose before them, |igh+ spi||ing from
tall windows, jazz music ﬂooﬁng into the nigH air. EveryHﬂng smelled
of fresh flowers and perfume.

The driver opened the door, and Clara erepped out with her
usual flourish. Serafina followed, her |egs leaden, Figh’ring the urge to
run. Clara hooked an arm through hers.

“You've got this, darling,” Clara said.

Inside, chandeliers g|oreo| overhead, their |igh+ bouncing off
polished floors and glittering gowns. Couples spun across the dance
floor while clusters of guests sipped chompogne, their |ough+er shorp
and hollow. Serdfina’s grip +igh+eneo| on her clutch, her pu|se
+huo|o|ing She didn't be|ong here in this sea of silk and wealth. Clara
moved like she was born for it, her gown coJrching the |igh+, her smile
effortless despi’re the grie]c she carried. This was her world, even if she
had never loved it.

Serofina stayed close, unsure where to place herself in the flurry
of conversation and passing g|onces. Her grip ﬁgh’rened on her
beaded clutch. Her heart drummed. She had to keep her wits about
her. Somewhere in this room was Richard Kensinngon, the man who
could chonge her life with a nod. And somewhere in the recesses of
her mind, she wondered if she mighf see that fall ltalian Figure in an
expensive suit, dark hctir, and darker eyes.

Two young men opprooched, their attention sp|iJr between her
and Clara.

"May | have a dance?” one asked, addressing Serafina.

Panic coiled Jrig|f1jr in her stomach.

‘I'd rather not, but thank you," she said at once, offering a small,
forced smile.

The man hesitated, then gave a polite nod.
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She ﬂushed, Fee|ing foolish.

Clara hesitated, woﬁching her.

“You go ahead,” Serafina urged. Il just watch.”

Clara searched her face for a long moment. "I'll return soon. Try
to enjoy yourself, Sera.”

She doubted she would, but she smiled anyway.

W hen the man swept Clara onto the dance floor, Serafina stood
off to the side. She should have said no to coming. This wasn't an
adventure at all. It was a mistake. The chandeliers burned too brig|’1+
now. The music swelled too loud. The |oug|’1+er of e|egon+|y dressed
guests grc1+ec1| on her.

She wasn't doncing, wasn't even speoking, yet she felt like she
wWas on disp|oy, an outsider to be observed and judged. If the floor
beneath her cracked open and swallowed her whole, she would
consider it a mercy.

Clara returned, on|y to be swept into conversation by two
women in sleek gowns. Their smiles were s|’10rp, their eyes skimming
Sercfina before locking onto Clara.

"Miss Rondo|p|’1, dear!” one of them, a brunette in ice-blue silk,
soio|, sweeping Clara into a brief |'1ug. ‘| was so hoping you'o| be here
tonight.’

The other, a tall woman in o|eep burgundy, filted her head. "We
were just falking about the latest exhibition at the Met. Tell me
you've seen it

Clara exhaled, brushing a loose curl behind her ear. "Of course.
The new Matisse pieces are obso|u+e|y stunning, and—"

“Oh, | knew you'd appreciate them,” the brunette gushed. "Your
eye for composition is unmatched.’

Serafina stood beside C|oro, unnoticed and unocknow|eo|geo|. She
might as well have been an extension of Clara’s shadow.

Clara, however, turned s|igh+|y, her arm still |ooped around
Serofina’s. “This is my dearest Friend, Serafina Silvano.”

The brunette's |oo|iJre look didnt waver. "Oh, how |ove|\/."

The taller one offered the barest gesture of ocknow|eo|gmen’r
before her attention flicked once more to Clara. “So tell me, what did
you think of that use of color? Quite bold, wasn't it?”
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Clara shifted, cutting the conversation short. "Please excuse us.”
She didn't wait for a response before pu||ing Serafina aside.

“Sera-darling, are you okay? You don't seem well”

“Neither do you.”

Clara let out a quiet huff of laughter. "Yes, well, the night will be
over soon.’

Serafina swallowed. "Not soon enough.”

Then Clara raised her head a little l’]igheh | agree. But let's find
Mr. Kensington. This nighf‘s about you and your book. That'll make
being here worth it, and | believe in you.”

Sercfina let Clara lead her away from the group, weaving
Jrhrough the crowd of silk and po|ished shoes to the quieter end of the
room.

‘“There he is,” Clara whispered, gesturing at a distinguished-
|ooking man engoged in conversation with two others who hung on
to his every word.

"He looks... powerful,” Serafina said, nerves twisting.

"He is. Come on.’

Serafina inhaled slowly to calm her nerves and followed. Up
close, Mr. Kensington's presence loomed larger. He carried himself
with the confidence of a man who knew the value of his oquhorier‘

His smile when he turned to them was warm, yet somehow
also cold.

‘Good evening, Miss Randolph.’

"Mr. Kensington, this is my dear friend Serafina Silvano. She's an
incredib|y talented writer.”

Mr. Kensing+on extended his hand. His grip was Firm, his po|m
smooth. "A pleasure, Miss Silvano. Miss Randolph's father has spoken
higHy of youf'

“Thank you, Mr. Kensington,” she said, breathless. “It's an honor to
meet you.”

“Tell me about your work,” he said, shifting his stance ever so
s|ig|’1+|\/, like granting her his full attention was a rare pri\/i|ege. "W hat
do you write?’

Serafina took a slow breath. This was her moment.

She described her nove|, her voice gaining errenngh as she spoke
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about her characters and the intricate letters woven Jrhroughoqu the
erory, her inspiroﬁons from Les Liaisons Dongereuses, the |oyereo|
power s+rugg|es, the way words could shope destinies, of
monipu|o+ion and control, of the devos+o+ing consequences of
temptation and ambition. She skirted co||ing it romance, knowing
men like him often sneered at romance as Frivo|i+y.

Mr. Kensing+on listened, noo|o|ing occosiono”y, but his demeanor
unsettled her. He was paying attention... perl’]ops too much. Then his
gaze drifted in a s|ow, deliberate sweep downwerd, over her
collarbones, the curve of her neck where her pulse hammered visibly,
her chest, and down to her hips.“

It was so smooth that she almost convinced herself she'd
imagined it. But the way his gaze stayed just a fraction too long at
the swell of her breasts visible above the gown’s neckline made her
skin crawl.

Instinct screamed otherwise. Determination kep+ her where
she was.

"|n+riguing, Miss Si|vono,” he said fino”y, sounding warmer than
before. "If you bring it to my office next week.. we can discuss it in
detail. Privately.”

The word “privately” made Serafina’s stomach turn. But this was
what she wanted, wasn't it? An oppor+uni+y? A real chance? But the
way he said it, the way his gaze had traveled over her Figure like he
was pricing merchandise...

She shoved aside the unease coi|ing in her chest.

“Thank you, Mr. Kensinngon. Il do that”

Mr. Kensing+on then moved off, o|reoo|y s|ipping into another
conversation.

Serafina sighed

Clara leaned in, speoking quieﬂy, If he passes on your book, well
find a way to get you meetings with other pub|ishers4 He's interested,
Sera. That's a start.”

Serdfina forced a smile, but her Jr|f1outhrs churned. Had Clara
missed that look? Or was it just in her head, her nerves twisting
noﬂwing into someHﬂng?

"Maybe,” she said softly. "Thank you for introducing me.”
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A few other genﬂemen opprooched, osking Clara and Serdfina to
dance. She declined once more, and again, sent Clara o|ong to waltz.
Serafina wandered around the ballroom, |eHing the hum of

conversation and the |i|+ing notes of the jazz band fade into a blur.
Alone, she drifted to the ballroom’s edges, where grond painfings
stretched high above gi|o|eo| frames. The cr\/ero| and silk and go|o| leaf
were suﬂ(ocoﬁng in their excess. Neorby, two women leaned close,
their voices low but shorp enough to carry.

‘Did you hear about the Anderson gir|?” one Whispered.
"Disoppeored aofter she turned down that derby horse-breeder. They
say she’s in Europe now, but no one'’s seen her.”

The other woman'’s laugh was brittle. "'How convenient.”

But as Serafina stood there, odmiring the peocefu| |ono|sc0|oe, her
Jrhouthrs drifted back to the stranger from the bookshop. Kensington's
stare had made her skin crawl, but the Italian? His infensity had
sporked someJrhing else, some+hing reckless. What would it be like to
see him here, in this g|iHering trap, his dark eyes cutting Jrhrough the
crowd?

The Jrhouthr sent a flush of heat Jrhrough her that had noJrhing to
do with the warm ballroom air.

As she made her way to the terrace doors, needing air, her heel
s|i|o|oeo|. Looking down, she saw a dark o|rop|e+ on the marble floor.
Wine, su re|\/, +hough in the dim |ig|’1+ it looked o|is+ur|oing|\/ like blood.
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CHAPTER 2

Their po|is|’1ed shoes struck the stone steps in sharp, relentless
rherhms. Francesco Romano's men trailed him, their voices low, thick
with cruel amusement as Jr|’1ey swopped tales of their latest conquests.
They boasted about which senator’s wife had begged for mercy,
which judge's dough’rer had screamed until her voice broke.

Francesco tuned out their vile chatter. His focus was a razor, fixed
on the task ahead as he led them ’rhrough the shadows like a wolf
hunﬁng ina dying forest. The scent of expensive co|ogne and
cigarettes trailed behind them, morking their territory in the refined
air. These gi|o|ed rooms, heovy with wealth and lies, were his
battlefield. Power here wasn't in titles but in debts that chained men,
favors that broke them, lives snuffed out with a whispered order. He
wasn't here for the sour chompogne or the hollow smiles of high
society. He was here to settle a score, one that had festered for years,
its WeigH c|owing at his chest like @ |iving Hwing

But Jronithr, his Jrhouthrs snogged on a darker thread. Elena
Brambilio, beautiful, reckless, and Fo’ro”y married. The wife of Antfonio
Brambiho, a rival whose influence matched Francesco's, a man who
saw every betrayal before it landed. Elena had called him days ago,
her voice crocking over the Jre|e|ohor1e. "We need to talk. | think he

knows. Please, Francesco. | need fo see you.

Of course Antonio knew. Men like him didn't rule by being blind.
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Touching what was his came with a price, a bullet in the dark, a
body in the river. Francesco had cut her off, no room for her panic or
her p|eos. He didn't waste time on women who mistook good sex for
some’rhing more meoningFuL who turned c|ingy, who Jrhouthr a few
nigms meant he owned them someﬂﬁing

Vito nudged him as Jr|f1ey neared the entrance, his voice a low hiss
in ltalian. "Capo, they're waiting.’

Francesco gave a curt nod, his jaw Jrigl*ﬁr as iron. He knew how
this would go. The moment he crossed the threshold, the room would
choke, conversations would die, eyes would turn. Some would be
terrified, some hungry, all scrombhng to gauge what his presence
meant for their survival. He fed on the way fear bent the air around
him, the way power knelt without a word.

‘Remember,” he said, his voice cold, carrying the heaviness of
death sentence. "We're here to make an impression. And to remind
certain peop/e what hoppens when fhey forgef their p/oce.“

His men erroigHened, their crude banter swallowed |oy the silence
of soldiers bracing for blood. Francesco pushed through the grand

double doors, and the reaction was instant.

oZipio~

A hush fell over the ballroom.

“Is that Francesco Romano?” someone near Serafina whispered,
the name spoken with dread, as if it mithr summon a curse.
Serafina’s cu riosity beJrroyed her. She turned toward the gromo|
staircase, and her breath cougH in her throat. It was him, the man
from the bookshop, dark hair, darker eyes, but now in a tuxedo.
Francesco Romano. The name fit him. She watched him descend the
stairs with a predcﬁor‘s calm, the crowd parting like prey before a
hunter. Even those pre’rendmg not to care stole g|omces, their eyes
pu||eo| to him, unable to resist.

She swallowed |'10ro|, the memory of his voice s|icing Jrhrough her.
‘He'll kill whoever he thinks fucked his wife” A man marked for

death, yet here he was, moving Jr|'1rough the room like he owned
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every soul in it, untouched by fear. The contradiction gnowed at her,
her writer's mind c|owing to pin him into @ story she could control.

“lsn't he someH’]ing?” someone else beside her soio|, her voice
+inged with unease.

Serafina monoged a faint nod, Jrhough the question hadn't been
directed at her. She needed to breathe. Her +hough+s moved too fast.

A drink. She needed a drink. SpoHing the bar across the room,
she pushed through the crush of silk and polished shoes, her gown
snagging on her |egs, the beads caJrching the chandeliers’ sick|\/ |ig|f1+.
She stole another g|once at him, unable to stop. He was speoking to
the host now, his face a mask of stone, every gesfure precise, no trace
of weakness. The men around him, powerfu| in their own rithr,
leaned in, honging on his words like condemned men owoiﬂng
judgment.

The Whispers about him swelled, tales of blood, debfts, and bodies
left in o||eys, Feeding her dread, deepening the enigma. At the bar,
she ordered a merlot, the g|oss cold against her Jrremb|ing Fingers She
took a slow sip, Wi||ing the wine's burn to dull the panic rising in her
chest. But her eyes drifted back to the man who read poetry while
death stalked him. Who was he, beneath the suit and the menace?

oipio~

A heovyseJr man in a tuxedo, |ool<ing like a stuffed bird despi+e
the Jrc1i|oring, scurried toward Francesco, his forehead slick with sweat
under the chandeliers’ glare. "Ah, Mr. Romano, welcome!” Lorenzo
Mancini's voice dripped with forced cheer, his smile oo wide, too
despero+e, the kind of terror you‘o| expect from a man who'd felt
Francesco's gun against his temple and survived.

Francesco fixed him with a stare that could cut g|oss, his jaw
JrWiJrching. "Mancini. | trust evererhmg is in order.”

“Absolutely,” Mancini stammered, his hand shaking as he gestured
for Francesco to follow. "Evererhing is per]cecf Come, let me introduce

you fo some of our esteemed gueers."
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Francesco Fo||owed, his men Forming out like shadows around the
room. He poio| litle attention to the introductions, his attention instead
on the fear he stirred. Conversations choked as he possed, |ough+er
died, eyes darted away. Some respected him. Others feared him. He
didn't care, as |ong as Jrhey obeyed him.

As he moved +hroug|f1 the crowd, Francesco's gaze coughf on a
man near the bar, middle-aged, nervous, with a nose once broken so
boo”y that it had healed crooked. The man’s eyes widened when he
saw Francesco, and he turned away, hunching as if he could
disoppeor. Francesco knew him, a thief who'd tried to skim from his
shipmerﬁs six months ago. He'd let him live, but not before breoking
his face to ensure he'd never forget. The crooked nose was a warning.

By the windows, fwo society matrons whispered behind their
Fons, their voices shorp as knives. ‘Found him in an o||ey last Week,
throat cut ear to ear,” one hissed. ‘Romano’s work, Jrhey soyf' The
other added, "Crossed him over a shipmerﬁ. Never stood a chance.”
They froze when Jr|’1ey noticed Francesco's g|omce, their faces droining
of color. He offered a cold smile and moved on. Let them talk. Fear
was power, just another form of respect.

"Mr. Romano, this is Governor Horringbn," Mancini introduced.

The governor, a bo|ding man in his late sixties with soft,
pampered hands, extended a clammy palm. "Mr. Romano, it's an
honor to meet you.”

Francesco gripped his hand, hard enough to make the man
wince. The pleasure is mine, Governor. | hope the things you've
heard have been favorable.”

Horringfon's smile wovered, his |oug|f1 forced. "Oh yes, yes, of
course. Your name carries a certain weight, shall we say.”

Francesco smiled ever so s|igh+|y, re|ishing the fear behind the
po|iﬂcionls words. They moved on, more introductions, more empty
words. But he wasn't here for chatter. Mancini's debt demanded
repayment, and Francesco had no patience for his grove|ing |onger
than necessary.

When they were alone, Francesco turned, his presence a wall of

menace. Mancini. Our orrcmgemerﬁ' is still secure?”
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The banker swallowed, his eyes dorﬁng like a +r0pped animal.
"Yes, obso|u+e|y. You have my full support.”

Francesco held his gaze just long enough to let the man know
that, if he was |ying, it would be his last.

"Good." He brushed at a nonexistent wrinkle in his cuff. “Then let's
enjoy the evening.’

He walked away without another word. He despised weak men
who begged for mercy, especially for a wife as treacherous as
Mancini's. As he scanned the crowd, his goze couthr ona s|ig|’1’r
figure. The |igh’r blue cotton dress from the bookshop was gone,
rep|c1ced |oy sopphire silk that clu ng fo her frame, her blonde hair
pirmed up. For a moment, he Jrhouthr his eyes were deceiving him.
But then she pressed her elbows to her sides, a nervous tic he'd
noticed before.

The bookshop gir/A What would she be doing at Mancini's ball?

F rancesco poused, s+udying her. What was she doing in this pit
of vipers? She moved Jrhrough the crowd like a ghos’r, po|is|'1ed but
out of p|oce, as if she'd rather be onywhere else. It was her, the one
who'd opo|ogized for not hoving ltalian poetry, who'd Wropped his
book with +remb|ing hands. The working class didn't be|ong here,
where a gown could cost @ month’s wages. And yet, there she was.

He pushed the Jrhoughf aside, turning to business associates who
owed him blood and |oo|i+icions whose careers hung b\/ his strings.
EveryH\ing proceeded as p|ormed until @ woman in emerald
approached, her movements bold, her confidence a weapon. Her
copper hair spi||ed over one shoulder, her dress c|inging to her curves
in defiance of the room’s muted e|egonce. She s+epped into his space
without hesitation.

He didn't mind.

"Mr. Romano,” she purred. “I've been looking forward to
meeting you.’

Francesco allowed his gaze to rake over her, unhurried,
appraising. ‘Have you now, Miss... ?"

“Isabella Davies, and I've heard much about you,” Isabella

continued, stepping closer in an understated invitation.

He smirked. "And what have you heard?’
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That you're a man of secrets.” Her voice lowered, teasing. A
man like you must have many secrets, Mr. Romano.’

"And o woman like you wouldn't be here if she didnt want to
know them.’

She tilted her head, her smile Widening. “Cu riosity is a dongerous
+hing, don't you think?”

He s+eppeo| closer, close enough to feel the heat of her breath.
"On|y if you don't know how to handle the dark.

Her lashes lowered. Her fingers danced up his arm. "And |
suppose... you do?’

He brushed a stray curl from her shoulder, |eHing the strands s|i|o
between his fingers before tucking it behind her ear. She didn't pull
away. ‘I live in it His voice was a low grow|. "And what brings you
to me, Miss Davies? Are you drawn to the danger?”

Her |i|os porJred, amusement F|icl<ering in her gaze. "Perhops. | find
m\/seh( drawn to the unknown, to the thrill of discovering what lies
beneath the surface.”

He leaned in. "Be careful. You may not like what you find.
But..would you like to e><|o|ore it Jrogejrher, bella?"

Her gaze locked onto his. "That depends.”

Francesco chuckled. "On what?”

‘On whether or not you're proposing an alliance,” she said
quieﬂ\/, |i1°ring her chin like she was answering d cho”enge he'd issued.

He smirked. Clever to turn the tables so smoo+h|y. He let a beat
of silence stretch before leaning close, his mouth near her ear. "The
Waterford Hotel, the grond suite on floor three.” His gaze flicked to
her |ips, then her eyes. "‘Meet me there at ten.”

He left her before she could respond, suddenly far more

interested in other matters.

“Just one more, p|eose,” Serafina muttered under her breath,
signo|ing the bartender. “Another g|oss of merlot”
Her nerves had bqre|y settled, dulled by the wine's burn, but her

25



mind churned like a storm. She tried fo focus on her breoJrhing, on the
Weithr of the g|oss in her hand, but her pu|se pounded, her Fingers
drumming res+|ess|y on the bar. She kep’r co+ching herself |oi+ing her
lower lip. She searched for Clara, finding her still deep in conversation
with a cluster of young genﬂemen Clara couthr her eye and, with
an almost impercepﬁb|e nod and slow b|inl<, gave Serafina wordless
encouragement.

Seize the moment. Do somefhing more than stand there.

The bartender slid the new g|oss to her. She nodded in thanks,
took it corefu”y, and turned, on|y to crash into some+hing solid. No,
someone solid. The g|oss s|i|o|oed from her f:ingers, and time slowed as
a o|ee|o red stain bloomed on an impossib|\/ expensive tuxedo.

A tuxedo worn |oy none other than Francesco Romano.

Serafina’s heart p|umme+ed4

"Oh my! Oh nol I'm so sorryl” Her voice rose in panic as she
grobbed a nopkin, dobbing fronﬁco”y at the stain. Of all the men in
this room, Why did it have to be him?

Mr. Romano bore|y moved, his broad frame uHer|y unmoved by
the collision.

"Please, s’rop,” he said with an unmistakable eo|ge of impatience.
“It's just a tuxedo.”

But Serafina was too flustered to stop. |- didn't see you there! |
wasn't paying attention, and |-

I said stop.”

His tone sharpened, a blade slipping between words, and
Serafina’s hands froze.

‘I really didn't mean to.."

“Stopl’

The word cracked like a Whip.

Serafina gosped. Conversations around them hadn't ceased, but
the tension had chonged. Guests stared open|y, their eyes g|in+ing with
cruel amusement. Others listened without |ool<ing, their careful
defachment a mask of |f1ig|'1 society. A few tittered behind their hands,
their |oug|’1’rer shorp enoug|’1 to slice H}rough her. One woman
Whispered to her companion, "C|umsy gir|, spi”ing on him,” and their

gigg|es cut like shards of g|ossA
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She had never felt so exposed, e uHer|y alone in this pit of
vipers. Her cheeks burned with shome, her skin crow|ing under their
gazes. She wanted to sink Jrhrough the po|isheo| floor, to escape the
Weithr of their judgmen+. Then, a colder sensation prick|eo| her neck,
a gaze that felt different, preo|o+or\/ and unseen. She g|onceo| toward
the shadows near the terrace doors, but saw noHﬂng, on|\/ the
|mgering chill of being watched. The Fee|ing vonished, |eoving her
unereody, her heart racing.

. she s+ommereo|, voice bore|y a whisper.

He exhaled. "Do you ever stop apologizing?”

Serafina’s spine erroithrened. She s+eppeo| back, squaring her
shoulders. "Excuse me?”

He ftilted his head, his eyes narrowing. “You opo|ogize like it's a
reflex.”

"And you insult strangers like it's @ hobbyl”

Before he could respond, Clara rushed to her sio|e, s|i|o|oing an
arm around her shoulders. “Serofino, o|or|ing,” she said with a smile so
poised it was neor|y lethal, “there you are. | must speok with you for
a second. There's another pub|isher | want you fo meet.

He scoffed, his voice dripping with disdain. "A publisher? W hat
do you write? Romance?”

Serdfina lifted her chin, defiance ﬂoring. u\)\/hy, yes, oduo”y | do.”

He exhaled a short, humorless chuckle and muttered, "Che perd/‘fo
di tempo.

A waste of time.

Her blood boiled. She g|oreo| at him, her voice ereoo|y.

‘Non & una pero/ifa di fempo./"

He stilled. It was the smallest change, but she saw the flicker of
surprise and how his eyes narrowed s|igh+|yA

‘Do you work at a bookshop?” he asked.

"As a matter of fact, | do.”

"And you speak ltalian?” Mr. Romano continued. "You never
mentioned that.”

I'm not genero“y in the habit of o|isc|osing my |onguoges to
strangers, especio”y ones who call romance poinHess.” She turned to

C|OI’O ond repeo+eo|, "He co||ed romance pOiﬂHeSSA”
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Clara blinked with @ hougHy air. 'Did he, now?”

‘| did,” he confirmed. "And it is.”

“Then c|eor|y he hasn't read any gooo| ones,” Clara said to
Serafina.

‘No, he hasn't, and I'm not sorry anymore. | hope that stain never

comes out.”

‘Neither do |, he said with an amused grin.

“Come, Clara. Let's find someone who is oc’ruo”y imporJronJr.”

As they walked off, Serafina’s pulse thundered in her ears. She
wanted to turn back, to storm up to him, to wipe that smug grin off

his Foce, and...

Francesco watched them go, his mind racing. So the bookshop
gir| spoke fluent lfalian, moved in these viperous circles, and had fire
beneath that Frogﬂe exterior.

[nteresting...

R C< 2 0%

The rest of the evening possed in a haze of forced p|eoson+ries
and stolen moments where Serafina tried to douse the fire sfill
burning in her chest. She should have let it go. He wasn't worth the
energy, and yet, how dare he mock her?

By the time Serafina and Clara went outside, the nighf air had
turned cool. Clard’s driver opened the car door, and Serafina sank
info the seat with a quiet exhale of relief.

Clara glanced at her. "You're still thinking about him, aren't you?”

Serafina huffed. "No."

Clara arched @ pen(ecﬂy scu|p’red brow.

".4.Moybe a little”
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‘I thought so. It was a very dramatic exchange.”

Serafina pursed her |i|os. ‘It was not dramatic. It was—"

“The most dramatic Jrhing I've seen in weeks,” Clara supp|ieo|.

Serofina huffed. 'l just don't like being mocked.”

"And yet, you had him off guard for a second.” Clara said
smug|y. "He didn't expect you to snap af him like that”

"Good.”

Clara |ougheo| |igh+|y as the car pu||ed up to Serafina’s
apartment. Do try fo get some s|eep, dor|ing. We'll talk more
tomorrow.”

The stress of the evening melted once Serafina was in her
cromped |iving room, |ocl<ing the door against the world. At least she
hadn't fallen, +houg|'1 that mithr have been less |'1umi|i0’ring than
spi||ing wine. She couthr her reflection in the ho”woy mirror, her
cheeks still flushed, her eyes still shorp with anger.

She chcmgecl out of her gown, s|i|o|oing info a worn cotton
nig|’1+gown. Her Fingers shook as she undid the buttons, her skin
prickhng with restless energy. She poused before the mirror, trying to
mimic the su|Jrr\/, confident looks she'd seen other women wield. The
attempt was c|umsy, her reflection mocking her with its awkwardness.
She tried again, |owering her eye|io|s, Jri|fir1g her chin.

Who was she l<io|o|ing? She moved to the window and opened it,
the distant jazz horns jagged tonight, no longer a lullaby. Her thighs
ached with a yearning that pu|seo| with her heartbeat. She could sfill
feel his gaoze roking her neck, the way his eyes had narrowed when
she'd snopped at him in lalian. It was as if he could unravel her with
a sing|e word in the dark. He'd been a bastard, but bastard or not,
she couldn't shake the pu|| drogging her toward him, owokening a
desire she didnt want.

She shut the window and walked over to her bed, determined to
handle her needs.

This is madness.

She'd touched herself before, but never with someone spech(ic in
mind, not like this, with her body Jrhrumming for a man who'd
insulted her. But she needed to imagine i, just once, to banish him

from her +|'10ugh+s.
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She climbed into bed, pu||ing the covers to her waist, the cotton
nig|’1+gown c|inging to her skin. Her nipp|es hordeneé, |orus|'1ing
against the fabric, sending a shiver Jrhrough her. Her hands slid to the
hem. She hesitated, then slipped beneath.

The cotton porJred eosi|\/, and her po|m pressed on the soft skin of
her be”\/, lower, lower still, until she found the fine Jrriomg|e of hair
between her Jrhighs.

She was already soaked. She'd never been this aroused, this
reody, from noﬂ'\ing other than an argument. She exhaled, her breath
uns+eoo|y.

S|io|ing two Fingers between her folds, she drew them over the
slick heat, |oi+ing back a gasp. The pressure was infense, but not
enough She pic+ureo| him at the foot of her bed, tuxedo jockeJr gone,
shirt open, WoJrching her with those cold, predo’rory eyes. Would he
mock her still? Or would his voice be darker and commonding?

"5|ower,” she whispered, imagining his voice instead of her own.
‘Show me how you like it

She circled her clit with her Fingerﬁps, drowing soft spirc1|s as her
|'1ips shifted into the rh\/%mA The p|eosure bloomed and Jrigh’reneol,
molten and immediate. She pressed her other hand to her breast,
Fingers tugging |ig|’1+|y at her nipp|e Jrhrough the nithrgown, then
s|i|o|oeo| beneath the fabric to touch her nipp|e, ro||ing and squeezing.
The ache shot down her spine, connecting direcﬂy to the pu|sing
between her |egs.

"Soy p|eose,” she murmured, pic+uring him |eoning over her, his
mouth close fo her ear, his hand replacing hers.

Her knees spreoo| wio|er, Jrhighs Jrrembhng as her pace quickened
She slid one Finger inside, then a second, her muscles c|enching,
desperate for more. He'd be bigger. Much bigger, she knew. The
stretch would be overwhe|ming, and his gaze would be intense
during the agonizing push inside.

She pu mpeo| her Fingers deeper, cu r|ing them forward, fo the
spot that made her |egs jerk. Her clit throbbed under the pressure of
her thumb, and she rubbed harder, panting, her torso ﬂushing with
heat. The image of him.“’rowering over her, pushing her over her

writing desk, his hands roug|’1 and demonding as he lifted her onto it.
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"‘Oh- Oh, God-" she gosped, hips bucking.

She came hard, her po|m ﬂying to cover her mouth to muffle the
cry that tore from her throat. Her entire body shook with the force,
spine orching, her Fingers Working her Jrhrough the waves. W hen the
storm Fino”y subsided, she co||opseo| against the pi||ow, chest heoving,
her skin o|o1mp and flushed.

The room was silent, save for her rogged breaths and the cier's
distant hum. She stared at the cei|ing, spent. Francesco Romano had
humiliated her, insulted her work, and dismissed her. And now she'd
just come harder than she ever had before, Jrhinking about his skin
ogoiner her bod\/, his Wl’]ispers in her ear.

She grooned, F|inging an arm over her eyes, and muttered,
hate you.”

But her Jrhighs were still slick, and she knew deep down that she
didn't hate him ot all. What she felt was darker, a hunger that scared

Isabella Davies had been what he'd expected. Beautiful. Willing.
UHer|\/ ForgeHoHe‘ She'd |o|oyeo| her part with suHry g|onces and
breathless moans, but in the black of nithr, Francesco was o|reoo|y
pu||ing on his clothes. She'd suFFicienH\/ satisfied him in the basest
sense, but left him cold and empty. She wasnt what he needed.

The sun had nearly begun to rise when Francesco made it home,
loosened his tie, and poured himself a g|oss of bourbon.

His silk tie resisted him, twisting Jrig|'1+ around his throat like the
evening's restraints. Sometimes he grew tired of the posturing and the
proximity to men who feared him while pre’rending not to, even tired
of the women who smiled with their teeth, but watched his every
move, co|cu|o+ing what his attention mithr be worth.

He preferred enemies. At least Jr|'1ey were honest.

He dropped into the leather armchair and downed the drink in a
sing|e swallow. It burned just enough to cut Jrhrough the noise in his
head, but o|oing nofhing to quiet the +houg|ﬁ’rs of Serafina Silvano.

He hadnt meant to notice her. Not at all. She'd been almost as
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forgettable as Miss Davies af first, just a timid little thing. Too
po|e. Eyes too |orge. Fingers too Fidgew. He'd presu med she was the
type of woman who kept her head down and apologized before
she'd even made a mistake.

Her Jrrembhng hands touched him, not to seduce but in panic. Her
|i|os por+eo|, breaths quick, not to p|eose him. Her eyes flashed with
anger, not fear. And then she'd snopped back in ltalian, fluent and
shcrp, spitting the words as eosi|y as if H’]ey'd been Eng|ish to her.

For once, his assu mpﬁons were wrong.

He leaned forward, setting the empty g|oss aside, elbows on his
knees. He couldn't shake the way she'd g|c1reo| up at him with a mix
of shame and defiance. Her mouth had been close enough that he
could have kissed her rithr there in front of everyone, and part of him
had wanted to. Women like Miss Davies, who threw themselves ot
his feet for a chance to bed him, were a dime a dozen. He even
encountered women like Miss Rondo|ph, the little princess who
scoffed, on occasion, but he knew he could coax socialites into
submission. But he couldn't recall the last time a woman had stood up
to him and made him think he mithr not win her.

He adjusted in his seat. His slacks had gone uncomfortably tight
somewhere between her yelling and her storming off. He should've
been insulted. Instead, he was half-hard, frustrated, and aroused b\/
this nobod\/ of a woman. She'd momogecl to stay at the forefront of
his mind.

Not Isabella Davies, with her |i|os+icl< games and designer
perfume.

Not Elena Brambilia, whose husband might very well try to
kill him.

Her.

The bookshop girl. The writer.

Romance, she'd said. As +|’10ugh that word alone was odequo+e to
jusﬁ]cy her entire existence.

Goddamn, that spirit in her gave him ideas he knew he
shouldn't have.

He shifted again. His cock pressed hard c1|ong his Jrhigh

He looked down.
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No.

This was a mistake.

She was no one. She wasn't |oo|ished the way his usual women
were. But she had backbone and fire and the guts to bite back at him
in a room full of peop|e who held their Jrongues around him.

And now her voice was |oo|gecl in his skull. Her beouﬂfuL
angry, radiant face keer ﬂickering behind his eye|io|s every time he
closed them.

He let out a |ong sig|’1.

Fine. Fine. Just this once.

He stood, unbuttoned his stained shirt, and made for the
bedroom.

The effect of the one g|oss of bourbon was o|reoo|y foding, but
the fire she'd lit roged on.

He pushed his slacks down, sat ot the edge of the mattress, |egs
spread, already rock-hard.

He could still feel the heat of her po|m on his chest, trying to pat
his shirt o|ry, still hear the little gasp she’'d made when he'd told her to
stop opo|ogizing, still see the way she hadn't averted her gaze when
he'd moved closer..

She'd flushed, but not just with shame. Part of her had liked the
confrontation, liked him towering over her.

He grooned under his breath. He could imagine what she'd look
like with that same passion in her expression, but naked beneath him.

He curled his Fingers around himself and stroked, slow and firm.
The first stroke made his ass and abdomen tense. The control it took
not to lose himself immedio+e|y demanded all he had left in him.

He closed his eyes and pictu red her in the bookshop, bent over
her typewriter, skirt hiked up, |ool<ing back ot him with that same
defiance, doring him to touch her.

He'd push her forward, palms on her back holding her down
while he kicked her |egs apart. She'd gasp, try to twist around to look
at him, but he'd keep her pirmed.

"5+oy still " he'd rasp close to her ear, and she'd shiver.

He pumped harder, faster. His jaw clenched.
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She'd be drenched already. He was certain she was the kind of
woman who got wet from being ordered around and being
overpowered in matters of sex. He'd slide his fingers between her |egs
first, testing her, moking her squirm while he decided whether she
deserved what was coming.

She'd moan when he touched her. She'd push against his hand,
Whimpering for more of him.

God, he could feel it.

His strokes grew rougher, the sound of his po|m loud, matched
by his rogged breaths. She'd be Jrigh’r when he thrust. into her, moybe
untouched, the Hmugm of being her first, of 1‘eo1ching her what her
body was made for, sent heat racing down his spine.

He'd grip her hips and drive into her, hard and o|eep, without
mercy. She'd cry out, hands scrobbhng to s+eody herself on the desk
while he set a brutal pace. But she'd take it. She'd take everything he
gave her and beg for him to go faster, for more.

He grooned, the sound guHuro|, his ﬂngers ’rithrening‘

She'd be the sort of woman who couldn’t keep quiet when she
was being fucked proper|yA She'd curse him in ltalian when she
clenched around his cock.

She'd come apart beneath him, still mad ot him, still defiant, her
body shuddering from the force of her orgasm while he kep’r Jrcnking
more of what he wanted.

He was close, too close now.

He leaned back on one elbow, hips Jrhrusﬁng up into his fist. The
image of her gasping his name... breathless... wrecked... comp|e+e|y
his... driving him to the eo|ge.

‘Cazzo... porca puttana... si..” he hissed.

The climax rippeo| +|'1rough him, Forcing thick seed to spi|| from
him in |f10ro|, pu|sing spurJrS, s|icking his Fingers, ﬂooding his po|m,
dripping from his grip, onto his stomach and Jrhighs. For a moment,
the Fon’rosy felt so real he could almost smell the floral scent that had
c|ung to her hair, and could almost hear her crying out beneath him.

He rested, catching his breath. Romance, she'd said. The biggest
chJrosy of all. A lie he wanted to believe. He Wiped himself with his
undershirt, but the release didn't clear his head. She'd gotten under
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his skin, and that was a prob|emA The last time a woman haunted
him, he'd ended up with Elena and a death threat.

This one was different, a writer who saw +hroug|'1 his mask, who
didn't flinch when he closed in, who matched his fire with her own.
She had no care what he Jrhouthr of her and no desire to impress
him.

And that made her dongerous in a whole new way.
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CHAPTER J

Serafina stared at the empty page. A curl had s|i|o|oed loose and
hung b\/ her cheek. She didn't touch it.

She'd written five different opening sentences in the past hour.
Each one died on the page. The words came out hollow, trying to
sound clever or |i+erory when Jrhe\/ were neither.

She closed her eyes and saw him. That hard stare, the expensive
suit, the way he'd looked at her like she was no’rhing. Or worse, like
noticing her at all had been a mistake on his part. But he had noticed.
He wouldn't have held her gaze so |ong otherwise. He wouldn't have
let her hand stay pressed to his chest, wouldn't have turned when she
spoke ltalian, and wouldn't have given her that cold, imCurioJring grin
when she refused to apologize.

She pressed her ’r|’1ig|’15 ’rogeJrher‘ Her nigHgown was still
crump|eo| at the foot of the bed. The sheets carried the smell of what
she'd done to herself the nithr before, Jrhinking of him.

Now she was trying to write a short story about a governess
falling in love with a French baron to submit to Love Story
Mogozine.

Serafina leaned back and sighed, staring atf the one poﬂﬂeﬁc line
she'd managed.
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Miss Catherine smoothed her skirts as she entered the
library, where Baron Montclair waited with a leather-
bound volume of poetry.

Lifeless.

She rippeo| the page from the typewriter and crump|ed it, hur|ing
it toward the wastepaper basket. It landed on the floor.

What if she wrote somefhing else? Someﬂ']ing pu||eo| from
real life?

BQFOI’Q she COu|d second-guess herse”, |’1€I’ fingers moved OgOiI’].

He cornered her against the stone wall, his body a cage
of heat and menace. She should have been afraid. She
should have screamed. Instead, she lifted her chin and
met his dark gaze with defiance burning in her own.

"You think you can frighten me," she whispered.

His smile was razor-sharp. "I think you're already
frightened. The question is whether you're frightened of
me...or of what you want me to do to you."

His hand braced against the wall beside her head, and
she could smell his cologne, could feel the warmth
radiating from his body. Her heart hammered against
her ribs, but not entirely from fear.

"T want nothing from you," she lied.

"Liar." The word was barely a breath against her ear as
he leaned closer. "Your pulse is racing. Your lips are
parted. Your body knows what it wants, even if your
mind won't admit it."
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won't admit it."

"Tell me to stop," he murmured. "Tell me to walk away,
and I will."

She opened her mouth to say the words, but what
came out instead was a breathless whisper: "Don't you
dare."

His answering smile was wicked as sin. "That's what I
thought."

His mouth crashed down on hers, claiming and
demanding. She should have pushed him away. Instead,
her hands fisted in his shirt, pulling him closer, drowning
in the taste of danger and desire.

Serafina’s breath came faster as she erped Heat poo|ed low in
her be”y. She could so c|eor|y see Francesco's broad shoulders, and

his honds...quiJre |orge.

in the taste of danger and desire.
He pushed her against his desk, scattering papers to

the floor. "Is this what you wanted?" he growled against

her throat. "Is this the danger you've been craving?"

T — —

Serofina jerked away from the typewriter as if it had burned her.
Her cheeks were flushed. What was she doing? This wasn't what she
set out to write. This was... this was pure FonJrosy. It was raw and
shameless and u’r+er|y unpub|ishob|e

She stared at the words, her heart sfill racing. The little she had
written dripped with the kind of passion she'd never dared write
before, the kind of desire she'd never let herself acknowledge.

With shaking hands, she reached for the paper, in+eno|ing to
crump|e it like the others. But she couldn't bring herself to des+roy it.
Instead, she read it once more.

She rolled the page back into her typewriter:

She sig|’1eo| |oud|\/, yonking it free and crump|ing it.

She tried one last time to type about Miss Catherine and her
baron. But the words wouldn't come. She could horo”y even think of
them.
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With a frustrated sigh, she stormed away from the typewriter.
She needed air. She needed to think about ony+hing other than that

OW{U' man.

She needed Clara.

P~

An hour later, Serafina stood outside the Randolph estate. The
butler showed her to the sun room, where Clara sat in a silk robe,
sipping tfea and reoding the society pages.

‘Sercfing, darling!” Clara set down her cup and gestured to the
butler for another. "What a lovely surprise so early. Though you look
rather flustered. Don't tell me you've been up all nig|’1+ writing again.”

“Well, I.." Sercfina bit her lip.

‘Oh, no. What's happening now?’

Serafina hesitated, then shut the p0r|or doors.

‘I must talk to you about last night” She barely poused before
|owering her voice. "About Francesco Romano.”

At the mention of his name, the teasing |igh+ faded from Clara’s
eyes. | was hoping \/ou‘o| have no interest after that exchonge.“

‘I can't stop thinking about him.’

“Well. That's troubling.” Clara picked up her teacup to sip.

“There's someﬂqing about him, Jr|f10ugh The way peop|e reacted
when he walked in, the way the entire room chonged The way he—"

"Mocked you publicly?” Clara’s eyebrow arched.

Heat crept up Serafina’s neck. "It wasn't just that. It was the way
he looked at me. Like he could see rig|’1+ Jr|'1rough me, but also like..."
She struggled for words. "Like he wanted to..oh, | can't explain it."

Clara was quiet for @ moment, erudying Serdfina’s face and
waiting for the butler to leave again after bringing a second cup of
tea. Then she sighed and moved to the window, her silk robe F|owmg
behind her.

“Sera, do you know he kills people?’

“What?" Serafina shook her head. "How would you know that?”

Clara turned back around, looking grave. "Well, Carlo Romano's
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death was awfully convenient.’

The blood drained from Serafina’s face. “Carlo Romano? But he
was..” Her mind scrambled to catch up. "Are you saying Francesco—"

I'm saying the head of the Romano crime family died last month
under mysterious circumstances, and Francesco Romano—no relation,
supposed/y—moved up to fill the void with remarkable eﬁ(iciency.”
Clara’s voice was matter-of-fact. "Some would call that suspicious
timing. And the rumors.. Hwe\/ say rivals end up with their Fingers
mailed in en\/e|opes to their Fomihes, or poisoned in speokeosies with
bad gin.“

Serafina sank info the nearest chair, her |egs suo|o|en|y unereody.
"He's... he's ocfuo”ymn

A mob boss. Yes." Clara moved closer, and patted Serafina'’s
shoulder with concern. "He's one of the most dongerous men in the
city, if the rumors are true. No one in the mob hasn't killed before. It's
what Jrhe\/ do”

“Why didn't you tell me last night?”

‘Because it was just a brief encounter, and | assumed you'd never
see him ogoin” Clara sat Focing her, |eoning forward. "l cer+oin|y didn't
expect you fo o|eve|op an infatuation.”

Serafina’s hands shook in her lap. "I wouldn't quite call it an
infatuation.”

“What would you call it then?”

She fell quiet, +hin|<ing of the heat in his dark eyes, and the way
her own body had responded fo his nearness. “It's more like
fascination.”

Clara grocmed "Oh, God, that's somehow worse.”

‘Tell me more about him. What kind of man is he, really?”

Clara hesitated, then seemed to make a decision. "Men like him
are co|cu|o+ing. He's consolidated power faster than anyone believed
could be possib|e, which means he's either ex+rooro|inori|y |ucky or
ex+roordinori|\/ dongerous.”

‘Or both”

“Or both,” Clara agreed grimly. "The point is, Sera, men like
Francesco Romano don't have casual encounters. They don't meet

sweet bookse”ers ond C|€V€|Op Jreno|er Feehngs, The\/ use peop|e, CII’]CI
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Jrhey break them. And when H’]ey're done, those peop|e have a
+endency fo disoppeor for good"

Serafina’s mind turned over every word. So here was a man
who lived in the darkness she'd on|y written about, who embodied
the danger she'd only imagined.

"Oh, no you don't,” Clara said. "You look far too in’rrigued b\/ all
of this. You need fo let it go.”

“But I'm irﬁrigued.”

‘Oh, Sera, Sera, Sera. | adore you, but | do question your surviva
instincts sometimes, especio”y in a city that is cruel to dreamers.”

A smile Jrugged at Serofina’s |i|os. Just promise me someJrhing.”

Clara exhaled, already looking tired. "Oh, Lord. Here we go.”

If | end up dead, make sure my obituary says | died in the
pursuit of knowledge.”

Clara squeezed her temples. "Darling, if you end up dead, Il be
too busy grieving to write on\/ﬂwing but your name.’

Serafina bit her lip. So Francesco Romano wasn't just an
enigmatic man with a cruel mouth and an unreadable goze. He was
+ru|\/ dcmgerous.

And yet, some+hing about him |ou||eo| at her, even when she
knew it could des+roy her.

oipio~

Serafina sang tfo herself as she restocked romance books, but
eropped when the bell rang. She took a step back to greet the
customer. Instead, Donny enfered, |ool<ing unusuo”y serious.

"Good afternoon, Serafing,” he called, opprooching the counter
with concern.

"Hello, Danny.’ She set down the books and headed toward him.
‘s every+hing okoy?“

He shook his heod, running his Fingers Jrhrough his hair. “l came
by because | heard someﬂ']ing that troubled me. | was at the
W hitmore estate this morning, and | overheard a guest Jro”<ing about

an incident ot a ball over the weekend. Some’rhing about a young
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woman who had words with Francesco Romano. Came back as soon
as | heard’

Serafina’s blood went cold. "Oh?”

"Mentioned it was quite the scene, with wine spilled, harsh words
exchongedm” Dormy searched her face with growing alarm. "Sercncino,
p|eose tell me it wasn't you.”

She opened her mouth to o|eny it, but the words wouldn't come.

It was you, wasn't it? Good God, Serafing, do you have any idea
how dongerous that man is?”

‘It was just a misunders’ronding,‘/ she monoged, Hmough her voice
sounded weak even to her own ears. "I accidentally spilled a glass of
wine on him.”

Donn\/ s+eppeo| closer, gripping the edge of the counter. "You
spilled on Francesco Romano?’ He shook his head. “Serafina, you have
to understand that men like him don't Forge+ s|igh+s. The\/ hold
grudges. You could be in real danger.

His fear made her chest tighten. I'm sure it's nothing, Danny. I+
was just a little embarrassment ot a party.”

"NoJrhing?” His voice cracked with disbelief. “Listen to
me! The most dangerous men are often the ones who seem charming
at first. They watch women, and learn their routines and weaknesses.
Tlﬁey wait for the righ’r time to strike. You can't tell who's Jrru|\/
dangerous just by looking at them.”

‘Please calm down. | promise, | have no plans to see him again.”

‘But I'm still worried about you,” Danny said, gentler now. "You're
too trusting and too Wi||ing to see the best in peop|eA But men like
Romano? T|’1ey prey on in+e||igen+, independen’r women who think
they can handle themselves, like you.”

‘I appreciate your concern, | really do, but there's no reason for
me and Mr. Romano to see each—"

‘Let me help you,” he interrupted, leaning forward earnestly. "l
have connections, people who keep an eye on things and who know
how fo spot trouble before it finds you. | can make sure you're safe.”

“That's generous, but | don't think—"

"Have coffee with me,” he said quick|y. “Tomorrow morning. We

can talk about this proper|y, somewhere private where we don't have
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to worry about being overheard.”

‘. She fumbled for an excuse, her mind racing. I can't. | have to
prepare for that pub|is|’1er meeting | mentioned.”

‘Kensington?” Danny's expression darkened. ‘Be careful with him
too. Publishers like him.. Hﬁey're not O|\/\/O\/S what Jrhe\/ seem either.
Trust your instincts, okoy? If someﬂwing feels wrong, it probob|\/ is.”

Danny g|omceo| over his shoulder at another customer Wo|king in.

‘| should let you get back to work. But promise me you'|| be
careful. The most dangerous predators are the ones who seem
harmless until it's too late.” He poused at the door. "And if you see
Romano again, don't try to handle it alone. Send word to me
immedio’re|yA Sometimes the peop|e who seem like fhey're trying to

protect you are the ones you need protection from most.”

oo~

Francesco had been in a foul mood for three o|c1\/s, ever since that
c|umsy litte writer had the oudocier to speok to him like he was
noﬂwing more than an arrogant bastard at @ party.

He'd dealt with far less disresped and buried the offenders six
feet under without |osing s|eep. Yet he couldn't stop +hinking about
her, and the way her anger had flashed when she'd snopped at him
in ltalian, the curve of her mouth when she'd refused to opo|ogize,
and how her bod\/ had felt pressed against his for those few seconds
when she'd steadied herself against his chest.

Christ, he was |osing his mind.

He'd tried to solve the prob|em the way he o|woys did: with
other women. But every time he closed his eyes, even with some
Wi||ing socialite’s mouth around his cock, all he could see was
Serafina Silvano's defiant stare and that moddening little chin she'd
lifted at him.

It was pathetic. He was Francesco Romano, for Christ's sakel He
could have any woman in the city with a snap of his fingers, women

who knew their |o|oce, who wanted the obvious Jrhings—his money,
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his protection, and his bod\/ Tl’ley were simp|e, preo|ic+ob|e, and
controllable.

So why could he not stop Jrhinking about the one woman who
c|eor|y wanted none of those Jrhings? \)\/hy did he give a damn about
moking her want him?

A soft knock in+errup+ed his brooding. “Come in,” he called, not
bo’rhering to look up from his g|oss.

The door opened, and Giulia Moretti s|i|o|oec| inside, her lace robe
barely covering her body.

| Jrhough’r you mighf want some compony,” Giulia pu rred,
s|inking toward him.

Francesco's gaze barely lifted from his whiskey. 'I'm busy.”

She paused, confusion flickering over her face, but she pressed on.
"You seemed tense earlier. Let me help you relax.” The robe slipped
from her shoulders, poo|ing at her feet.

Francesco Fino”y g|onced at her, his goze roking over her naked
form. She was just as stunning as she'd o|woys been, but she felt
empty to him now.

"Get dressed,” he said ﬂoﬂy, refurning to his drink.

Giulia froze mio|—s+e|o, her confidence crocking. I'm sorry?”

“You heard me. Get dressed and get out”

Her mouth fell open in shock. "But last nigH you said—"

Last nighf is over. Don't make me repeat mysehc."

Giulia's face cru mp|ed, anger rep|ocing confusion. "W hat the hell
is wrong with you |o+e|y?“ She grobbed her robe, c|u+c|'1ing it to her
chest. "You've been different ever since that erupid ball”

Francesco's jaw tightened. The ball. Of course she'd noticed.

“Nothing's wrong,” he said. "I just have more important things on
my mind than entertaining you.“

Giulia flinched. "Fine. Don't expect me to come running the next
time you want someone to warm
your bed.’

She fled without another word. The door slammed behind her.

Francesco stared into his g|oss, disgus+ed with himself. Giulia had
done noJrhing wrong except be what she'd o|wo1ys been. The prob|em
was that what he wanted had chcmged, and he hated that it had.
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He now wanted fire. He wanted a woman who would stare him
in the eye and tell him he was wrong in pencech ltalian, then stomp
off without a backward g|cmce, who would make him work for her
attention instead of oﬂcering it Free|y.

God, he wanted Miss Silvano spreod beneath him, to break
+hrough her composure and find the passion underneath to prove fo
himself that she was just like every other woman once you stripped
off the pretense.

Francesco drained his g|oss and set it down. This mild obsession
was unoccep+ob|e. She was disrupﬁng his ordered world.

When a shorp knock raftled his door, his jaw Jrigl'lJrened. On|y one
person would dare disturb him at this hour without an invitation.

"Come in," he called out in lfalian.

Ricci burst Jrhrough, his usuo||y composed demeanor cracked with
tension. "We've got a prob/em,“

Francesco didn't look up. If's past mic/nighf.”

‘Cazzo, Frankie. Elend’s pregnant.”

Francesco's head snapped up. "Pregnant? How do you know?"

"Word gets around. Brambilia's os/ﬂ'ng questions. Dongerous
ones. He knows it's not his."

‘Conceived when?”

“Who the hell knows? Could be yours. The point is, he's looking
for someone to kill and your name'’s at the fop of his list”

Cazzo indeed. Francesco's expression remained con’rro”ed, but his
Fingers drummed once against the chair arm. He couldn't afford to let
this bother him. "So?”

"So? Jesus Christ, you need fo o’isoppeor off his list. Quick,
private Wec/c/ing to Giulia to look settled and domestic, like a man
who wouldn't risk everyfhing for another man’s wife.”

FYOI’WC@SCO’S |ough was Sl’]OI’p OI’]d humor|ess. "Abso/ufe/y I’)Of'.“

‘Frankie="

‘No." He stood, pacing to the window. | don't hide. | don't
pretend. And | sure as hell won't marry for anyone's benefit. | swore
off the idea of marriage after Ginevra, or did you forgef?”

‘No, | didn't forgef, but you'd rather die?”

‘I'd rather Brambilia fryf' The words came out cold. “Let him
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come. I'm not some coward who needs to parade a woman around
like a shield”

“This isn't about courage. Its about strategy. You're no good to
any of us dead.”

“Then I'll handle Brambilia the way | handle every other pro/o/ern”
Francesco's Fingers curled info a fist against the window frame. "Thaf's
not with theater.

"And when he comes for you in a restaurant? At the opero? In
front of witnesses you can't afford to have askmg questions?” Ricci
s+epped closer. "You think this is beneath you, but if's just another
weapon. Use it’

‘| don't need-"

“So, find a woman to p/oy house and take on some dates for a
few weeks,” Ricci pressed. ‘One of the Ziegfeld girls, or—"

‘No." The very thought of even prefending domesticity made
Francesco’s skin crawl. But then he eropped looked down as a face
flashed Jrhrough his mind.

‘Frankie?

“The bookshop gir/,” he heard himself say.

‘Hell nol” Ricci snapped. "There are plenty of women already in
our circle. Sophia Dellucci's been angling for attention for months. Or
that singer from the Velvet Room. She knows the score, knows how
fo p/oy the part. Not some innocent gir/ who—"

"She's perfect,” Francesco interrupted.

His mind was o|reody Working, but not in the cold, strategic way
he'd intended. A different calculation en+ire|y. A month, moybe two
of this charade. If he could convince her to p|oy the part, then she
would be close enough to touch, close enough to corrupt.

He could take his time with her, and learn what made her blush,
and what made her breath catch. Find out if that prim, scho|or|y
composure would crack under his honds, or if she'd bore him within a
week and he could move on with the FonJrosy of her dispe”ed

Either way, he'd win. Either she'd end up in his bed for as |ong
as he wanted her, or he'd discover she was as tedious as every other
respec+o|o|e woman and the attraction would die a quick death. No

more o|is+roc+ing Hﬁough’rs No more WonderingA

46



"She's not wise to what we do,” Ricci said, his voice hard. “She
doesn't know the rules. The women | mentioned— fhey understand
this world. This gir/? She's too innocent. She'll be a /iobi/ify."

"That's why she's perfect,” Francesco said.

For once, someone else’s crisis 0|igneo| pencecﬂy with his own

dark appetites. And Francesco Romano never wasted an opportunity.
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CHAPTER 4

Serafina tried to push Mr. Romano from her mind. Even when
he|ping a customer pick out a poetry book, she did not think of him
once. The young lady had nearly decided on a purchase when a boy
in a Western Union uniform entered, ho|o|ing a folded Jre|egr<:1m in
one fist and a crump|eo| hat in the other.

"Miss Serafina Silvano?” he called from the doorway.

Her heart stuttered. “Yes, I'm Serafina Silvano.”

The messenger boy handed her a cream-colored envelope. "For
you, miss.’

Serafina could count on one hand the number of Jre|egro1ms she'd
received, on|y ho|io|oy greetings from distant relatives in Sici|y4 She left
her customer's side for a moment to fetch a few coins to give him for
his trouble. He bobbed a quick bow and hurried out, |eoving Serafina
ho|o|ing an enve|ope she ached to open, but du+y held her back.

For the next few minutes, Serafina forced herself to finish assisting
the |oo|y, even as her mind whirled. Could it be from a pub|isher?
No, that was foolish. She'd on|y met Mr. Kensingfon doys ago, and
she hadn't even delivered her manuscript fo him yet. No one she
could recall had business with her.

The young woman Fino”y settled on a slim volume of Keafs.

Serafina wropped the book in brown paper.

18



“Thank you so much for your help. You have such wonderful
recommendations.”

"Of course,” Serafina monoged, Forcing a smile as she handed
over the wrapped book. ‘| do hope you enjoy it

The very moment that the young aspiring poet left with her

purchose, she yonked the +e|egrom from her apron and tore into it.

RECEIVED AT 552 FIFTH AVE = NEW YORK NY

TO: MISS SERAFINA SILVANO

THE PURRFECT TALE = 27 EAST 47TH STREET = NEW YORK NY

LA DAKOTA = INGRESSO SU 72A STRADA = VENERDI SERA ALLE SETTE =

I+ was a summons in [falian, to the most upsco|e apartment
bui|c|ing in the city, that nig|’1+ at seven. There was no name, but on|y
one person she could think of migh’r send her an unsigned Jre|egrc|m in
[talian.

Her mouth dried. "..those peop/e have a fendency to disoppeotr
for good.” Clara’s warning echoed like a funeral bell.

But this could be your chance for adventure, her own daring
voice Whispered in her head. A chance to see his world, fo face its
darkness and survive it.

She didn't have time to decide what to do before the bell jangled
again. Serafina shoved the Jre|egrc1m back into her apron poc|<e+ while

Clara breezed into the shop in a whirl of perfume and enthusiasm.
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“Sercfina, darling!” Clara said, her cheeks pale from the damp fall
air outside. “I've been FreHing since yes+ero|oy. Have you any news?
Have you gone to see Mr. Kensington yet?’ She gave Serafina’s arm
a p|oy1(u| nudge, her eyes brighf

Serafina mustered a smile. "Not yet. | p|cm to go tomorrow,
oc’ruo”y.”

Clara shared a quiet upo|o+e on neighborhood matters, her voice
|igh+ening brieﬂy as she mentioned a friend's new hat, then soFJrening
with concern for a neighbor's illness. Serafina listened and nodded
where needed, but talk of cou r’rships and shops felt oo|o||y hollow.

She cer+c1in|y couldn't tell Clara about the ’re|egrom. She'd have a
fit and beg her not fo go. Or worse, try to accompany her. No,
Serafina would have to keep this en’rire|y to herself, +houg|'1 that
decision made her uneasy; she rore|y hid onerhing from Clara.

‘Earth to Serafina.” Clara peered at her with concern, Jri|Jrir1g her
head with a faint, teasing smile. "Are you all rig|f1+, dorhng?”

Serafina hos+i|y shook her head and blinked hard a coup|e of
times. "I'm sorry. | didn't sleep well, and my mind's just on my book.”
It wasn't a comp|e+e lie; if nofhing else, the +e|egrom would cer+oin|y
influence her wriﬁng. “Tomorrow is a big doy, after all”

Clara’s face warmed with a gentle glow. "Oh, yes, sweetheart. |
know Mr. Kensington will love your manuscript. Promise to come by
after and tell me every detail.” She squeezed Serafina’s hand.

Serafina promised, Jrhough she harbored a twinge of guiH. Clara
left soon aofter, off to another errand, and Serafina fino”y resumed her
duties with +hough+s that wouldn't stop racing.

The rest of the o|oy possed in a blur of routine tasks, but beneath
it ran an undercurrent of anficipation that made Serafina neor|y
gio|o|\/. Every tick of the clock on the wall felt like a drumbeat urging
her onward. By late afternoon, she decided what to do: she would
close eor|y, go home to freshen up, leave a note on her counter in

case she vanished, and find out what awaited her ot The Dakota at

seven.
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Danny retu rned fo the booksnop when Serafina was just about to
turn the sign to "Closed.” He carried a por+icu|or|y lavish arrangement
of white roses and boby's breath.

‘Good evening, Serafina,” he said. ‘| hope I'm not too late. |
wanted to bring you these before you left for the day.’

Serafina poused, her Fingers still on the sign. “Oh, Donn\/. Tney‘re
beautiful, but you reo||y shouldnt="

‘Nonsense.” He moved a little closer. "You look... different than
you were this morning, like you're excited about someJrning. Did
something good happen?’

Heat crept up her neck. “Just eager to get home, | suppose. It's
been a long week.” She glanced nervously at the clock.

Danny seemed to pick up on her impatience. ‘Big p|ons Jronign’r?"

Serofina forced a casual smile. "Nothing special. Just a quiet
evening at home, and preparing to meet with Mr. Kensinngon
tomorrow.”

"Of course. Cer’roin|y.” Tnougn he spoke gen’r|y, some+ning like
disoppoin+men+ or suspicion flickered in his eyes. "Well, these roses will
brignfen up your apartment, at least. W hite roses mean new
beginnings, you know.”

Serafina Qccepfed the arrangement with a po|i+e thank you,
eager to end the conversation. Donny s+oyeo| for a moment |onger,
then signed.

“Take care of yourself, Serafing,” he said finally. "Please stay home

JronignJr. The city can be dangerous for a young woman alone,

ko~

The Dakota Apartments loomed like a storybook castle ot the

especio”y in the dark.”

corner of 72nd Street, its ornate gob|es and turrets black against a
purp|e dusk sky. Gas |omps flickered outside the sprow|ing German
Renoissonce-s+y|e bui|ding. Serafina clutched her coat +ign+er around
herself.

A liveried doorman opened one heavy brass door for her. She

walked under the arch. His po|i+e smile cnonged to subtle su rprise
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when she asked for the penﬂwouse. He directed her to the elevator
down the hall. Feehng confident, she strode down to it and went up,
but once she s+eppeo| off onto Mr. Romano's floor, she faltered.

What am | doing? she asked herself. | detest him.

She peered around the small corridor, at rich burgundy damask
wo”poper and warm sconces. It smelled like a mix of wood po|is|’1,
cigar smoke, and expensive co|ogne4 She started to step away, but
couthr herself and took a o|eep breath to s+ecno|y her nerves. She
forced herself to inhale, then ropped sofﬂy on the on|\/ door.

lt opened almost instantly, answered by Mr. Romano himself. He
must have been waiting. Serafina stared, bottom |ip between her
teeth. He had traded his formal tuxedo for a somewhat less formal,
but still tailored, black velvet smoking jockeJr. He stared hard at her,
like he was trying to read her mind.

Neither of them spoke rigH away. Serafina’s blood whooshed
|ouo||y in her ears.

Finally, Mr. Romano stepped aside. "Come in, Miss Silvano.”

Serafina’s |egs were curious|y |igh+ and numb when she crossed
the threshold. She mustered her courage and met his gaze o|irech|yA
‘Good evening, Mr. Romano. | have no idea why you asked me here.’

"Follow me.”

Serafina trailed him deeper inside, staring at everyﬂ'ﬂng she
could, at the dark wood pone|ing on the walls, and the floors
adorned with intricate Persian rugs that muffled their footsteps. A
crys+o| chandelier cast warm |ig|’1+ over a spacious sitting room where
a fire danced in the hearth. She g|im|oseo| an expensive Victrola in
one corner, and a +e|ep|'10ne on an accent table. Evererhing Was so
much darker than the Rondo|ph estafe, yet it was every bit as e|egon+4

Mr. Romano led her through a wide archway into a room much
too |orge for the small mohogon\/ dining table g|eoming under soft
cono||e|igh+. To Serafina’s su rprise, the table was set for two, comp|e+e
with fine ching, crys+o| wine g|osses, and silver domed |o|oHers at each
setting.

"Your coat, Miss Silvano?”

She startled. "Ohl Yes.” She slipped it off to hand to him to set
aside, then settled into the chair he pu||eo| out for her. She e\/ed the
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wine. She didn't trust it, didn't trust him, but then he poured some
info a second g|oss and held it up to her in a mock toast before
Jering a sip.

For several minutes, they ate in near silence. The first sip of wine
warmed Serafina’s throat and steadied her nerves. The pasta in a
savory marinara was divine, but the man opposite her held all her
attention. Francesco seemed content not to speok until he'd cleared a
bit of his p|0+e The quiet between them stretched, filled on|y b\/ the
soft clink of silverware on china and the distant crackle of the
Firep|oce in the other room.

When she reached for her wine g|oss again, Francesco's f:ingers
Wropped around her wrist. E|ec+rici+y shot up her arm. She gosped
His thumb found her pu|se point and pressed |igh+|y.

“You're nervous,” he said.

“Somewhat, yes.’

"Good. You should be.”

Unaoble to bear the silence, Serafina pulled away and cleared her
throat. | was surprised to receive your message.’

"Were \/ou?” Cond|e|igh+ flickered in his eyes.

“Well, I.. I had no reason to believe we'd ever cross paths again.
And once more, | apologize if | caused a scene. It was unbecoming.”

‘Not at all. It was refreshingf‘ He took a slow sip of wine, then
added, "Most peop|e on|y tell me what Jr|f1ey assume | want to hear. It
isn't every doy that someone calls me unimportant.”

The way he gazed at her made her feel exposed and want a
few minutes alone to handle the poo|ing heat between her |egs. God,
what's wrong with me?

M. Romano tapped his fingertips together. | have an offer.

Her brows lifted. "Yes?”

“You'd pre+eno| to be my companion. We'd be seen in pub|ic,
certain hands held, certain... Jrhmgs imp|ied4”

Serafina blinked. She'd expeded some clandestine courier task, or
a warning fo keep quiet about overheering someﬂqing, or even an
attempt at seduction. But this?

A companion,” she repeated, uncertainly. "You mean..’

“Someone to appear as my gir|1(riend, to be seen on my arm atf
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certain events,” he said bluntly. "To play the part of an adoring lover.
SJrricH\/ a charade.”

Fora second, Serafina wondered if this was some elaborate joke.
But he didn't strike her as a man who joked about business. And his
face was uHer|y serious. She gropp|eo| for a response and blurted the
first question that surfaced. "\)\/hy?”

One dark eyebrow lifted at her question. "Suffice it to say,” he
answered co|o||y, it serves my inferests fo appear domesticated. The
spechcics are my concern. All you're required to know is that it will be
for a limited time. Four weeks, perhops Five, no |onger.“

A fake re|c1’rionship? With him? It was ludicrous! A thousand
proc+ico| considerations and red F|ogs sprang up. She horo”y knew
him. He was, by all accounts, a dangerous man. And he expected her
to accept with blind faith, no questions asked?

‘Does it have to do with the affair you were involved in?”

Mr. Romano raised an eyebrow. ‘| was involved in no on(foir,

Miss Silvano.

“But | heard-"
"A conversation without context.”
Oh.

“Well.. then why me?

“You are presen+ob|e, c|eor|y educated, and comp|e’re|y outside
the circles of my enemies,” he said. "You also have some+hing to gain
from such an arrangement. And you've already proven you can hold
your own when cho”enged That fire you showed at the ball is not
some’rhing that can be ’routhr.”

“Then why should I?

“You'd want for nothing during the arrangement, nor for a long
while cn(Jrer, if ever ogoin“

"And what if | don't want your money?’

He filted his head. "Then what would you want?’

"To understand what kind of man thinks he can arrange people’s
lives to suit his purposes.”

He chuckled once. No humor. "You're not subtle.”

‘No,” she said. "But I'm honest, am | not?”
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I'm not arranging your |i1ce,” he clarified. "I'm oﬁcering you a
choice. You're free to say no.”

"And what would you expect of me in this arrangement?’

Francesco's eyes darkened. He leaned back in his chair. "I expect
you fo p|oy the part convincing|yA Noﬂ'ﬂng | wouldn't ask of any
woman in your posiﬁon."

“That's not what | meant="

“You'll be useful to me, Miss Silvano. That's all you need to be.”

The words stung more than +|'1e\/ should have. Serafina
wondered why. This was supposed to be busmess, no’rhing else.

‘| see,” she said, trying to mask the unexpeded hurt.

"Good. This arrangement is tfemporary and convenient. That
is all”

Serafina s+roig|’1+eneo| her spine. The proc+ico| part of her knew
this was dongerous and reckless. But beneath that, cu riosity about this
man who moved +hrough the world as if it should bow to him
burned.

Imagine the stories | could write, she thought. The characters |
could create from unc/ersfcmc/ing someone like him. Moybe it was
time tfo sfep into the arena.

"Then we understand each other perfectly,” she said, meeting his
cho”enging stare.

"Good. So. Will you accept my proposition?”

Butterflies beat in Serafina’s stomach. “If | agree to this, | have
three conditions of my own.”

For the first fime since she'd arrived, Francesco looked +ru|\/
surprised. One dark brow arched, and she coug|’1+ the faintest hint of
amusement in his eyes. "Conditions?’

"Yes,” she said, |hc’ring her chin. “First, you don't interfere with my
jo|o at the bookshop. W hatever this arrangement requires, it can't
jeopardize my employment or the shop in any way.”

He oppeored to consider this, then nodded s|ow|\/4 ‘Reasonable.
Your work supports the image we want fo project.”

“Second, | don't want to know details about your business that

could put me in donger. The less | know about whatever it is you do,

the safer we'll both be”
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‘I prefer it that way. Agreed.”

"And third,” she said, her voice sfeodying, | want to be able to
end this arrangement if | feel unsafe. Not uncomfortable—| expect
that. But truly unsafe.”

Francesco surveyed her with someJrhing that mig|’1+ have been
respect. "You believe there's a distinction?”

‘I think you're dangerous, but not reckless. There's a difference
between being out of my depth and being in actual peril”

A slow smile spreod across his |i|os, Forming the first real smile
she'd seen from him. "Very well, Miss Silvano. Your conditions are
occep+c1b|e.” He poused. “Anerhing else?”

"No,” she said firmly. Those are my terms.”

“Then we have an agreement.” He reached inside his suit jocket
and withdrew a leather no+epoo| and a pen. He scribbled someﬂﬁing,
tore off the page, and held it out to her. Serafina g|onceo| down at a
phone number.

"Call that number if you ever need to reach me urgenﬂy. It's my
private line.”

Mr. Romano sfeep|ed his Fingers, eyes boring into her with
renewed intensity. "Now, Miss Silvano, there are rules to our
arrangement that you must understand from the outset.”

“Rules, now? You should have told me first. | mithr not agree
now.”

"We'll have to see, then, won't we?”

“We shall. What are they?”

“First, this arrangement is to remain sfricﬂy between us. You will
not speok of it to anyone without my exp|ici+ permission. That includes
Miss Randolph or any friend or family member.

‘I agree,” she said. | won't tell a soul”

"Good. Second, when we are out in pub|ic, you will call me
‘Francesco” and behave like you are a woman in love. The
perFormonce must be flawless.”

Serafina nodded. "Of... of course. That seems to be the job.”

“Third,” he continued, tone dropping a notch, "you will comp|y
with my instructions at all times during our outings. If | say we must

leave, you do not question. We leave. If | introduce you fo someone
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under a cerfain confext, you p|oy o|ong. And if | touch you, you
respond like a woman in love or arousal would respond. | will not
neeo||ess|y put you in harm'’s way, but you must frust my judgmenJr.”

A prick of unease settled in her stomach. "And if something
unexpected happens?’

“Then you follow my lead and remain quiet unless forced to
speak.’

‘But what if | have something to say? What if silence looks more
suspicious?”

“Use your best discretion,” he allowed. "You proved at the ball
that you have a voice and you're not ofraid to use it."

Serafina allowed herself @ tiny smile at that small concession.

"FinoH\/,u he soio|, reoching into his inner pockeJr once more. This
time he produced a sealed enve|ope and slid it to her. "Your first
sﬁpend.“

Serafina stared at the en\/e|ope, her jaw JrigMening. “| said | didn't
want your money.’

"And yet there will be events that require a certain dress above
what your bookseller salary could accommodate,” he replied. "Are you
planning to ask Miss Randolph to fund your wardrobe?”

Serafina’s cheeks flushed. “I..

“This is a business orrongemen+, Miss Silvano. Consider it a
business expense. You cannot |o|oy your part without the proper
costume.”

Her pride warred with procﬁco|i+\/ for a second |ongerA Then she
re|uc+on+|y picked up the enve|ope, setting it onto her |o1p. “Thank
you," she said quieHy.

Mr. Romano seemed fo relax slightly. "That concludes my
cono|i+ions,” he said. ‘Do you have any quesﬁons, Miss Silvano?”

She hesitated. "This arrangement is cer+oin|\/ not some+hing | ever
expeded.”

‘Few H’]ings in life ore,” he said o|ry|y. He took a final sip of wine.
You may chonge your mind at any time before our first outing on
Saturday. Call my telephone if you do. But once we begin, | expect
your commitment fo see it to the end.”

“Saturday? That soon?”
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His eyes glinted. "Yes. Dress to impress.’

Her heart pou nded hard again, but this time it was equo| parts
nerves and a strange exhilaration. Satu ro|oy. Two o|oys fo prepare for
her new role.

“Very well, then”

"Good. Then we're done for this evening.” He rose from the table,
signaling the meeting's end. "I will see you Saturday at seven, ot |l
Girasole.”

In the Foyer, she extended her po|m to him. "So, we have a dedl,
Mr. Romano.”

Instead of shoking her hand, Francesco lifted it to his |i|os. His
mouth was soft and warm when he brushed it over her knuckles. The
heat of his breath ghoered across her skin as his tongue bore|y, almost
impercep+ib|y, traced the rio|ge of her knuckle. But it was his eyes that
neor|y shattered her composure. His pupi|s were blown so wide Jrhey
were neor|\/ black, devouring her with an intensity that made her
knees weak and |iquio| fire race within her veins.

“You may call me ‘Francesco,” he said in a rough Whisper ogoiner
her Jrrembhng hand as his thumb tracing a slow circle o|ong her wrist.
"We're partners now.”

Serofina’s breaths came in shallow pants. Her cheeks burned. Her
pu|se hammered so vio|en+|y she was certain he could see it.

He released her, a knowing smile |o|oying at his |ips. "Perfed,“
he murmured. That's the look | want on your face the next time |
do that.”

The heat in her cheeks became mortification when she realized
how transparent her reaction had been, how eosi|y he could read her
body's betrayal.

“You're insufferable,” she snapped.

‘Perhaps,” he agreed, unrepentant. ‘But I'm also right.”

R C< 2 0%

Serofina sat in the plush waiting room of Kensington Publishing.

Anﬁcipoﬁon and unease churned in her gut. This meeting could
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chonge the rest of her life. Muted conversation seeped from behind
the closed door, moking her hands tremble. She ran her Finger’rips
over her manuscript’s cover. Months of her life were bound in these
pages, and she needed them to see it too.

At least Mr. Kensing+on valued romance, unlike Mr. Romano,
who had dismissed love stories as frivolous wastes of time. But a man
like M. Kensing+on, who had built his fortune on fales of passion,
should see the work she had put info her own.

The Jrhouthr of Mr. Romano sporked a wicked little thrill. Once
this meeting concluded, she intended to take his generous enve|ope
and speno| every delicious penny she could on the most extravagant
ensemble she could find. She loved the irony that the man who
scorned romance would bankroll her transformation into the pen(ech
false |eoding |oo|y4 If he wanted a fake sophisﬁco’red girhcriend to
porode around, then she'd give him one that would cost him o|eor|y,
and she'd relish every second of it.

W hen the secretary ﬂno”y ushered her in, she s+oppeo| short. She
had expeded an agent, not Mr. Kensing+on himself.

"Miss Si|vono,” he soid, rising from behind a broad oak desk and
ex+eno|ing his hand. "A p|eosure to see you.”

“Thank you for meeting with me, Mr. Kensington,” she replied,
keeping her voice level.

"P|eose, call me Richard.” His goze |ingereo| on her, |eering with
hunger. "We'll be seeing a great deal of each other.”

Richard,” she repeoJred, sofﬂy, as an uneasy pricHe climbed the
back of her neck.

"May 7" He gestured toward the neatly bound pages she held.
She handed them over, and his Fingers covered hers, squeezing until
she winced. He caressed the cover like it was intimate flesh, his touch
possessive and vio|oﬁng. He ﬂipped Jrhrough the pages very s|ow|\/,
seeming fo savor her discomfort.

‘Quite a piece of work.” His eyes crawled over her body, |ingering
on her hips and chest. "A lot of urﬁopped po+en+io|.“

He s|ow|y rounded the desk, positioning himself between her and

the doorwoy. When he s1‘oppeo|, she could smell the Wl’]iskey on his
breath.
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His p0|m settled on her shoulder, Fingerﬁps digging into her. "You
know, Serafing,” he said, his fone dropping to a Whisper that made
her skin prick|e, ‘| have the power to make dreams come true, or to
crush them completely.’

She tried to step away, but his grip Jrig|'1Jreneo|. “What do you
mean?’

"Oh, | believe you know what | mean.” His free hand traced
down her arm. "A bit of cooperation goes such a long way in this
business. And you wanft to succeed, don't you? You want your little
stories to see the |igh’r of doy?”

His |ips brushed over her neck. She could taste bile in her throat.
His Finger slid up to her collarbone, then beneath her collar to touch
bare skin. I could make sure your book gets all the attention it
deserves. Every review, every bookshop, every reader who matters.”

When the full scope of his proposition became clear, Serafina’s
heart hammered. She wanted to shove him aside, to scream, to run,
but her manuscript |oy on his desk. Every’rhing she'd worked for,
evererhing she'd dreamed of, was held captive by this monster.

"What kind of cooperafion?” she murmured, Jr|'1oug|'1 her stomach
already knew the answer.

His grin was obscene, |ips wet and eyes g|iHermg with cruel
anticipation. “You're a smart gir|, Serafina. Smart enough to
understand how Jrhings work in the real world." His thumb traced her
collarbone. ‘Pretty gir|s who want Jrhings sometimes have to give
Jrhings in return.”

The walls closed in. His touch was ever\/where, Jrroi|ihg down her
throat, gripping her waist, his body pressing her against the desk...
Heat radiated from him. The sour hunger on his breath filled the air.

“Think about iJr,” he rosped, his |i|os grazing her ear. "All your
dreams, Serafina. Every+hing \/ou‘ve ever wanted. All it fakes is a little
gratitude.”

Nausea clawed at her throat. Her vision blurred at the edges as
panic set in. This couldn't be hoppening. This couldn't be the price of
her dreams. But his hands were real. His weight was real.

| dont=" she begcm, but he cut her off.

“Shh. Don't think so hard. It gets easier once you stop Fighﬂng‘"
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His Fingers found the buttons of her dress, and someJrhing inside
her snopped Raw survival instinct flooded her veins, washing away
the poro|ysis of shock.

"Nol” She shoved against his chest with both palms, putting all
her s+reng+|'1 behind it. "Get away from me.”

He stumbled bock, surprise ﬂoshing over his face before it
hardened into someJrhing ug|y and dongerous. ‘Be careful, little gir|.
You don't want to make an enemy of me.”

| o|reao|\/ |'10ve,” she soio|, her voice shoking. She couldn't reach
her manuscript. "‘Keep your hands to you rself and your ‘opportunities’
for someone else.”

"How noble. How naive” He straightened his tie. ‘But you'll
return, Serafina. T|’1e\/ o|woys return o me. And when you do, the

price will be higher.”
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CHAPTER )

Francesco sat in a shadowed corner of Il Girasole’s lush dining
room, where the air hung heovy with cigar smoke and Wl’lispered
deals. The clink of crystal and low murmurs masked secrets as much
as dinner talk. A lone candle flickered on the white-clothed table,
casting jogged shadows across his face.

He Jr0|0|oeo| his Fingers on the table. Sipping a pre—dinner Whiske\/,
his mind was on high alert. This |o|c1ce was chosen for a reason:
Antonio Brambilia's men Frequerﬁed it, sometimes the man himself.
Tonight, appearances were everything, and Francesco needed to
know who watched.

Yet for all his strategic p|onning, Francesco's ’rhouthrs veered
toward Miss Silvano in a carnal way. Despi’re himself, he'd spent
more time than was wise envisioning how she migh’r look beneath
that prim exterior, imagining his po|ms s|io|ing over her skin, pushing
her against his apartment door the second Jrhey were alone. He
wanted her expressive eyes to gaze up at him with desire instead of
defiance. She aroused him in ways he hadn't expeded.

He drew on his cigarette, exhohng a slow stream of smoke and
Forcing his attention to concrete matters. Across the room, two of
Brambilia's lieutenants had sauntered in. One was marked for death
by Francesco's gun. Men with timers never sow it coming.

He took another pu||, Forcing his shoulders to loosen. His pockeJr
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watch read five past seven. Late. A sl’]orp irritation pricked him.
Punc+uo|i+y was respect, and he demanded it. Perhaps she'd
reconsidered.

Then the door opened, and there she was.

Miss Silvano walked inside, pausing under the soft g|ow of the
entryway sconce. Francesco's breath hitched. She was a stu nning
vision in a g|i’r+ering black dress, high—necked in front, yet scooped
cloring|y low at the back when she turned to look around. The dress
skimmed her Figure with an e|egonce that monoged to both be
fashionable and hint at her Figu re beneath. A delicate string of peor|s
groced the throat he |onged to graze.

But her face captured him most of all. Her lips were painted a
deep rose, curved into a genﬂe, resolute smile that didn't quite mask
the opprehension in her wide eyes. When she saw him, her expression
warmed with what looked like relief.

Francesco rose fo his feet, setting his whiskey aside. The maftre d’
s+epped forward. Other diners g|onced up from their meals,
recognizing him, their conversations fo|’rering. He felt their eyes on the
erriking newcomer and the mobster c|oiming her. Good. Let them see
Francesco Romano with a beautiful woman. Let gossip spread.

“Serafing,” he said softly. Up close, she smelled of a subtle floral
perFumeA He offered her his hand, which she took with a s|ig|’1+
tremble.

She looked up at him. "Good evening, Francesco.”

Their eyes mef, and for a moment, the noise of the restaurant
faded.

He guided her to their table, his hand at the small of her back,
Fingers grazing bare skin where the dress dipped. Leoning c|ose, his
breath hot on her ear, he murmured, "You look exquisite. Good
enough to fuck rigM here." His voice was roug|’1er than he intended.

Her cheeks flushed, but she leaned closer, her breath coJrching.
“Thank you,” she said, voice shaky. "I hoped you'd approve.”

When she settled info her seat, his Fingers brushed over her
shoulder. The beadwork on her dress cougH the cono||e|igh+ with

each subtle movement, and she shivered.
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Francesco took his own seat close to her and signo|eo| the
sommelier.

“The 19 Barolo,” he ordered.

Their waiter appeared right after. Francesco ordered for them
both without consuHing the menu. When the wine arrived, the
sommelier preserﬁed it with all the ceremony such a fine bottle
deserved, oﬁ(ering Francesco the customary taste. Francesco nodded
his opprovo|, and the man filled both their g|osses before retreating.

Serafina took a small sip. “This is excep+iono|,” she gosped, JrOIl<ir1g
another.

“You should try rum sometime,” Francesco rep|ied, WoJrching her
reaction to his casual mention of the illicit drink.

Her eyebrows lifted. A hint of mischief flashed in her eyes. “Who
says | haven't? There are speakeasies, you know.”

“Well then,” he said, leaning forward, "you need to try some from
a privatfe collection in Havana. Cuban rum is an en+ire|y different
experience.”

“You have connections in unusual |o|oces,” she said.

‘| find the warmer climate ogreeob|e for many ventures.’

Their appetizers arrived, ending the conversation about his
Cuban ties. Serafina tore a piece of crusty bread from the basket,
Jr|'1ough she on|y nibbled at it. When she reached for her wine g|oss
again, she g|cmced at him Jrhrough her lashes in a gesture that
seemed almost procﬁced, as if she were trying to be o||uring.

Francesco recognized the look immedio+e|y. He'd seen enough
women attfempt seduction to know calculated desire from genuine
want. Serafina was trying. Badly. It should have amused him. Instead,
he found someﬂwing unexpec+ed|y chorming about her c|umsy
attempts at sophisﬁcoﬁon Like Wo’rching a kitten try to roar.

"Relax, Serafina.” He slid his hand across the fable until it covered
hers. “Just relax.”

Serafina drew a deep breath, but instead of pu||ing her hand
away as he'd expeded, she rotated it until her |o0|m faced up,
o||owing her to interlace her Fingers with his. The simp|e, trusting
gesture cough’r him off guord. His thumb brushed over her knuckles
almost without Jrhoughf
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It's a beautiful place,” she said, loudly enough for any
eavesdroppers to hear. I've never been here before. The chandeliers
are quite |ove|y.“

Francesco lifted their joined hands and brushed a soft kiss over
her knuckles.

“Anything for you, amore.”

He allowed himself a small chuckle at the endearment. Serafina’s
cheeks flushed, and she bit her |i|o, but instead of seeming
overwhe|med, she leaned foward him. Her free hand trailed o|or1g his
forearm.

“You spoi| me,” she said with a coy look that didn't quite hide the
spork in her eyes.

Francesco nearly laughed ot her performance. She was trying so
hard, this little scholar p|oying at seduction. He should have found it
tiresome. Instead, his pu|se kicked up a notch. Perhops she’d be more
entertaining than he'd dnricipofed.

Under the table, his hand rested on her knee, Fee|ing her warmth
Jrhrough the beadwork. She gosped sofﬂy, her Jrhighs tensing.

Then a shadow fell over their table.

A tall, broad-shouldered man in a pinstripe suit and silk tie stood
there with an ingratiating grin. Francesco knew him. Alberto Bartolli
was one of Brambilia's mid-level capftains.

"Mr. Romano,” Bartolli greered in [talian, his gaze Hicking toward
Serafina. "W hat a surprise to see you here. | hope I'm not
inferrupﬁng."

Francesco's Fingers Jrithrened on Serafina’s knee.

‘Alberto, good evening. Out enjoying la dolce vita?" he responded
in ltalian as well. As he spoke, he scooted his chair s|igh+|y around the
table to drape an arm olong the back of Serafina’s. His thumb
brushed the bare skin of her shoulder.

Serafina went rigid for a second, but then she surprised him
again. She leaned into his touch, her body meHing against his side.

“Won't you introduce me, dear?” she asked in Eng|ish

"Of course.” Francesco allowed a FoinHy indu|gen+ grin fo curve
his |ips‘ "Alberto Bartolli, meet Sera Si|vcmo...my gir|1’:riend4”

BOI’"’O”]IS eyes HOI’FOWQCI a FI’OC'HOYI BQFOI’Q FFOHCQSCO COU|d S+Op

65



him, he bent forward and took Serafing’s free hand, brushing a kiss to
the back of it.

A p|eosure, Miss Silvano. | don't recall seeing you around here
before.”

Serafina gigg|ed and pressed s|igr1+|y closer to Francesco’s side.

“The p|eosure is mine, sir. I've been rather occupied with my shop
until recenﬂy, so I'm ofraid | haven't attended many social go’rherings.“
She g|onced up at Francesco with fondness, Jrhough a hint of defiance
g|immered beneath it. "But Francesco here convinced me it was time
to crwcmge that."

"And how did you two meet?” Bartolli asked, his tone edged with
suspicion.

“At an art go”ery," Francesco rep|ied smoo+|1|y. "Serafina was
sketching some Italian Renaissance pieces, and | was impressed by her
I<rlow|edge of the periods”

‘| was lost in a Botticelli,” Serafina added. "Didn't notice this
handsome stranger worching me." Her fingers grozed his vest. "He
approached ofter I'd studied it for hours.

"And when, migrﬁ | ask, was this?”

"Oh, a few months ogo," Serafina answered without missing
a beat.

Francesco caught the calculation in Bartolli's eyes when they
stared at each other.

“Well, | can hardly believe it. Francesco Romano, settling down.
But here you are’

Francesco's po|m moved |'1igr1er on Serafina's ’r|'1igr1, his touch
becoming more possessive. "W hat can | say? This beauty caught me
by su rprise”

He squeezed her shoulder with his other hond, drowing her
closer than she already was. He leaned down to whisper near her
ear, yet loud enough for Bartolli to hear. | found myself rather
enjoying being surprised b\/ beautiful women who know what H’rey
want.

Serafina took a deep breath, but she responded perFecHy,
g|cmcing up at him with a look that mcmoged to be both shy and
inviting. "And here | was, thinking that you hated surprises.”
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He chuckled and gozed down at her with open desire. "That was
true. On|y the unp|eoson+ ones, cara mia.” His tone dropped to a
husky whisper. "You, however, are full of delightful surprises” He
brushed his |i|os on her +emp|e.

W atching this display, Bartolli appeared almost disappointed, as
if he had hoped to catch them in some sort of facade. "Well,
congro’ru|o+ions, | suppose. It does a man good to have an attractive
woman by his side, doesn't it?”

‘It does,” Francesco said, with a subtle edge in his voice.

Serafina glanced past Bartolli.

"Oh, you're morried, Signore? How |ove|y4 You must give your
wife over there my regards.”

As Bartolli walked away, Francesco was impressed. Most women
in his world would have frozen under that level of scrutiny, yet she
used it to her odvorﬁoge

The instant he was out of earshot, Serafina let out a slow breath.
Francesco |<e|o+ his arm snug around her and his po|m on her Jr|’1igh.
She started fo lean away, but he tightened his hold. "Wait," he
murmured at her ear. "He's still wo+c|'1ing” Bartolli had o|reoo|\/
vanished from view, but Francesco found himself reluctant to release
her. The warmth of her body against his, the way she fit into the
curve of his arm—it satisfied somefhing he hadn't realized he'd been
craving. He allowed himself a few more moments, purely for his own
satisfaction.

Serafina 0ng|eo| her head toward him. "Who is he?” she asked in
a low voice, her breath warm against his neck.

Francesco answered in the same quiet fone, |ips bore|y moving.
"No one for you fo worry about.” His hand traced a slow, steady
circle on her ’rhigh, and she shivered at the touch.

When he was sure they were unobserved, he let his arm slip
from her shoulders, Jrhough his po|m s+oyed on her |eg a moment
|ongerA Serafina erroigHened, her cheeks flushed from more than
wine.

Francesco smiled. "You were perfect.”

Serafina picked up her fork again, but he noticed the faint tremor

in her grip. "I nearly called you Mr. Romano when he appeared.”
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‘But you didn't. You stayed composed, cara.

She gave a small, relieved |ough. “You're not bad at this,
Francesco.”

‘I've had practice at deception,” he said wryly. His thumb kept
moving in a slow caress across her hand.

Their eyes met for a |ingering moment. Then Serafina let out a
quiet chuckle. "Well, here's to fooling the world,” she said, just loud
enough for him to hear.

Francesco lifted the bottle. "More?”

“Yes, please. W hat variety is this again?”

"A 1919 Barolo from Piemonte, one of the finest vintages,” he said,
refi”ing her g|oss as a smirk Jruggeo| at his mouth, before |h(Jring his
own glass. To our charade.

W hen the silence threatened to settle between them again,
Francesco decided to press her in earnest. He kept his tone low. "You
seem withdrawn. What's wrong?’

Serafina blinked and Fino”y met his eyes. I'm Fine,“ she said too
quickly. If's just been a rather overwhelming couple of days. |
opo|ogize if | seem out of sorts.”

Francesco studied her for a long moment. "Overwhelming?
How?”

She bit her |i|o, then erroithrened a little. I had a meeting with
Mr. Kensinngon, the pub|is|’1@r | mentioned at the ball. I+ didn't go as |
hoped.”

Francesco's goze narrowed at the flicker of pain darkening her
features. "Trouble with your manuscript?”

Her jow Jrithrened. "No, but who wants romance, onywoy?" She
g|onceo| down, twisting the stem of her g|qss between her fingers.

His hold on her hand Jrithrened without ’rhoughf Focus. Not your
business, he told himself. She's a distraction, nofhing more. Yet
irritation prick|eo| at whoever had put that wounded look in her eyes.

‘| see,” he said even|y, Jrhough an edge crept intfo his tone that
made her glance up sharply. I'm sorry.”

She gave a brittle smile. “It's behind me. I'm trying not to let it
ruin 1‘onigh+.”
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His pu|se jumped when she squeezed his hand. He cleared his
throat. "Our primi,” he said, almost brusque, as a server arrived with
their pasta.

Francesco watched Serofina pick at her Food, speoking on|y when
promp+eo|. When her g|oss ran low again, he held up the bottle. She
occeered with a nod. The wine he|ped. B\/ her fourth g|oss, her
shoulders had eased.

“You should have seen it." Her eyes sparkled. "This enormous
+o|oby launched himself Jrhrough my front window, rithr into my Jane
Austen display.” Her hand rested on Francesco's forearm as she
spoke, Fingers id|y brushing the fabric of his jacket. "Books
everywhere, glass all over the floor. Poor Mrs. Williams was mortified.
It was her cat, you see.”

Francesco felt genuine amusement. The image she poin+eo| wWas
absurd, and the way she told it, with such earnest animation, cougl’ﬁr
him off guard. When had he last |oughed at someﬂqing that wasn't
dark or cruel?

"What did you do?’

"Well, | couldn’t chorge her for the window. She's eig|’1+y-+hree
and spends half her pension on books. So | told her the cat had
excellent literary taste. Pride and Prejudice was the only one left
unscathed.

When she laughed, really laughed, dimples appeared at the
corners of her mouth, and Francesco's chest JrithrenecJ. He wondered
what other sounds he could draw from her, what she migh’r sound
like when she wasn't guarded, when she gave herself over
comp|e+e|y.

“You're terrible,” he said with warmth in his voice that he hadn't
intfended.

| prefer ‘creative prob|em—so|ver,m she rep|ieo|, Jroking another sip.
Her hand s+oyeo| on his arm as Jrhough she'd ForgoHen it was there.

She slipped once, calling him "Mr. Romano” when thanking him
for the refill. Francesco slid his hand over hers, thumb brushing her
knuckles. "Francesco,” he quieHy corrected.

Tell me someJrhing about yoursehc,” she soid, her gaze fixed on his

face. “Someﬂﬁing you haven't fold anyone before.”
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Francesco hesitated. Most of his childhood was too dark for her,
but this one he could share.

“When | was twelve, | stole bread from the village baker.” He left
out the gambling debts, the hunger that had driven him. "Got caught
with crumbs on my shirt”

Serafina's expression softened. "She sounds like a kind woman.
Were you.." She paused. "Were you not getting enough to eat?”

The genHe question ccuthr him off guord. Most peop|e would
have focused on the theft or the pu nishment; she saw the need
behind it. SOme’rhing in his chest cracked open, just a litte. He wasn't
sure he liked that.

‘A growing boy could never get enough of her pane dolce,” he
said, steering the Jrhough’r away. It was like cond\/ more than bread—
sweet, with almonds and honey. Maybe | was just greedy.”

"What happened?’

“The baker's wife took pity on me. Made me sweep floors for o
week to pay it off” He left out how she'd fed him every o|oy, how
she had been the or1|y adult to show him kindness that year, how her
death the Fo”owing winter had been his first real loss.. how he'd stood
in the snow outside her funeral, too ashamed to go inside.

“She sounds like a kind woman.” Serafina’s hand settled over his.

The touch shouldn't have affected him. It was just a hand. Just
warmth. But some’rhing in him responded like @ starving dog shown
scraps, eager and poJrheJric, despero+e for more

When he turned his po|m up this time and closed his fingers
around hers, her breoﬂﬁing quickened.

As the evening went on, he grew uneasy with how much he
wanted her touches. If Jrhey were alone, he would have taken her to
bed, but it wouldn't be the quick, defached fuck he'd imogined He
wanted to watch her eyes widen with p|eosure, to coax those soft
sounds from her throat, to be genHe in ways he'd never bothered
with before.

The realization hit him like ice water. Ricci had been rithr. She
was foo innocent. Too soft. Too Fucking dongerous.

This wasn't supposed to hoppen He didn't do vulnerable. He

didn't let women see past the mask, didn't share stories about dead
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bakers” wives who'd shown him mercy he hadn't deserved. Ginevra
had Jro1ug|'1Jr him that lesson JrhorougMy, opening him up, moking him
believe he could be some+|'1ing other than what he was, then... She
left him |o|eeding out emotions he'd Jrhouthr |ong dead.

Never again. He wouldn't make that mistake twice. He wouldn't
let himself feel on\/ﬂwing for the gir| sitting across from him with those
warm, unders+onding eyes that saw too Fuckmg much.

Cazzo. This was not what he had p|ormed.

"And then the—"

“‘Have you ever dated serious|y?“ he asked suo|o|en|y, his voice
harder than infended. He needed to know. Needed to understand
what he was o|eo|ing with.

She blinked. "Well.. never seriously, no. | don't know that |
want fo be married. So why date?” She traced her glass rim. "What
about you?”

"Have you ever been with a man?’

"No,” she said quietly, turning beet red. ‘| haven't”

There it was, the confirmation he needed. His suspicion had been
righf She was a virgin. Untouched. He picfured her |eorning from
him, opening to his touch for the first time, those wide eyes |ooking
up at him with trust he didn't deserve. Christ, his body wanted it—
wanted her—with an intensity that made his jaw clench

But someﬂqing else nogged at him, someﬂqing that felt
uncomfortably like conscience. He didn't touch virgins. Ever. That was
a rule he'd established years ago after deo|ing with the aftermath, the
tears, the desperojre belief that giving him their innocence meant he
owed them some+|'1ing like a future, or love, Hﬂings he had no inferest
in providing.

Experienced women understood the transaction. They took their
p|eosu re and left, with no comp|icoﬂons4

But this... the Jr|’1ough+ of Jro1king what she'd never given, of being
the one to ruin that innocence, then Forcing her to remain close for
weeks more because Bartolli had witnessed their re|o+ionship" Jronig|'1+...
woJrching her hope for someJrhing real while he counted down the

doys unfil he could walk away...
It didn't sit well. He didn't want to hurt her, and that irritated him
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more than on\/ﬂwing else. When had he started coring? What the hell
was it about this por+icu|or woman that made him give a damn?
He'd o|es+roye0| |o|en+y of lives without |osing s|eep4 Why should hers
matter?

But it did. Goddamn it, it did.

And his boo|\/ still hadn't gotten the message. Heat still poo|ec| low
in his gut every time she moved, every time that Fucking perfume
reached him, every time her hand brushed his. His cock didn't care
about consequences or emotions or the mess this would become. It
on|y knew want.

"We need to go,” he said, signo|ing for the check.

Serofina blinked and drew back. "Did | say something wrong?”

No. It's getting late.”

Qutside, she stumbled s|ig|’1+|y and couthr his arm, |oughing
under her breath. *I think | had too much wine.”

Francesco g|onceo| down the street. The darkness between
bui|o|ings seemed deeper, and movement in his periphero| vision
made him pause. A Figure erepped back quick|y when his gaze swept
the area.

"Antonio will take you home,” he said, his voice more distant than
before.

"TonigH was nice,” she said, |ecming against him s|ighjr|\/‘

His guord came up fast. *l care about my interests,” he said. “Rithr
now, you're aligned with them. It's business, Serafina. Don't mistake it
for onyﬂ']ing else

He saw her face cool.

"Of course," she said. "How foolish of me.”

“Serafina—"

“No, you've made yourself clear” She pulled away from his hand.
“It's business. Nothing more. | understand. I've just—" She hiccuped.
“I've just had foo much wine.”

His driver pu||ed up. Francesco he|peo| her info the car o|espi+e her
shrugging off his |'1e||o.

"Antonio,” Francesco told him, “take Miss Silvano home. Walk her

to the door and make sure she gets inside.”

Antonio nodded. “Yes, sir.”
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Francesco erepped back as the car pu||ed away, Wokhing the
+oi||igh+s fade. His attention shifted to the dark space where he'd seen
movement, his hand going to the gun beneath his jockef

The street was empty now. Whoever had been watching was
gone, |ike|y spooked when Jrhe\/ realized he had noticed. He stood
there a few minutes |onger, scanning, but found non]ing.

Probably just a vagrant or some fool considering a robbery. Still,
he made a note to have his men watch the area. In his work, caution
|<e|oJr you alive.

As he walked to his own car, Francesco couldn't shake the
Jrhouthr that the evening had gone better than he'd l’]oped with
Bartolli present. But now he had a new problem.

How was he supposed to move forward when every instinct told

him to both claim her and protect her from himself?

R C< 2 0%

Outside Il Girasole, he eased out of the darkness between two
bui|o|ings, Wo’rching The street |c1m|os didn't touch him here. His fists
curled ﬁthr, nails biﬁng into his po|ms, as he pichured what had
hoppened inside. He'd shadowed her from the moment she s+eppeo|
out of her apartment in that black dress. When she crossed the
threshold of a |o|oce like this, he’'d known. She didn't be|ong in a room
like that. Not with a man like him.

When they emerged, she was off-balance, swaying, her laughter
slurred. Romano's hands were all over her. She leaned into him like
she trusted him.

A slow, hot rage climbed his spine. W hat had Romano filled her
with? Wine? Lies? Both? Men like that only took inferest in women
like her when Jrhey wanted to ruin them. She couldn't see it. She
wouldn't. That left it o him. Someone had to keep her safe, even if
she Fouthr him for it.

Romano's car s|i|o|oeo| away info the dark, carrying her farther
from where she was meant to be. He pu||ed his coat close and furned

toward home. The bookshop would be next. She needed him there.
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She needed her mind turned away from preo|0+ors, fixed on
some’rhing s’reody. On him. Until she understood, she was exposed
And if she s+oyeo| this blind, sooner or later, he would have to make

her see.
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CHAPTER 6

Serafina wove +|'1rough the morning crowd, her head fhrobbing
from a restless night and too much wine. Fragments of dark eyes and
rough hands clung to her in scraps of memory she could not place.
Francesco's words, "It's transactional, don't misunderstand,” ’rig|’1+eneo|
her stomach. The air was thick with the stench of coal smoke and
horse manure, the sidewalks slick from the overnithr rain that had
turned the gutters into muddy streams. Horns blared from
automobiles weaving Jrhrough horse-drawn carts, and beggors
huddled in doorwoys, their eyes hollow from the war's |mgering scars.

Near the bookshop, Dormy had been busy setting tin buckets of
flowers o|ong the curb, the pe+o|s Wi|+ing s|ig|’1+|y in the o|omp air. He
looked up as she opprooched, his somdy hair disheve|eo|, his smile
steady but tinged with concern.

"Good morning, Serafina” He offered a paper bag that smelled of
butter and almonds. "Your favorite. And | chose these flowers thinking
of you this morning.” He angled the daisies so their yellow faces
caught the weak light filtering through the clouds. *I was wondering if
you'd like to get coffee with me?”

She poused, a ﬂee’ring warmth from the gesture cutting Hﬁrough
her Fog, even as her Jrhoughfs slid to Francesco. Domny had been

s+eody since she started Working next door, generous in small ways
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that felt safe in a city where men like Kensington lurked with their
s|imy propositions. But the memory of Francesco's hand on her H’]igh
at dinner ran a wet heat between her |egs, and the warmth in
Danny's oﬁ(ering turned comp|ico+eo|. She said noJrhing.

“You're not eoﬁng,” he soio|, keeping his voice low. "You look worn
down. Are you taking care of yourself?”

I'm fine. Tru|y.”

"Another fime, moybe? | could walk you home later. I¥'s on
my way.’

“That's kind, but no. | am all righf”

He accepted the answer with a small breath. Then take the
croissants. They re for you. Have a good day, Serafina.”

“You too, Danny.” She took the bag and went inside. The bell
chimed behind her, and H’]rough the g|oss she saw him sfill ch'ching,
his shoulders a little rounded. The choice was rithr, but it still stung.

M. Thompson, the founder and owner, lifted his head from the
|edger‘ The |igh+ struck silver H’]rough his hair. Concern goﬂ']ered near
his eyes.

"Morning, Sera. You look Jrireo|, my dear”

Didn't sleep well," she said, tucking her handbag under the
counter. "And you're early. How is Mrs. Thompson today?’

His face softened. "About the same. The doctor came yesterday
and said the fever is ho|ding s+eoo|y. Not progress, but not worse. |
am sorry | keep leaving you to mind the place. With Prohibition
hiHing the supp|iers and prices up, it's been Jrough”

‘I like running it," Serafina said. '| can manage. You should be
with her”

“You're a godsend.” He patted her hand. ‘| don't know what we
would do without you.” He nodded toward the back room. "A
new shipmerﬁr came in. I'll open the crates and start the
catalog before | go.’

“I'l handle it,” she said, o|reoo|y moving. Tl see you later, Jrhough”

“Thank you." He paused as if remembering a note. "Before |
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forget, Richard Kensington called. He said he would stop by later this
week to discuss publishing matters with you.”

A chill ran down her back, the memory of Kensington's clammy
grip and stale breath resumcocing like bile. She kep’r her face even and
nodded, though her stomach churned with revulsion. "Il be ready.”

Mr. Thompson left soon affer. The shop fell into a heavy quiet,
broken only by the distant rumble of trucks and the occasional shout
from vendors outside. Serafina set the typewriter on the counter for
the slow hours, and stared at the blank page. The pounding in her
head matched the rl’]yﬂwm of the city's pu|se4

The bell chimed, and Frequerﬁ' patron Mr. Andrews entered, hat
in hand, his cheer forced in the dim |igh+4

"Good morning, Mr. Andrews. Looking for onyﬂwing in p0r+icu|or
today?

"Miss Silvano, onyﬂwing new on naval warfare? Someﬂwing recent,
perhaps?’

She led him o|ong the shelves, pu||ing spines she knew he
favored, though part of her drifted. What was Francesco Romano
doing at this second? Was he thinking about their arrangement,
about the way Jrhey'd stood so close in the restaurant, about that
moment when his mask had s|ippeo|?

Mr. Andrews paid and left. Quiet settled over the shop again.
Serdfina returned to the counter, Fingers l’lovering above the keys,
ready to press the mess in her chest into lines on paper, but the words
would not come, blocked by the fear that Mr. Kensington's call had
stirred.

The bell chimed again, and this time her heart raced.

Mr. Romano entered alone. They caught each other’s eyes from
across the room, and a nervous warmth rose under her ribs.

"Good morning, Mr. Romano.” She smoothed her skirt with hands
that did not quite steady. "Can | help you find something?’

“Your performance last evening was convincing,” he said as he

reached the counter. "Bartolli believed what he saw.”
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Heat crept up her neck at the memory of his hand on her thigh.
I'am glad it served its purpose.”

“You played your part well.” His eyes darkened. "Perhaps better
than necessary.’

The words cut more than they should have. I thought that was
the point.”

It was. It is." He paused, then shifted course. | would like to
browse your poetry.”

She came out from behind the counter, grateful for the task. "Any
style you prefer?’

| will trust your judgmerﬁ.”

Between the shelves, the air seemed to ’rigHen. His steps matched
hers too closely. The faint trace of cologne threaded through the
warmth that bled from his body info the narrow space they shared.
The closeness made her aware of every breath. Her nipples hardened
under her blouse as she felt his gaze on her back.

She s+oppeo| and faced him, Finding him much closer than she'd
expected. Close enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his
eyes. “You're a contradiction. You say you dislike romance, \/eJr you
enjoy poetry. Poetry lives on romance. It relies on the beoqu\/ of
language, and on the closeness between writer and reader.

‘But poetry is honest,” he said after a moment. "It strips prefense.”

"And you prefer honesty fo prefense?”

“In poetry, yes. In life..” He lifted his shoulder, "preJrense is offen
safer.”

“Sofer for whom?”

Someﬂwing unguorded touched his gaze, then closed. His hand
came up, Fingers ghosﬁng 0|ong the shelf beside her head, eﬁcecﬁve|y
caging her in. Not fouching her, but close enougl’] that she could feel
the heat radiating from his palm. "For everyone involved.”

Her pulse kicked up. She knew she should step away, but she
couldn't. "Sometimes real feeling is as fine as any poem, sir."

He considered her, his eyes dropping lorieﬂy to her mouth before

returning to meet her gaze. ‘Do you believe that?”
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‘| must. Otherwise, Why write at all?”

"\)\/hy do you write romance?” he asked, almost under his breath.

It caught her off balance. ‘Because love helps people feel less
alone.”

‘Do you write from experience?”

The line of inquiry pressed too close, so she turned, or tried to. His
other hand came tfo rest on the shelf on her opposite side, not quite
trapping her, but moking it clear she could on|y leave if he allowed it.

"Answer me.’

The command in his voice sent a shiver down her spine.

“Well, 1.

"And do you really think that love exists, outside of books?”

She stared up at him, his face inches from hers now. "Of course.
Don't you?

Mr. Romano took |ong enough to answer that she kugm he
would refuse. When he spoke, his jaw Jrithrened as if the words
scroped coming out. "Some peop|e are not meant for that kind of
hoppinessf'

Her chest +igh+eneo|. She took a small step toward him. "\)\/hy
would you say that?’

For a moment, something raw flickered across his features. Then
his expression shuttered comp|e+e|y, and he dropped his armes,
stepping back so abruptly she nearly stumbled forward. "Enough

phi|osop|’1y,” he said, brisk again. “Show me what you think | would
like.”

The sudden shift left her off-balance, as if he'd pu||ed the ground
from beneath her feet. Serafina took a ereOdying breath, then selected
a slim leather-bound volume from the shelf. "This collection might
interest you. The poet writes about |onging without re|ying on the
usual furns.”

She opened to a page she had read many times before.

Mr. Romano moved behind her and leaned in to see, but this time he
pressed close behind her, his chest neor|y Jrouching her bock, his
breath stirring the fine hairs af her nape. The body heat pressing close

79



sent a fresh wave of wetness between her H’lighs She took a breath

Oﬂd reoo|.

The night leans close, its whispers soft and low.
Your hands confess what words could never show.
In silence, heat and tenderness combine.

The dark itself conspires to make you mine.

“The |onguage is quite beautiful,” he said, his voice s|igh+|y
rougl’]er than before, his mouth so close to her ear that she felt the
words as much as heard them.

‘Poetry often reveals truths we're afraid to speak plainly.” She
turned the page with Fingers that weren't en+ire|\/ sfeoo|\/ “This next
piece is even more direct.”

She continued reoding, her voice growing softer.

Your fingers write in fire upon my skin,

Each touch a vow that draws me deeper in,

Our breaths entwine, the world dissolves within,
Until I know not where you end or I begin.

The words of desire thickened the air between them. Her |ooo|\/
yeorned for his touch. One step would have closed it.

“Miss Si|vcmo,” he soid, bore|y above a Wl’lisper.

Yes?

His hand came to possessive rest on her |'1i|o. She felt the heat of
his po|m Jrhrough the fabric of her dress.
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For a heartbeat he seemed ready to pu|| her back against him.
Her |i|os por+ed Heat ran o|ong her skin. His attention dipped to her
mouth. His Fingers flexed, JrigHening on her hip.

Then he pu||ed himself bock, re|eosing her so suo|o|en|y she felt
cold where his hand had been.

“The poetry is.. you read that book often.”

Yes. |.. | have a copy at home.”

'l take this one, then.

The spe“ broke. "All rig|f1+.”

At the counter she wropped the volume in brown paper. When
she possed it to him, their knuckles grozed, and a line of heat ran up
her arm. His Fingers closed over hers, |'10|o|ing them against the
pockoge for a beat too |ong. His thumb brushed across her knuckles
in a slow, deliberate stroke that made her breath catch.

"Wednesdoy evening,u he soid, his eyes locked on hers with an
intensity that made her feel like prey. Seven. Il send a car to your
apartment.”

Tl be ready.

“We'll dine somewhere that requires formal dress,” he added,
businesslike again. "More formal than Il Girasole.”

Just like that, the warmth was gone, rep|oced by cold
proFessionohsrn The \/\/l’]ip|05|’1 left her ree|ing.

The chime sounded as he left. Serafina held the counter until her
pu|se eased, the skin of her forearm sfill alive where Jrhey had
touched, her body Jrhrobbing with unfulfilled need.

She was JrhorougHy confused by the man who spoke of poetry
and love with |oore|y—hio|o|en pain, who claimed to dislike romance,
but who leaned close to hear verses about passion and |onging. W ho
touched her like he owned her one moment, then withdrew as if
she'd burned him the next. Who looked at her with hu nger that
made her knees weak, then spoke to her with the cold courtesy of a
stranger.

She should be Frithrened by the control he wielded so eﬁcorﬂessh/,
by the way he could make her forget to breathe with just his
proximity.
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Instead, she was counting the hours until Wednesdcy, and she
could not decide which unsettled her more, the fhouthr of noJrhing
hoppening between them, or the Jrerrh(ying possibi|i+y that some+hing
would. That he would touch her again with that same possessive
cerfainty, that she would let him, that she mig|’1+ even beg him to.

Shorﬂ\/ before c|osing, Serafina totaled the |eo|ger when the bell
rang. Clara swept in, radiant with hoppiness.

Darling! I have the most wonderful news! George introduced me
to his friend, |r\/ing Curtis. Oh, my dear, he's a doctor—an
obstetrician! Can you imagine? And such a genHemonl We talked for
hours and it felt like mere minutes. He's in’re”igerﬁ, kind, and he has
the most o|e|ig|’11'Fu| sense of humor.”

Serafina shook her head and held up her hand. “Clarg, please! I'm
short of breath |is+ening to you. Slow down and start over. Now,
what did your brother do?”

"He introduced me to his friend, Mr. Curtis.” Clara’s excitement
was contagious. Her eyes spork|eo| as she leaned on the counter. "Oh,
| know it's eor|\/, but | Jr|'u|\/ believe there migH be someJrhing real
between us. I's a Fee|ing | haven't had in such a |ong time, and it's
e><|f1i|oro+ing‘“

Serofina’s gaze softened. "You deserve every ounce of this
hoppiness. | am so thrilled for \//ouf‘

Clara beamed and began straightening a few books on a nearby
display. "Would you like to have dinner with me tonight? | can fill
you in on all the details”

Serafina hesitated. More than onerhing, she wanted to be alone
with her Jrhough’rs, to rep|oy every moment of Mr. Romano's visit,
every charged glance and heated word. "I'd love to, but I'm rather
tired. Could we have lunch tomorrow instead?”

Clara was about to answer when the door opened. Richard
Kensington entered. Clara’s warmth cooled at once into |oo|i’re
FormothyA

"Mr. Kensington. How nice to see you.'

“Miss Randolph. Miss Silvano.” His mouth held a pleasant curve;
his gaze did not. | hope I'm not in’rruding.”
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‘Not at all,” Clara rep|ieo|A | was just |eoving.” She turned to
Serafina with a meoningfu| look. “I'll see you tomorrow for lu nch,
dor|ing.

The shop seemed fo draw in on itself with Clara’s departure, the
air l’]eovier, the shadows |onger.

"Miss Si|vono, | believe we have some unfinished business to
discuss.” A smug smile p|oyeo| on Mr. Kensingfon's |i|os. The threat sat
in his eyes.

‘I you're referring to your pulo|ishing oﬁcer, My, Kensing+on, |
made my position clear.”

"Positions can chonge.” He moved closer and she took a half step
back. 'I'm prepared to be more generous than before.”

"My answer is still no.”

His smile fell away. Heat lit in his pale gaze. "Unfortunate. | don't
take refusals well. Especially not from someone in your situation.”

"My situation?”

A shop gir| with |i+erory ambitions. No connections. No
independen+ income.” His tone s+oyeo| conversational, each word
|o|oceo| with care. "You are not in a position fo be selective.”

Anger Jrig|’1Jreneo| in her chest. "l may lack fomi|\/ money,

M. Kensington, but | have my job here, and my integrity.”

“Integrity does not pay rent. It does not set type. It does not move
a book Jr|f1rough the press.” He closed the gap by an inch, near enough
for her to smell the Whiskey on his breath. ' can make your life
comfortable. Or difficult. You choose.”

“Are you ’r|'1reo+ening me?’

‘I 'am felling you how this world works. Publishing is small.
Reputations are brittle. One quiet remark about your character, and
doors close across this city.”

"You wouldn't,” she said, her blood tu rning to ice.

Try me. You have until the weekend. After that.." he shrugged. 'l
expect you can picture the outcomes.” He leaned closer. "You have
po+en+io|. Potential needs guidonce."

Fear and anger collided. | won't be bullied, Mr. Kensington.”

His gaze narrowed. He lifted his hand and drew two Fingerﬁps
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along the side of her neck to her collarbone, slow enough to make
the meaning |o|oin. She went rigio|.

“Such |ove|y skin,” he murmured. ‘It would be a pity to crease it
with Worry.”

‘| doubt you have much FigH left,” he added, voice p|eoseo|A
‘Good. Remember this: say no and you make an enemy who keeps
accounts. | am generous, Jrhough You have until the weekend.
Remember that. | will not extend the deadline.

He set his tie s’rroithr. I trust you'|| weigh my offer proper|\/,
Miss Silvano. Such chances rarely come twice.”

"Good evening, Mr. Kensinngon,” she soid, keeping her voice
s+eoo|yA

He s+oyeo| |ong enoug|’1 to make the silence work for him, then
left without |ooking back.

She did not move for several minutes. The threat settled over the
shelves like fine grit. Repufoﬁon Was currency here, and he held the
purse strings. She locked up eor|y, checked the bolt twice, and
s+epped into the evening. The street felt altered, as if his words had
dimmed familiar corners. On the walk home she tried not to think of
Myr. Romano, yet the memory returned of the poetfry aisle and the
rough eo|ge in his voice when he spoke of hcppiness he did not
deserve. The truth of it unsettled her.

The stairs to her bui|o|ing felt steeper than usual, her |egs heovy
with fatigue and worry. She was digging the key from her hondbog
when she saw the domoge to the door. Pry marks scored the lock as
if a blade had bitten into it. Gouges marred the brass. 5p|in+ers |oy
across the |onding. Her stomach o|r0|o|oe0| as she took in every scratch.

Her hands shook when she fested the key. The cylinder still
turned, Hwough the mechanism had gone loose. She let herself in,
threw the deadbolt, and drogged a kitchen chair ’rigm against the
frame for good measure.

Mr. Kensinngon? The timing o|igneo| too neoﬂy to ignore. He had
threatened her in the afternoon; b\/ evening someone had worked a

blade ot her lock. The conclusion chilled her, and no other exp|ono+ion

held up.
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W hoever had tried the door had failed, but the harm was done.
The sense of soFeer that be|onged to these rooms did not return with
the deadbolt.

She sank onto the sofa, wrapping her arms around herself while
she tried to think in order. The proc+ico| list preserﬁed itself: call the
landlord, file a report, ask the neighbors if anyone saw a stranger on
the stairs.

Another list rose just as quicHy. The po|ice would hear “pubhsher“
and “refused advances” and decide she was overwrought. If the
comp|oin+ found its way back to Mr. Kensing+on, he would make sure
the blame landed on her.

She pu||eo| her spare manuscript from the drawer and ran her
Fingerﬂps o|ong the stacked pages. Months of work and years of hope
suo|o|en|y felt Frogi|e.

Moybe he was rithr about power and connections. He had both.
She had this job and a draft. “Shop gir|,” he had said, as if she and
her honest work were beneath the grime of his shoe. Anger burned
under the fear as she Jrhouthr of how many women had been
cornered the same way, their work pushed quiet by threats and
smi|ing men. She refused to imagine her name added to that list.

The hours crawled. She washed dishes, the water cold against her
skin. She mended a hem, the needle pricking her Finger once, drowing
a drop of blood. She reorganized her small collection of books, the
spines worn from repeo’red reads, their stories of love and adventure
now Fee|ing like mocking illusions in @ city where women novigoJred
mafia shadows and Prohibition’s hidden vices.

But every creak of the bui|ding, every Foo+s+ep in the |'1c1||woy
made her freeze with terror. The city outside her window hummed
jozz spilling from speakeasies and automobiles rumbling past, but
inside, the walls closed in.

Nithr settled in full. Weariness pressed down at last. She chonged
into her nigHgown and tried to read, but the lines would not hold
steady. Her eyelids grew heavy even as her thoughts spun, replaying
Kensington's greasy touch, Francesco's rough whisper, the pry marks

on her dOOIﬂ
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She must have dozed, because she came awake to a silence that
did not be|ong to the bui|o|ing. The air seemed to hold itself still, and a
prick|ing at the back of her neck warned her she was not alone.

She rose s|ow|y enough to prevent her mattress spring from
creoking, then moved tfoward the entry, |o|ocing each foot where the
boards gave least. Cold shot Jr|'1rough her when she reached the door.

A dark strip moved under the gap, passing back and forth in
measured sweeps. Someone paced in the hallway outside, each
footfall soft.

She pressed her shoulder to the wall beside the jamb and kept
her breoﬂwing shallow. The strip sfopped moving. Whoever stood
there must have gone motionless on the other side of the thin wood.

A narrow beam of |igh’r slid o|ong the threshold, careful and
s+eody, beneath the seam where floor met frame. It traveled from
one side to the other and returned, as if the watcher were testing for
|igh+ or motion inside.

She covered her mouth with her |o0||m to trap the sound rising in
her throat. The |igh+ held, then blinked out, but the shope outside did
not withdraw. Metal touched the lock and lifted away with a faint
click. The knob turned a fraction and settled back.

A soft scrape came from outside, of leather on wood, perhops a
shoe s|'1i10ring. Then no+|'1ing again. The tension built until her nerves
screamed for release. She wanted to pouno| on the door, to shout for
them fo leave, but that would confirm she was awake, alone, and
vulnerable.

Instead, she slid down the wall s|ow|y, sitting on the cold floor,
her back against the wood. The position brough’r her eyes closer to
the gap under the door. She held her breath and peered ’rhrough,
seeing leather soles and shoes that shone. 5uo|o|en|\/ the Figure
dropped. She sat back upright just in time for the beam of light to
return.

She stayed pinned in places. Her pulse hammered hard enough
to carry fhrough the pone|. Minutes |eng+heneo| until she could no
|onger guess at how |ong Jrhey waited. The strip under the door never
moved.

W hoever waited in the hall was not |eovingA
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They were woJrching.
Woiﬂng.
And Jrhey had all nithr.
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CHAPTER

The morning air carried a chill that made Serafina pu|| her shawl
Jrigl'ﬁrer on the way fo the bookshop. She walked fast, as if pace alone
could outrun the nithr before. S|ee|o had bore|y come aofter the Figure
outside her door with a f|osh|ig|’1+, poised and |is+ening4 The image of
a dark shope s|iding back and forth under the gap, the measured
sweep of that |igh’r, had frozen her in p|oce She spent hours curled in
bed, straining for the faintest step in the hall.

‘Good morning, beautiful,” Danny called behind her.

She flinched, spinning so fast her bog swung wide. Donn\/ stood
+here, his sondy hair mussed, his smile Foding to concern as he saw
her panic.

“Serafina? W hat's Wrong?” He quickened his steps to catch up
to her.

Her throat +igh’reneo|, an excuse d\/ing on her tongue. “Someone
was outside my apartment last night,” she said, voice thin. "They had
a ﬂosHigH and stood WoJrching my door. | was so afraid. I."

Dormy pu||ed her against his chest, his arms solid. "Oh,
sweetheart,” he said into her hair, his words roug|’1 with worry. ‘No
wonder you're shaken.”

She c|ung to him, gr0+e1(u| for solid warmth aofter so many hours
of dread, and sobbed into his shoulder, her tears sooking the roug|’1
cotton of his shirt.
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‘It's all right,” Danny soothed, tracing slow circles between her
shoulders. "You're safe now.” He held her until her crying subsided,
then genHy pu||eo| back to look at her face. "Did you see the person?
Anything you can describe?’

‘| couldn't. I+ was too dark, and | was too scared to go closer”

His brow tightened. "Did they try the lock?”

“Yes. And earlier | found fresh gouges near the latch, like
someone had worked a tool at it

“That's awful.” His jaw set. Anger flickered in his eyes. "Did you
call the po|ice?"

"How? | don't have a Jre|ep|'1one. And what would | say if | did?
That | saw a pair of po|isheo| shoes and a strip of |igh+ under my
door?” She quickly looked down at his scuffed brown shoes.

‘“Then let me help. | pass your block every morning. Some
evenings | walk fo clear my head. If | see anyone hanging around, !l
deal with it. Please be more careful about going out alone at nigH.
This city can be roug|’1 for a woman on her own.”

She did not have it in her to refuse the offer. “Thank you, Dcmny.
| don't know what I'd do without you.”

He squeezed her hands genHy, his grip |ingermg just a heartbeat
longer than necessary. You'll never have to find out. Come on. I'll see
you to work. You shouldn't be alone when you're this rattled.”

At the shop door, Serafina turned the key with uns+eoo|\/ fingers.
Dormy waited until she was inside, then gave her an encouraging
smile Jrhrough the pane before turning away, his shoulders s|igh+|y
hunched.

The morning blurred into small routines that steadied her nerves.
Each familiar task put another inch between her and the nithr
before, and her breathing eased. Near noon, the bell chimed and
Clara's brithr voice filled the doorwoy.

“Serafinal Perfect timing. | was hoping to steal you away for
lunch.

Serafina smiled, g|oo| to see her, and couthr the way Clara
studied her. "That sounds wonderful.” She turned the card in the
window to "Closed” and goﬂwered her Jrhings.

At their usual café, the air smelled of coffee and fresh bread,
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but the chatter of patrons felt distant, muffled by Serdfina's
refurning fear.

Clard’s eyes narrowed as she set her cup down. "You look tired,
darling. Are you all right?”

For a moment Serafina considered confessing about the gouged
lock, the watcher's beam, and Mr. Kensingjron‘s greasy threats, but
Clara’s radiance stopped her. She couldn’t dim her friend'’s joy with
her own darkness. "Just a poor night of sleep,” she said, forcing a
smile. “Tell me about Dr. Curtis. You're g|owing.“

Clara’s worry broke into joy. "Oh, Serafinal Last night was
obso|u+e|y mogico|. We walked in Central Park and talked for hours
about his work ot the hospi+o|, my volunteer projects, our hopes for
the future..” Her voice softened. "And he spoke SO beouﬁfu”y about
his late wife, Morgore+. The way he honored her made me think
about losing Theodore differently.”

Serafina reached across the table and squeezed her friend’s hand,
setting her own fears aside. 'How so?”

Clara’s eyes grew misty. “|rving said |osing someone you love
doesn't mean you sfop |ivingA It means you must live and love more
Fu”\/ to honor what you had. Theodore would want me to be hoppy,
and to find love again. I've spent four years Fee|ing gui|’ry for even
Jrhinking about another man, but |rving he|ped me see that guiH
dishonors Theodore's memory instead of preserving it

“‘Oh, Clara,” Serafina said, her own vision blurring. “Teddy was
such a good man, but Mr. Irving is right”

"He wants to fake me to the theater next weekend,” Clara added,
dobbing at her lashes with a handkerchief. "Can you imagine? It's
been so long since | let myself picture a future with someone.”

They talked for another hour about the doctor's kindness,
his work de|ivering babies, and the quiet wisdom that had o|reoo|\/
lifted Clara’s heart. Each word deepened Serafina’s resolve to keep
her secrets about M. Kensingfon's threats and the watcher locked
away. Clara deserved this hoppiness, untainted by Serafina’s shadows.

Back at the bookshop, that |ig|’1+ness held until Jrhey reached the
door. Two Figures waited outside: an e|egon+|y dressed older woman

who looked like she could comp|oin about sunshine being too brithr,
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and beside her, the unmistakable figure of Mr. Romano. Serafina’s
mouth went dry at the sigH of him. Clara muttered someJrhing under
her breath that would have made her mother faint.

They entered together. Mrs. Templeton launched into complaints
at once. “The state of this ci+yl All this jazz and booﬂeg |iquor—i+'s
corrupting our youﬂw, | tell youl”

Mr. Romano stood off 1o the side, posture contained, attention
fixed on Serdfina.

Serafina turned to Clara. "Would you he|p Mps. Temp|e+on find
what she needs while | assist this genHemon?”

"Of course, darling,” Clara said, cool as she cut Mr. Romano a
look before turning to the older woman with a composed smile.
“What can | help you find today, ma'am?”

As Clara guided Mrs. Templeton toward the back aisle, Serafina
crossed to Mr. Romano. "Good afternoon, sir. How may | help you
today?

He didn't answer immedio’re|y4 Instead, his eyes traveled over her
face. When he fino”y spoke, his voice was low. "I must opo|ogize,
Miss Silvano. Urgent business has come up. | have to leave town for a
couple of days, so our dinner must be rescheduled.”

Disoppoin+men+ stabbed her, ming|ing with a shameful rush of
desire... and someJrhing else. Relief? Fear that she'd done some+hing to
drive him owoy?. "Of course, Mr. Romano. | hope every+hing is all
rithr."

He gozed at her for a moment, stepping closer, close enough that
she could smell his co|ogne. A small line formed between his brows.
“Are you well? You seem troubled.”

T'm all right. What makes you ask?’

Before he could answer, a loud, imperious call carried from the
rear of the shop. “This is obso|u+e|\/ scandalous! Roller coasters and
penny orcodes—Coney Island is noJrhing more than a den of iniquity
that o|es+roys the innocence of our children and our young ladies!”

Mps. Temp|e+on ges+icu|o+eo| dromoﬁco”y while Clara nodded
with exasperation she bore|y bothered to hide. “Yes, yes," Clara said
with @ sigh

“The whole p|oce should be shut down before it leads decent
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peop|e astray .. think of the children, think of the children,
won't someone think of the children..”

"She does this every week,” Serafina said with a tired half-smile.
“Last week it was a film ruining the morals of the young, and the
week before it was parents who weren't Jrol<ir1g the switch to their
children’s backsides often enough to suit her.”

Mr. Romano's expression grew +hough1'Fu| as he listened to the
woman's tirade. After a moment, he turned back to Serafina with
some’rhing almost like amusement in his eyes. But there was
some’rhing darker beneath it. "Have you ever been to Coney Island,
Miss Silvano?”

‘No, | haven't”

“What time do you close on Scﬁurdoy?H

‘Usually three o'clock.”

He gave a decisive nod. "I'll pick you up at five." He cleared his
throat. "And I'll take a book of poetry, whichever you recommend.”

Serafina kep+ her face neutral and reached for the most
expensive leather-bound volume on the shelf. Mr. Thompson never
expeded it to move, and she doubted Mr. Romano would care about
the price. At the counter, she Wropped it neoHy in brown paper and
tied the string.

He occep’red the porce| with @ s|igh+ nod. His dark eyes |ingereo|
on her face for a moment, and she found herself unable to look
away, couthr like @ moth in cono||e|ighf She hoped he mighf say
some’rhing more, someﬂ']ing that migH exp|oin the push and pu||, the
heat and cold, the way he looked at her like he wanted to devour
her one moment and couldn't bear to be near her the next. But he
turned to take his leave. Serafina watched him stride out, followed by
the s+i||—com|o|oining Ms. Temp|e+on, still pronouncing doom on
amusements and seaside boardwalks.

Serafina had bore|y returned to the counter when Clara came
back to her side, mouth set.

‘Mr. Romano is noH’]ing but trouble,” Clara said, eyes narrowing
toward the door. “There's someJrhmg dongerous about him. Can you

not ban him from the shop?”
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The warning, |o\/ereo| atop the nithr she'd had, forced a decision.
She needed to cause a distraction, and needed to vent, at least a little.
“There's something | should fell you about Mr. Kensington.’

"Mr. Kensington?” Clara’s brow creased. "W hat about him?”

Serafina drew a breath. "We met about my manuscript. It went
badly. He made it clear I'm not getting signed. We couldn't agree on
the terms.”

[fs not fechnico//y a lie, she told herself. It just wasn't the whole
horrible truth.

“That ignorant manl” Clara’s hands balled into fists. “I'm sure that
whatever you asked was reasonable. He passed on a great book. Are
you going to be all rithr? Would you like to come over for dinner
Jronig|f1+? Mom keeps osking when \/ou'|| visit again, and it mighf
cheer you up”

Serofina gathered as much confidence as she could. "Tell your
mother I'll visit soon. And it stings, but Mr. Kensingfon doesn't want
romance. |'ll turn the next one into a thriller. There'll be another
chance.”

“Are you sure? | was to meet with |rving soon, but | can
reschedule. He'll understand. You're more important.”

Serofina squeezed her hand. "I'm sure. Enjoy your evening. Il
manage Jror1ig|'1Jr. The poyphone is close by if | need on\/ﬂﬂing.”

‘I only wish you had a telephone of your own so | could ring and
check on you,“ Clara soio|, |ips pressing thin.

"Mo\/be Il look into getting a line,” Serafina answered, genHer. |
promise [l think about it.”

Some of the tension left Clara’s shoulders. She pu||ec| Serafina
info a tight hug, tears brightening her eyes. "All right. But promise
you'” call if you need on\/ﬂﬂing [l be there in an instant.”

| promise,” Serafina soio|, ho|o|ing on just as Firm|\/4

Once alone, Sercfina let out a slow breath, then returned to her
typewriter. The words came l’10|+ing|y at first, her Fingers hesiJroJring
over the keys as she tried to channel the chaos of the past do\/s info
her story. In her mind, the heroine was no |onger a damsel waiting
for love, but a woman cornered by predators, her courage sharpened

by FQOI’A Sercn(ino wrote OF ShOdOW@CI hOHWO\/S CII’]CI unseen woJrchers,
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of a man whose charm masked a dangerous edge, and another
whose kindness felt like a tether she couldn't trust. Yet she couldn't
bring herself to type it.

She looked up at the bell, expecting another customer, but Danny
oppeored with a small bouqueJr of violets, his smile soft but his eyes
still heovy with concern

| ForgoJr to give you these earlier,” he said, setting the flowers on
the counter. "ThougH Jrhey migh’r brigHen your doyA”

Her chest Jrithrened with guiH. “Donny, you're too kind. You don't
have to keep o|oing this.”

“It's no trouble.” He leaned against the counter. "You sure you're
okay?’

She forced a smile, Jrucking the violets into a g|oss of water. “Just
shaken, but I'll be fine.”

He nodded. “If you need Onerhing, doy or nithr, you know where
to find me. M\/ shop's open late, and I'm just next door.”

‘I 'know. Thank you, Danny.” Her voice softened.

He Jri|0|oeo| his hat and left, the bell's chime Foding into the quiet.
Serdfina returned to her typewriter, but her Jrhoughfs drifted to
Francesco's visit, the way his presence had filled the shop with a
tension that was both Jr|’1ri||ir1g and unseH|ing. She wondered what
"urgerﬁ business” had pu||ed him away, and whether it was tied to
the donger Clara had warned her about.

But that cu riosity was dongerous. She was o|reoo|y in too deep,
couthr between Kensinngon's threats, the watcher ot her door, and
her own reckless attraction to a man who admitted he was not meant
for love. She presseo| her po|ms to her eyes, wi||ing c|ori+y, but all she

saw was Francesco’s face, the way his eyes had softened when he'd

ckfPo~

Late that nigH‘, the cier's underbe”y stirred. In @ narrow service

said, "Coney Island.”

o||ey, a F|icl<ering s’rreeﬂomp cast a sick|y g|ow across wet brick. The
air was thick with the stench of piss and rotting gorboge. F rancesco

crouched behind a rusted dumps’rer, his pis’ro| s+eody ina g|oveo| grip,
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his breath controlled despiJre the severity of what he was about to do.
This wasn't his first kill. It wouldn't be his last.

Up ahead, Salvatore Greco swayed in the sodium glow, unaware
that his clock had run down. He fumbled a match to a cigarette. The
brief flare licked across a piHed cheek and a brow slick with drink. He
leaned on the wall s if it might hold him upright. Don Parisi’s
s+upio|i+y had set this in motion; Greco would carry the loss.

Francesco would stage it as Brambilia’s. The rival crew favored
crueHy that traveled by rumor: a gut shot to start the screaming, then
the mercy round up close. Greco had skimmed from Romano
warehouses for months, trusting crates of missing rum to disoppear
into bookkeeping haze. Pi+y had no p|oce here, on|y cold satisfaction ot
the justice about to be served.

He set the sithrs on Greco's midline and took up slack on the
trigger. A round there would tear Jrhrough intestines and organs,
ﬂooding the bastard’s abdominal cavity with acid and bile, and keep
a man conscious |ong enough to con+emp|o+e his mistakes before
shock or blood loss claimed him.

Pop!

Greco's ogonized shriek ripped from his throat as the hollow point
bullet punched +|’1rough his gut. His hands flew to the gaping wound,
blood and worse Jrhings seeping between his FingersA He slid down the
wall and tried to crawl, heels scraping stone. A smear of blood
marked his po’rh

Francesco emerged from the shadows, his patent leather shoes
echoing off the brick walls. Greco's pupi|s blew wide with sheer terror.

‘Per favore. Ti prego. I'll pay it back. Every cent,” Greco wheezed,
words wet in his throat. Blood frothed from his lips. "Please... | have.. |
have children..

"You should have fhoughf of them when you started sfect/ing
from me,” Francesco said. The alley carried the copper reek and the
shorper stink of @ |ooo|y |eHing go. “This is the cost”

He raised the pis+o| and put the second round Jrhrough the thin
bone above Greco's left ear. The impact snopped the man's head
sidewoys. Groy and red spoHered the wall. Teeth clicked on stone.
The body jolted once and went slack, gaze fixed on noJrhingA
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Francesco surveyed his handiwork with grim satisfaction. The
scene was exocﬂy what peop|e would expect from Brambilia's
animals. He drove his boot into Greco's ribs and felt someJrhing give,
then spat on the corpse to finish the signature.

He holstered the weapon and erroithrenedA No Jrlriumph warmed
him, on|\/ the grim certainty of order restored. Men who skimmed,
lied, and smiled at the same time made a simp|e mistake. They
assumed Jrhey would see the dawn. Tl’]ey were wrong.

Francesco s|i|o|oeo| into the maze of backstreets where the
darkness embraced him like an old friend as he made his way home,

each step carrying him away from the scene of rigHeous execution.

cifPo~

A Coup|e doys later, Francesco sat in his erudy with a measure of
Whiskey. Reports had begun to filter back to him. Salvatore Greco |0y
dead, as p|ormeo|. The prob|em |oy in the rumor that followed. Police
chatter and street talk put the job on a soldier from Cesare
Giordano's crew, not on Brambilia.

That comp|ico+ion blew holes in his board. Greco had been a
lieutenant for the Constanza Fomi|y under their new don, Vincenzo
Parisi. Removing him had been correct and necessary. But Giordano
had been o Romano dlly for years, tied by years of loyalty and
comp|ico+eo| by Fomi|y. Worse, Esme Greco, now widowed, was one
of Giordano's two half-sisters. The other had been murdered, |ec1ving
Parisi himself widowed. If blame settled on Giordano's house,

Mprs. Greco would demand b|ooo|, ﬂipping alliances into war.

The delicate balance of power that kepf the peace in New York's
underworld teetered on the edge of co||0|ose. If he failed to steer the
story toward Brambilia or another rival, repriso|s would hit
households as well as soldiers. Families would fracture. Children
would vanish. Homes would burn. Francesco refused to let that chaos
unfold.

His +houg|ﬁ’rs flickered to his own sister, Lucia. She was stubborn

and soft, herself a lover of stories about grcmo| love. He would not
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watch her traded as leverage or married into a crew because some
man promised the moon. He set a private rule: Lucia would never be
used to settle accounts, and he'd be damned if he let her marry any
gangster out of some foolish notion of love.

But speed mattered now. A quiet sit-down with Giordano could
redirect the narrative to Brambilig, preserving the balance.

His attention shifted to Saturday and Miss Silvano. A different
current moved Jrhrough his chest at the H’]ough’r of Coney [sland.
Neutral territory where neither his Fomi|\/ nor Brambilia's crew could
claim control. Public enough that bloodshed would draw unwanted
attention, isolated enough that accidents hoppened nighﬂy off those
piers.

So far, their arrangement fit his needs, covering the meetings he
wanted to be seen and blurred the ones he did not. It he|peo| drown
talk about Brambilia's wife carrying a child that could be his own.
Cazzo. But Scﬁurdoy? Satu ro|oy served another purpose. He needed
to know if she could handle his world without shoHering‘

Coney Island would tell him everything he could ask. How would
she react when surrounded by po+en+io| threats? Would she follow
orders without questions? Would she run when she realized the
screams from the roller coasters masked other kinds of screams
entirely? Would her body betray fear or arousal when she
understood exactly how many ways a person could disappear among
those crowds and shadows? What would hoppen to the heat in her
eyes when she realized there was no safe exit from his world
anymore.

And Christ, he wanted to see that heat again. Wanted to watch
her pupi|s dilate when he got too close, wanted to feel her pu|se race
under his FingersA His boo|\/ had been on edge since he'd left the
bookshop, half-hard just from the memory of her breofhing
quickening when he'd s+epped into her space.

He could have her. He should have her. Work her out of his
system in a nithr or two, prove to himself that she was just another
warm boo|y, no different from the rest.

Excep+ she loved poetry. The same dark, honest verses that had

sustained him Jrhrough years when no’rhing else made sense. She
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understood the rawness in those words, and saw beoquy where others
saw on|\/ dequir. That connection bothered him. It made her
dongerous in ways that had noH’]ing to do with Brambilia or business.

Saturday could not arrive fast enough. For a few hours he'd test
whether his beautiful little writer could survive being his. The idea
drew someﬂwing dark across his mouth that wasn't quite a smile. He
loved it. And he hated it.

Moybe he could keep her. After the charade ended, aofter
Brambilia's suspicions died, moybe he could find a way fo...

No.

He cut the Hwouthr off with the ruthlessness he’'d honed over
decades. That po’r|'1 led to weakness. Miss Silvano would everﬁuo”y
try fo reshope him into one of the heroes in her Fucking romance
novels.

Women wanted power over men. They used tears, used their
bodies, used whatever weapon fhe\/ could find to crack a man open
and make him vulnerable. He'd spent too |ong bui|o|ing his armor to
let some bookshop gir| with wide eyes dismantle it.

No woman would have that power over him. Not again. Never
again.

He poured another finger of whiskey. Power was his armor. He'd
killed to claim it, and he'd kill to keep it. Morning would bring new
choices about who |iveo|, who b|eo|, and who learned. Nig|’1+ p|oced
him where he preferred o be: at the center of the web, issuing
orders, answering to no one.

He took stock without romance. He had been shoped for this
since boyhood. Blood Jr<:1ugh’r the lessons. He had removed the man
who stood between him and command. The result was simp|e to
state: power direct and unquesﬁoned, respect delivered Jrhrough fear
when soft words failed.

Streefs, ports, and warehouses answered to him. Order
had been reinforced. The weak served. The o|is|oy0| poio|A And
Francesco Romano kepf the |eo|ger and closed accounts with
a s+eoo|y hand.

As for Miss Silvano? He would find another woman to fill his

needs once 'H’]iS chorode QHCIQCI, someone experienced \/\/i’]O
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understood the rules, who would take what he offered and leave
without expectations. He'd work Miss Silvano out of his system by

never |eHing her in at all. Distance. Control. That was the on|y way

this could end.

99



CHAPTER 6

The doys Fo||owing the s+o|”<ing incident had possed in a blur of
hyper vigi|once and s|eep|ess nigl’ﬁr& The new lock was @ joke She
knew that. Whoever had been in her apartment could get in again
whenever they chose. The lock wos just something to give her at least
some sense of security while she |oy awake, counting Foo’rereps in the
hallway.

Fino”\/ So+uro|c1\/ arrived. With limited wardrobe options, she'd
spent too |ong before the mirror, testing hems and buttons, while
imagining Mr. Romano's dark eyes appraising her. In the eno|, she
chose a soft peoc|’1 skirt that hugged her curves more c|ose|y than
wWas wise, poired with a cream-colored silk blouse that she left
unbuttoned one button lower than proper to reveal just a hint of the
lace chemise beneath and be just a little nouthryA The cream cloche
hat shadowed her eyes, which she hoped would let him wonder
what she was fhinking. She dabbed a bit of orange blossom perfume
at her wrists.

As the clock neared five, Serafina waited outside her apartment
bui|o|ing, heart ﬂuHering‘ [fs just business, she reminded herself.

When the sleek black car pu||eo| up to the curb, her body
responded with equo| parts relief and dread. Francesco erepped ouft,
tall and confident in his expensive suit. She cougH the s|igh’r |ou|ge of

his shoulder holster when he moved. He rounded to open the
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passenger door, and she noticed one of his knuckles had a large, fresh
scab.

“You look beou+ifu|,“ he murmured as she opprooched, his voice
carrying a rough edge that made her knees weak. His gaze |ingereo|
on the exposed hollow of her throat, and heat rushed to her cheeks.

Serafina settled beside him when he got back into the car,
shnﬁring unconscious|y in her seat as she tried to get comfortable. Her
skirt rode up as she shifted, and his eyes dropped to the exposed
|eng+h of her Jr|'1igh His jaw Jrighjrenecl, hands gripping the wheel. He
exhaled once, slow.

She g|onced at him sio|e|ong, biﬁng her |i|o‘ ‘| have a confession. A
coup|e of weeks ago, | didn't think I'd like you very muc|’1,” she said
|igh+|\/, Fo|o|ing her g|oveo| hands in her |O||o.

Francesco raised an eyebrow, +|’10ugh his attention remained sp|i+
between her and the mirrors. "Oh? And why is that?”

"\}\/eH," Serdfina mused, +ouc|'1ing her lower |i|o +hough+‘Fu||\/, "you
seemed rather intense and mysterious... and, to be frank, like you
hated me when we first met.” A small grin +uggeo| at her |i|os.
"Though | suppose that was understandable given the circumstances.”

He chuckled softly. “"Hate' is hardly the word I'd use. What do
you think now?”

I'm still not entirely sure,” she admitted quietly, her voice growing
softer. "But | think that, in another time and |o|c1ce, perhops we could
have been real friends, without any of these temporary arrangements.
And..” She poused, goﬂwering courage for her next words. "I think I'm
going to miss you when it's over. Business or not, | find mysehc |oo|<ing
forward to seeing you.’

"When we met, ‘wanted you dead’ might have been more
accurate than hate,” he said quietly. "You were a complication.”

"And now?”

‘Now you're a different kind of complication.”

"Oh.." She looked down, brushing imaginary lint from her skirt to
avoid his gaze. “Well, | still think I'm going to miss you when this ends
and you don't need me for ony’rhing anymore.”

Francesco's knuckles went white on the steering wheel. Su rprise,
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and maybe some regret, flickered across his face. His shoulders tensed
like he was Fighﬁng the urge to reach for her or push her away.

Silence filled the car as it s|ippeo| into motion. Outside, streetcar
bells and vendor calls fell away behind them. After a while, city
blocks gave way to quieter roads. Streetcars and busy sidewalks
yie|o|eo| fo open spaces and the distant sound of croshing surf, until
the unmistakable cheerful music of a carnival wafted Jrhrough the
open car window. Serofina’s eyes widened with realization and
de|igh+.

“‘Coney Island? Are we going to Coney Island?!"

“It's neutral JrerriJrory,” he said F|o+|y. ‘Neither my Fomi|y nor
Brambilia’s crew controls it.”

The imp|ico+ion hit her like ice water. "So we'll be—"

‘Listen carefully.” His voice dropped. There will be men there
who'd hurt you just to send me @ message. You don't leave my side.
You don't speok to anyone | don't introduce you fo. If I tell you to
run, you run. If | tell you to get down, you drop. Is that clear?”

‘Francesco—"

"Answer me.

"Yes, sir. It's clear.”

‘But | do hope you can enjoy yourself."

They parked among dozens of other cars, anonymous in the
crowd. Music and screams from the rides created a wall of sound
that would mask almost onerhmg hoppening in the dark. Francesco
took her hand as Jrhey walked H’lrough the entrance. His eyes
con+inuous|y scanned the crowd.

"Come, Serafina. Let's ride the new roller coaster,” he said, loud
enough for others fo hear. Testing her, she reclized. Seeing if she'd
play along.

She bit her |i|o, eyeing the massive structure. The screams from
the riders weren't all from joy. She could hear real terror in some of
them. "l.. I don't know... It looks so much bigger than | expeded. All
that screaming...

“Screams of o|e|igh+," he said, a preo|o+ory g|in+ in his smile that
should have FrigHened her and instead sent a thrill Jrhrough her. His
thumb stroked across her knuckles. "Scared already?’
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"Of course I'm not ofraid,” she said a bit too forceFuH\/

Before she could think better of it, Jrhe\/ were in the queue. He
pu||eo| her back ogoins’r his cheer, arms |'10|o|ing her. To anyone
WoJrching, Jrhey were lovers. But she felt the tension in his body, reoo|y
to explode into violence. His lips brushed her ear. "Third booth from
the left. Two men in gray caps. They‘ve been Fo||owing us since we
arrived.”

“What do—"

“Nothing. We're just another couple enjoying the evening.” His
hand slid to her hip. ‘But be ready.”

Her heart drummed against her ribs b\/ the time Hwey were side
by side in the car, with both of their hats soFe|\/ stored in a small
cubb\/ meant for such Jrhings‘ The roller coaster car locked them in
p|oce. As the chain lift clanked them skyword, he reached for her
hand. Her |i|os twitched in a nervous smile. When she g|onced up at
him, she cougH him wo+c|'1ing her with s+or+|ing intensity, but the
moment their eyes metf, he looked away and his jaw clenched.

At the peok, she could see the whole pork spreod below. Then
the bottom dropped out. She screamed as Jrhey p|umme+ed,
genuine|y terrified. The force slammed her against him. His arms
came around her, pu||ing her close ogc:iner his side. The world
became a blur of |igh’rs and rushing sound. When the car Fino”y
screeched back into the station, her |egs trembled; she was p|os’rereo|
to him, breathless.

On the p|o1‘Form, she set her cloche back on with shoking hands.

‘Do you want to go again? Or are you afraid now?’

‘Nol” She monoged a breathless |ough I'd rather take my
chances with Brambilia’s men.”

“The Ferris wheel will be easier,” he said.

Neither of them poid attention to a small sign describing how
Coney Island’s new Ferris wheel had cars that not on|y rose high, but
also slid and swoyed on their own tracks. Tl’]ey learned their mistake
soon enough. As their car ascended the wheel, a sudden lurch set it
swinging wi|d|y on its rails.

Serafina’s eyes went wide with panic as the floor seemed to tilt

beneath her. "Ohl" she yelped, throwing her arms around Francesco.
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The car swung Wi|o||y, and she pressed against him, Fee|ing his heart
hammering as hard as hers. Francesco drew in a sharp breath,
followed by a low curse. The wheel that was supposed to be genHe
had become a pendu|um of terror. Francesco’s arm Jrithrened around
her Jrrembhng form.

"S|f1|f1, | have you now," he murmured info her hoir, his voice
possessive. ‘But there,” he said as he poin+ed, "by the ring toss.
Brambilia’s men.” His hand went to his jacket, resting on his gun.
"When we get down, we walk toward the beach. Don't run unless |
tell you.”

W hen the Ferris wheel fino”y ended, Serafina’s |egs shook so
boo”y she could bore|\/ stand. The ground seemed to tilt beneath her
feet. Francesco couthr her as she stumbled off the p|o1’Form4

"Steady,” he murmured

They wove Jrhrough the carnival crowds, her body still +remb|ing
from more than just the ride. E\/ery few steps, his hand would Jrigmen
on her waist, pu||ing her closer when strangers possed too near.

‘Did | say someJrhing wrong earlier?” she asked as Jrhey moved
+hrough a dimmer section between attractions. “In the car?”’

“Why would you think that?”

“Your demeanor changed when | said I'd miss you.” She studied
his profile in the flickering lights. "You went somewhere else in your
head.’

‘Some people aren't worth missing.”

Her heart eringed She could hear in the bitter undertone that he
meant himself.

"Well, some peop|e arent worth Foke—doﬁng,” she said, trying for
|igh+ness o|espi+e the Jrithmess in her throat. Her hip brushed against
his as Jrhey walked. “Yet here | am, being fake-dated by someone
who opparenﬂy thinks he's worthless.”

“You don't know what you're talking about.” His voice was flat,
controlled.

"Don't I?" She turned to face him while wo|l<ing backward, a
dongerous choice in the uneven ground “You're so convinced you‘re
some kind of monster that you cant even—"

Her heel coug|’1+ on a raised board. She piJrched forward with a
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gasp. Francesco moved faster than she could process, catching her
hard against his chest. The impact knocked the breath from her |ungs.

And then he |ougheo|.

Not a dark chuckle or sardonic sound, but genuine |ough+er that
rumbled Jrhrough his chest and into hers. Lines oppeored beside his
eyes. His whole face softened, and for a moment he looked like
someone who hadn't a care in the world.

Serofina stared up at him, still presseo| against his body, her heart
racing for en+ire|y new reasons. | he best Jr|'1ing I've seen you wear is
that smile,” she said sofﬂy. "| like how it makes your eyes crinkle rithr
there.

Her finger traced the air beside his eye, not quite JrouchingA

"Cctrefu|,” he soio|, Jr|'1ough he still smiled. “Those crinkles show
my age.’

“They show you're human.” The words came out fiercer than
intended. "They make you look handsome and dis’ringuished.”

His arms tightened around her, and she became more aware of
every point of contact between them from the solid wall of his chest
to the heat rodioﬁng fhrough his expensive shirt to the unmistakable
hardness pressing against her hip that made her midsection JrigHen.

Francesco's eyes darkened. His smile faded into something
hungrieh His hand spreod across her lower bock, his Fingers pressing
+hrough the thin fabric of her dress. Her body responded without
permission, orchmg s|igh+|y into him, and she had to bite her |i|o to
hold back a sound that would have been embarrassing.

“Serafing,” he said. But then his entire boo|y went rigio|. His head
snapped up. His eyes scanned the crowd.

“What is it?" she whispered, though she wasn't sure she wanted
to know.

"Noﬂﬁing you need to worry about.” But his hand moved to his
jacket. "Come. Let's walk.”

He guided her H’]rough the crowd, but she could feel the chonge
in him. He steered her away from certain areas, chonging direction
without exp|ono+ion and o|woys keeping her close.

“You're scaring me,” she admitted quieﬂy.

"Good. Fear keeps you alive.” He pu||eo| her ogoiner him as a
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group of men possed Do you know what the most dongerous
moment is?”

‘No."

"When you think you're safe.” His eyes tracked something in the
shadows between booths. "W hen you let your guoro| down. When
you ForgeJr that every beautiful Jr|f1ing hides teeth.”

She swallowed hard. “Is that what you think you are? Something
beautiful hiding teeth?’

He looked down at her then, and for a moment his expression
was almost vulnerable. I think I'm the teeth without the beauty.”

“You're Wrong” The words came out before she could stop them.
You're—"

‘Don't” His voice was sharp. "Don't make me into something I'm
not. Don't romanticize what | am.”

“I'm not romanticizing cmerhingA | see exocHy what you are.

Do \/ou?“ He eroppecl Wo”<ing, turning to face her Fu”\/. “You
understand that I've killed men for stealing a few barrels of rum?”

Yes.”

"And you're still here.”

"At least with you, | know where the donger is coming from.”

He loughed again, but this time it was bitter. "No, tesora. You
really don't”

Before she could respond, he pu||eo| her toward the game booths.
‘Come. Let's see if | remember how to use a carnival gun.’

The dark humor in his voice made her stomach ﬂip. She was
certain Francesco Romano had never ForgoHen how to use any kind
of gun, toy or otherwise.

Behind them, she could have sworn she heard FooJrereps moJrching
their pace. Francesco's fingers pressed harder against her spine. The
games suddenly seemed very far away.

But they arrived at the destination without incident. He gave the
barker some money, picked up the rifle, and tested its Weighf He
adjusted his stance.

"Rigged sithr,“ he muttered, moking a subtle correction while
Jrc1l<ing aim. Shots cracked H\rough the carnival. A target fell with each
shot.
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“Top prizel” the barker called out, gesturing o a golden-brown
+eddy bear with a cream satin ribbon around its neck.

Francesco took the bear, turned it in his hands as if assessing its
quality, then held it to her with both hands. "It's for you."

‘Really? I've never had a teddy bear. Oh, thank youl” She
hugged it to her chest. "He's perfect. What should | name him?”

Francesco's eyebrows rose. "You've never had one?’

‘Never. My father thought toys were frivolous.”

“Your innocence is going to get you killed in my world.

“Then it's fortunate I'm not going to be kept in it," she said lightly.
‘| think I'll call him Francesco.”

Color crept up his neck. "You can’t name « Jreo|o|y bear aofter me.”

"Why not? He's handsome and o|is+inguisheo|, just like—"

His arm hooked around her waist and yonked her closer. His
entfire body had gone rigid. ‘Brambilia is here.”

The chonge in ofmosphere was immediate and c:|f1i||ing. Peop|e
neorby begon giving them o wide berth without |ool<ing direcHy at
them, as if some invisible signo| had been given. Conversations
quie+eo|A Even the carnival music seemed to fade. A 1all, slender, well-
dressed man with silver at his +emp|es and cold eyes opproached
them. She wrapped her arms around Francesco.

"‘Romano,” the man said in accented Eng|ish, gaze s|io|ing over
Serafina. "Che sorpresa.

‘Brambilia.” Francesco's hand stayed at her waist, but his thumb
brushed over her bottom rib.

"And this must be the famous Miss Silvano.” Brambilia's gaze
traveled over her again, slower. "Even lovelier than the pho+ogro|o|ﬁs
suggest.”

Two men flanked him, their hands cosuo”y near their jockef&

‘| don't believe we've been proper|\/ in+roo|uceo|," Brambilia
continued, extending his hand to her. "Antonio Brambilia.”

She had no choice but to take it. Francesco shifted s|ig|’1+|yA

"Protective, arent we?” Brambilia released her hand s|ow|\/. Tell
me, Miss Silvano, how are you finding our Francesco's company? He
can be quite intense.”

"Mr. Romano has been a perfect gentleman,” she said.
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"Has he? How re]’:reshing. Tell me, what is it you think Francesco
does for a |iving? He must have told you someJrhing about his
business inferests.”

"He owns several properties. Real estate investments.” She kept
her face neutral, and hoped her made-up answer would suffice.

‘Real estate.” Brambilia laughed softly. “Is that what he told you?
How delightfully vague. And you believed him?”

“Why wouldn't 17"

"\)\/hy indeed.” He pu||eo| out a cigarette, Jroking his time |ig|’1’ring
it. "Though | imagine a clever gir| like you must have noticed Jr|’1ir1gs.
Moybe the |o+e—nigh’r meetings or the men who follow him, the blood
on his clothes he can't quite exp|oin“"

Francesco's bod\/ ’rig|’1+eneo| beside her.

‘I don't know what you mean,” Serafina said evenly. "And I'm
never with him late enough at nigH to know about meeﬁngs‘”

"No? You've never wondered why a real estate investor needs
armed guards? Never questioned the bruised knuckles?” He blew
smoke, watching her face. "Or perhaps you have, and you simply
don't care. Some women find donger exciting.”

‘I find Mr. Romano's company pleasant. That's all”

‘Pleasant.” Brambilia stepped closer. "Tell me, has he faken you to
any of his \properJries'? The warehouse on Pier 477 The club on
Mu”oerry Street? Or perhops the very specio| basement beneath his
office bui|ding?”

He's fishing, she realized. Trying to see if Francesco had brought
her into his world and shown her Jr|'1ir1gs that would make her
dongerous to them.

"We go out to dinner and the museum, usually.” She kept her
voice ereodyA I'm afraid his business o|eo|ings aren't por+icu|or|y
interesting to me.”

"Aren't they? But surely you must be curious. A woman spending
so much time with a man like Francesco.. you must wonder what
occupies his doys... and his nithrs.”

| assume whatever men of business do.’

Brambilia |oughed again. ‘Men of business. Yes, | suppose that's

one way tfo puft it. Though Francesco's business is rather more
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speciohzed than most. Wouldn't you agree, Romano?”

"She doesn't know onyﬂwing,u Francesco said quieﬂ\/. "Leave her
out of this."

‘But she’s already in it, isn't she? The moment you chose her, she
became part of our world, whether she understands it or not.” His
eyes returned to Serafina. "Tell me, Miss Si|\/ono, do you speak any
|cmguoges besides Eng|ish?"

A little French,” she said. "From school.”

"French. How sophisﬁcoJred. | knew a French gir| once,” Brambilia
continued, “who Jrhough’r she could |o|oy innocent and pre+end she
didn't see the blood or hear the screams. She lasted almost three
months before she broke.”

“What hoppened to her?" Serafina wasn't sure she wanted to
know.

"Oh, she's still around. What's left of her. Amozing what the
mind does to protect itself when re0|i+y becomes too much to bear.”
He dropped his cigarette and crushed it slowly. ‘But I'm sure you're
made of stronger stuff, Miss Silvano. You'd have to be, to catch
Romano's attention. Has he mentioned Paola? Or Maria? No? How
remiss of him.”

Francesco's hand fightened on her waist.

Brambilia reached out sudden|y. His Fingers brushed the Jreo|o|y
bear. 'Did you name it?’

“Yes. She named it Francesco,” Francesco said flatly, a challenge
in his voice.

Brambilia |oughed ‘Did she, now? How precious. Ho|ding onto a
stuffed version when the real Hﬂng is so much more dongerous." His
hand moved from the bear to her arm, Fingers Jrr0|i|ing down to her
hand. “Such delicate bones. So easy fo—"

Francesco caught his wrist, hard. "Enough.”

The two men stared at each other, violence crockhng between
them. Brambilia's men shifted, reody for attack.

"Corefu|, Romono,u Brambilia said sofﬂy. “You're outnumbered
here. Neutral territory, remember? There's no proJrec’rion”

“She's under mine.

"For now.” Brambilia pu||ed his hand free s|ow|yA ‘But protection is
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such a Frogi|e Jrhing. [t can be withdrawn, or overwhelmed.”

He stepped back. "Enjoy your evening. Do try the beach. The
view is spec+ocu|orA You can see all the dark corners where interesting
Jrhings hoppen, like when peop|e disoppeor.”

He poused, |ool<ing at Serafina one more time. “That's a pretty
dress, Miss Silvano. Peach suits you, Jrhough I'd be careful wearing
such |ig|’1+ colors. Blood is so difficult to wash out.”

With that, he walked away, and his men followed. The crowd
begon moving again. Conversations resumed. But Serafina could feel
the tension left in Brambilia's wake.

‘Come.” Francesco's hand trembled. "We're walking to the beach.”

“Shouldn't we leave?”

“Not yet. We can't look like we're running.” He started guiding
her away from the games, toward the darker edges of the carnival.
"We'll keep Wo”(ing to let him think he didn't rattle you, but we
aren't going toward the beach.”

‘Did | do something wrong? With what | said?”

“You did fine." His voice was Jrithr. “Better than fine. You didn't
give him ony+hing he could use.”

Then why-"

‘Because he's righf We're exposed here. And he just declared his
interest in you.”

"His interest?”

Francesco's |ough was bitter. "He wants to take you, to hurt me
and prove he can.’

‘But you said this was neutral-"

‘Neutral doesnt mean safe. It just means the violence has to look
like an accident.”

As Jrhey walked behind booths and rides toward the quieter side
of the island, she clutched the Jreddy bear ’rigH.

"Francesco,” she said soFH\/, “what did he mean about your
protection being Frogi|e?”

He was quiet for o |ong moment. The ocean breeze couthr
his hair.

It means,” he said finally, tipping her chin up, "that I've just
poirﬁed a farget on your back. And every man in New York who
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wants to hurt me now knows exocHy where to aim. This is what it
means fo be with me. This is what | am.”

"W hat did he mean about Pacla and Maria?” she suo|o|en|y
asked.

His jaw tightened. "Women who got too close. They thought
Jrhey could handle my world.”

“What happened to them?”

"Paola’s in a convent in |Jro|yA She decided God was safer than me.
Maria.." He paused. "Maria decided the Hudson River was preferable
to what was coming for her.”

Serafina’s blood chilled. "Because of you?’

“Because of what knowing me cost them.” His hands dropped.
“This is what I've been trying to tell you. Being near me is a death
senfence.

“Then why did you ask me to do this?’

‘Because I'm selfish.” The words came out raw. | wanted you
from the moment you crashed into me af that ball. | Jrhougm | could
control it, keep you at arm’s |eng+h, use you for appearances and
mo\/be your |ooo|\/, and let you go to whatever the future held for
you.”

"And now?”’

He backed her against a shuttered booth, his body caging hers.
‘Now? Do you understand that every man who sees you with me
marks you as mine”? That some will try fo take you fo hurt me? That
others will hurt you just to watch me burn the city down in
response?’

Yes.

"And you're still here.”

"At least with you, | know what the donger is.”

‘No. You don't” His hand Wropped |oose|\/ around the base of
her throat. “Listen to me, Serafina. You have no idea what I'm
capable of

Her pulse raced. "Then show me.

Francesco snopped His mouth crushed against hers. His tongue
invaded her mouth as his body pressed her into the wood, |eHing her
feel every hard inch of him.

She made a small sound of surprise. His hand s|ippeo| to the back



of her neck and Jrithrened‘ The Jreo|dy bear fell as she arched against
him. Heat pooled between her legs even as her mind screamed
danger.

His free hand yonked her skirt up, Fingers digging into her Jrhigh,
pu||ing her |eg around his hip. The posiJrion left her exposed,
vulnerable, and oching|y wet. He grou nd against her. She gosped into
his mouth and rolled her hips, meeting his r|f1\/+|'1m with despero+e,
instinctive need.

“This is what you do to me,” he rasped against her mouth. ’l
should end this Jronithr and put you on a train out of the city.”

“Would that keep me safe?”

‘No." His |ough was bitter. "They'd find you and use you, then
mail you back to me in piecesf'

“Then | might as well stay.”

“Serafina—"

‘I 'mean it. If 'm marked either way, I'd rather be marked as
yours.”

Someﬂwing shifted in his expression. Tell me to erop,” he
whispered info her ear.

‘If | wanted you tfo sfop, | would have run away o|reoo|\/4”

His teeth coughf her earlobe, tugging hard enough to make her
Whimpelﬂ Her Fingers clawed at his shoulders, trying to pu|| him
closer. His hand left her +|’1igh to grip her hip, |'10|ding her still as he
pressed harder against her.

His mouth moved to her throat, teeth biﬁng just beneath her jow.
When he sucked |'10rc|, she cried out. The pain and p|eosure mixed
until she couldn't separate them.

His other hand slid up her side, thumb brushmg dongerous|y
close to her breast. She arched into the almost-touch, shameless.

Her hips rocked ogcﬂner him, seeking friction. He grocmed and
pressed |f10ro|er, the wooden booth creoking behind her. His hand
fisted in her hair, yanking her head back to expose more of her throat
to his mouth.

His knee pushed between her Jrhighs, giving her someJrhing to
grino| against. She took it without shame, riding his Jrhigh with

desperoJre litHe movements. "Even knowing what | am. What I've
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done 1‘oo|oy. | killed @ man this morning. Broke his neck with these
hands. And you still want me to fuck you.”

She should have been horrified. Should have run. Instead, she
whispered, "Yes.”

Her hands found his Foce, pu||ing him back to her mouth. The kiss
turned feral. She bit his lower |ip hard enough to make him grow|.
He retaliated b\/ sucking her tongue info his mouth.

His l’]ips jerked against her. Her |eg Jrithrened around his hip,
trying to get closer, to ease the ache |oui|o|ing between her Jr|’1ighs. His
hand gripped her ass, |h°ring her s|igh+|\/, chonging the 0ng|e until she
Was procﬁco”y c|im|oing him.

‘Francesco, please—"

"Please what?” His voice was raw. "Please take you rithr here
where anyone could see?’

Yes.

For a moment, she thought he would. His whole body tensed, his
breoﬂﬁing rogged against her neck. She felt him hard and reody
against her, felt his control honging by a thread.

‘Not here,” he said rougH\/, Jr|'1oug|f1 his |ooo|\/ didnt move away.
‘Somewhere | can make you scream without anyone coming to
save you.’

The Jrhrecfrqororrﬂse made her clench around no+hingA He felt her
reaction, his smile dark against her skin.

Then he pu||ed back obrupﬂy, |eoving her gasping against the
booth. Her skirt was rucked up, her throat marked, her |i|os swollen.

“Christ,” he muttered, running a hand +|f1roug|'1 his hair. His chest
heaved. His pupils were blown black with lust. "Come on. I'm taking
you home.”

The drive back was silent agony. Her body ached, and she could
feel his tension. Every time he shifted gears, his hand brushed her
knee and she had to bite back @ whimper and press her Hwighs
Jrogeﬂﬁer.

When they reached her building, he came around to open her
door.

"Would you.." she began, then gathered courage. "Would you
like to come up?’

“You don't know what you're asking.’
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I'm asking if you want to come up.’

“Tell me the truth. Are you a virgin?”

"No,” she easily lied. “Is that a problem?

He held her gaze for several seconds. She could see the war
hoppening behind his eyes, deciding whether or not o trust her
response. No."

The walk up the stairs felt endless. Every step brough’r them
closer fo a point of no return. Her hands trembled as she fumbled
with her keys.

‘Nervous?” His voice came low.

“Should | be?”

“Probably.”

The lock finally turned. She pushed the door open and stepped
inside, with him close behind.

As if the nigH were innocent still, she showed him her small
apartment. She'd left books stacked beside the couch, and a blue
g|oss mug on the table. She'd ForgoHen to turn the kitchen |igh+ off.
She felt exposed, as if inviting him in let him see the quiet corners she
|<e|o+ hidden.

His Fingers trailed o|ong the spines of books scattered across every
surface. He poused ata por’ricu|or|y worn volume.

"Poeh'y,” he observed, |i]0ring it corefu”y. The book fell open
naturally to o well-read page. His eyes scanned the lines. "When
desire burns like fever in the blood, and touch becomes the on|y...” He
trailed off.

When desire burns like fever in the blood,

and touch becomes the only language lovers know,
when shame retreats before the tide of need,

we take what's offered, though we both say no.
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Her throat went dry. She had read them alone in her bed more
times than she could count. "..and touch becomes the on|y |onguoge
lovers know,” she continued from where she stood. "W hen shame
retreats before the tide of need..”

" .we fake what's offered, Jrhough we both say no,” he finished,
looking up at her. "Show me your room.”

She reached for his hand and pulled him toward the door. She
nudged it open with her shoulder.

Francesco stared at the sopphire dress honging on the closet door,
the one from the party where ihey‘d met. He s’repped closer to it, his
hand reoching out to touch the fabric. His Fingers rubbed the material
between thumb and Foreicingeri

“You looked beautiful in this.” He turned to look at her. | wanted
to tear it off you.”

| ihoughi you hated me that nigi’ii,” she Wi’iisperedi

*| hated wanting you. | hope | get o see you in it again.”

The imp|ico+ion was clear. Before he could say more, she pushed
him back genHy and shut the door. Chonged quicidy, her f:ingers
Fumbhng with the zipper, knowing what she was inviting. Her heart
hammered against her ribs. This was madness. This was inevitable.

She stepped back out slowly. "Your wish,” she said steadily, “is my
command.”

The chonge in him was instant and ierrifying. His eyes went
black, Jrrove|ing down her body like he was deciding where to start.

“Turn around.”

She obeyed, Jruming until her back faced |'1im, heoring his
i(ooisieps opprooch His hands found her waist, yonking her back
against him. She felt all of him—the gun under his jacket, the rigid
line of his cock, the bore|y leashed violence in every muscle..

He swepi her hair aside rougHy, bdring her neck. His mouth
hovered over the mark he'd left earlier, and she felt his teeth graze it,
a promise of more pain and more pleasure.

“Serafina.”

“Yes?" Her voice came out breathless, already surrendering.

His hand slid up from her waist, f:ingers sp|oying possessive|y
across her ribcogei The other hand gripped her hip, iio|ding her
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ogoins+ him. She could feel how much he wanted her, hard and
insistent against her lower back.

“You're mine.”
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CHAPTER 7

Francesco's hand rose over her ribs, until it reached her chest. He
closed his Fingers around her breasts Jrhrough the silk. His Fingers
pinched one of her nipples hard enough to make her gasp. She
arched s|ig|’1+|y.

He used the scant space between them to find the small metdl
pu|| at the top of her dress. The silk slid off Serafina’s shoulders as the
zipper gave way, bu nching at her hips before Fo”ing with the soft
clatter of beads. Serafina inhaled shorp|y. She stood in a lavender s|ip.

He bent to her s|ow|y and brougH his mouth to the sensitive
spoft just behind her ear. He kissed it once, and she gosped again, her
|'1ips rocking back into him. The pressure of his thick cock stiffened
against the seat of his trousers, pressing firm against the base of her
spine.

Her knees weakened. She reached back without +|'1inl<ing,
bendmg her arm unfil her hand found his head. Her Fingers threaded
Jrhrough his hair. Her breath came slower. Her fingers curled in his
hair. Her eyes fluttered closed.

Francesco moved a hand between them to undo the buttons of
his jacket. 'Don’t move.’

Serafina turned her head s|igh+|y, just enough to g|once back at
him unbuckhng his holster before pu||ing his dress shirt and sing|ef off.

Her eyes moved over his bare, scu|p+ed chest—bare now, scu|p’red
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with quiet errenngh Her gaze dropped, then rose again, s|ow|y. Her
breoﬂﬁing quickened.

He s+eppeo| close once more, tu rning her to face him. His
Fingerﬂps cradled her jaw, before his thumb brushed her cheek. His
|i|os met hers, genﬂe at first. Serafina’s hands sp|0yeo| across his chest.
She pressed herself against him, and leaned into the kiss.

He reached down between them, his fingers working the buckle
of his belt. She broke the kiss just |ong enough to g|omce down, then
let her hands Fo”, Finding his and he|ping him.

He grooned soH|y when his trousers fell.

Hot, bare, and thick, his cock spring free. Her hands stilled, then
slid s|ow|y up his sides as her boo|y Jri|0|oeo| closer, breath stuttering at
the hard |eng+h of him pressing info her again.

He took her wrist genHy and guided her hand back between
them, cur|ing her Fingers around the hard |eng+h of him. Her breath
faltered the instant she felt it in her po|m. Her Fingers twitched, bore|y
able to close around the thickness of him.

His fouch drifted up her back as his |ips returned to her neck,
kissing her s|ow|\/ o|ong the line of her jaw, down to the hollow just
above her collarbone.

Her knees buckled again.

Before she could fall, his arms closed around her. He lifted her off
the floor as +houg|f1 she weighed nofhing, turned, and pressed her
back against the wall. One of his hands dropped to cradle her ass,
Fingers spreoding to hold her up, keeping her pinned between his
body and the wall. Her legs wrapped around his waist, ankles
crossing behind him, her silk s|i|o riding high over her hips. Her arms
circled his shoulders, Fingers knoHing in his hair and the back of his
neck, despero+e to stay close.

He kissed her, quicker this time, o|ee|oer. His hips anchored her in
|o|oce, his cock pressing against the soaked fabric between them as
her boo|\/ trembled in his grasp.

His other s|i|o|oed between them, go+hering the hem of her s|ip
and drogging it up s|ow|y, bormg her ’r|’1ighs, her hips, and her
softness beneath. The silk bunched at her waist, his po|m s|io|ing over
the curve of her hip before his thumb moved lower. He found the
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warm, slick seam of her. His Finger traced o|ong the cleft, slow and
careful, parting her s|igh+|y with the barest pressure, Fee|ing the
wetness without entering her. Serdfina whimpered.

“You're so wet,” Francesco breathed.

His mouth moved |'1ungri|y over hers, c|oiming her |ips as her
arms JrigMened around his neck. Her Jr|f1ighs squeezing around his
waist.

And then a flicker of fear coursed Hﬁrough her. Would it hurt?
Would she know what to do? She didn't have time to worry |ong
before he shifted and guided the thick head Jrhrough the moisture
between her |egs. She felt the sl’]ope of him pressing.

Then he thrust.

Hard.

He filled her in one deep, bru+o||y erreJrching stroke.

Her whole bod\/ jolted. She cried out as her head fell back
against the wall. Her arms locked JrigMer around him.

A moan scraped up from Francesco’s chest. His hips pulled back
and slammed forward again, faster and harder. The slap of skin on
skin echoed off the walls.

She c|ung to him, |egs locked JrigH around his waist, Fingers
gripping his shoulders, her cries muffled against his mouth with every
drive deeper

Then one final thrust sent her orching against the wall. Francesco
held her there, their bodies pressed +oge+her.

Still inside her, he shifted his grip, arms strong beneath her, and
carried her into her bedroom. When he reached the bed, he laid her
down on her back and pulled out of her.

Her thighs shook. But then his hands spread her knees. She barely
had time to inhale before he moved down her bod\/, Jrrc1|i|ing open-
mouthed kisses between her breasts, and farther still. A shocked gasp
tore from her |ips4

His Fingers por+eo| her, pu||ing her open, exposing her sensitive
flesh still pu|sing from being stretched around him. Then his mouth
sealed over her clit. Her body reacted before she could make sense of
it, and he squeo|ed4

Her hips jo|+eo|A Her breath turned frantic, coming in short,
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uneven bursts as the overwhelming pressure spread through her.
Sharp heat rolled across her nerves, too much and not enough. Her
head fell against the mattress, eyes squeezed shut, her |ips porred.

Her hands moved on instinct, pressing against her stomach, then
higrrer, cupping her own breasts Jrl'rroug|'1 the silk, trying to hold
herself Jrogejrher as ever\/ﬂﬂing inside her clenched, twisted, spirg|ed
toward the edge.

She couldn't think. She couldn't breathe. She could only feel was
his mouth on her, his fingers keeping her open, and her body
answering him faster than she was reody for.

Then he crawled back over her, his hands braced on either side
of her waist, his mouth still wet from her. Her breath hitched as his
cock pressed back into her. He thrust into her once, twice, Fi||ing her in
quick, heovy drives that made her gasp aloud. Then he held himself
deepr Without pu||ing out, he smooJrHy rolled them smooJrHy,
bringing her on top of him, her Jr|f1ighs errgdd|ir1g his hips as she sank
down, Jrdkmg him deeper inside.

Dazed, she blinked. Her hands found his chest for balance. The
room was dim, but the |igh+ from the moon spi||ed in fhrough the
window, Fo”ing over his bare chest, his stomach, the ridges of his
arms and shoulders.. His hungry eyes stayed on her. With him
gorgeous|\/, powerfu”\/ exposed beneath her like this, it was the most
erotic Jrhing she'd ever seen.

Francesco reached up and pulled her slip up and over her head,
bgring her comp|e+e|y in the silver moon|igh+. The cool air rushed over
her skin.

Francesco gripped her r]ips and begon to guide rwer, coaxing her
into a slow, ro||ing rhyrhrn She followed, her body responding
without Jrhougrﬁr, gyrating against him in Jrigrfr, desperore circles as he
filled her again and again.

She leaned forward, hands planting on his shoulders, her breath
breoking info short panfs. Her eyes fluttered closed. Her hair fell
forward around her face, her bod\/ shoking with each upwgrd thrust
into her.

His f:irrgers found her again. He slid one hand down and flicked

his Finger over her clit.
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She Whimpered as her body edged on seizing in waves. Her
walls clenched Jrithr around him.

He pu||eo| her down to him, ho|ding her chest to his, and rolled
them again until he was above her, his cock still buried o|eep, his pace
suo|o|en|\/ fast and relentless. His hips s|opped into hers as he cmg|ed
himself o meet the bui|o|ing swell of her orgasm.

Then he reached back and hooked one of her legs over his
elbow, |if+ing it l’]igh and pressing it over his shoulder.

"Oh, God!" she cried out. The stretch forced her |'1ips higher. Her
body arched under his weight and the pressure inside her swelled so
fast it became unbearable.

Her hands flew up, grobbing for the sheets above her head. But
his free hand coug|'1+ her wrists, fast. He yonked them +oge+her and
pirmed them to the mattress with one firm grip, |ocking her wide
open beneath him.

She screamed out as her entire boo|y clenched, inside and out,
every muscle +ig|'1’renmg from her Fingerﬁps to her calves. Deep inside,
her walls fluttered, spasming around him in rh\/ﬂwmic bursts. Her clit
throbbed with each over-sensitive contraction, the pu|sing e shorp it
was almost pain. Her Hwighs shook, her chest heaved, and her vision
whited out at the edges. She gasped and twisted. Her body didn't
know how to take it.

But he didn't stop. His hips slammed into her harder, his rhyﬂqm
rogged. His mouth was open, grunting with every thrust, jaw
clenched, his chest l’]eoving. The grip on her wrists Jrithrened as his
thrusts grew erratic and rough, Jrhrobbing with the pressure of ho|o|ing
it back too |ong.

Then he buried himself in her one final time, deep and hord, his
whole body shaking above hers.

A half grow|, half groan broke from him as he |ou|seo| deep inside
her as he spi||ed himself into her. His breath coug|'1+. His muscles
trembled. He released her |eg, then leaned Forword, propping himself
on his elbows beside her head. He pon’red against her mouth, against
her cheek, until the tremors s’ropped.

Then he let go of her wrists. He shifted his Weithr and moved
her genH\/ to his side with her |eg, the inside of her Jrhigh sﬁck\/, still
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droped over his hip, his body still pressed to hers. She was breathless.
He was spent. They were Wropped around each other with nofhing
between them.

Her cheek rested against his chest, the sound of his heartbeat sfill
uneven beneath her ear. When he shifted, she felt the muscles
beneath her move. His hand reached down and touched himself, then
shoved his Fingers fhrough his hair.

"That was your first time,” he said quietly. "Why did you lie
+onig|f1jr?”

‘I thought..” Her voice shook. ‘I thought that you'd think me too
naive, and..”

“Christ, Serafina.” His arm around her tightened. Do you have
any idea what you've done?

Her stomach twisted. "You wouldn't.. wouldn't have touched me
if you‘d known.”

"No. | wouldn't have. Virgins bleed. Virgins get attached. Virgins
think what hoppens in bed means someJrhing more than it does.’

Her throat JrigHened ‘| don't="

"Don't lie to me ogoin” His hand ’romg|ed in her hair, pu||ing her
head back. "You'll think this meant some+hing now. You'll expect
things from me | can't give.”

You're wrong.’

His jaw clenched. He glared at her. "You should have been
noJrhing but a quick, unexpeded fuck to end my nigh’r.“

"Why do you care that | was a virgin?’

"You had someJrhing you could on|y give once, and you gave it fo
the wrong man.’

Her eyes filled with fears. He closed his, his brow furrowing. His
chest rose and fell heavily beneath her. When he opened his eyes
again, ’rhe\/ were distant. ‘Don't lie fo me again. Just be honest for a
few weeks.

She tried to speok past the Jrithmess in her throat, but it would
have come out as a cry. So she si|en+|\/ nodded.

His finger traced down her forehead, between her eyes, along

her nose, then to her jaw. His touch was almost genﬂe. "Go to s|ee|o
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now.” His voice dropped |ower, quieJrer. “Innocent blood has a price.

And you just made you rself expensive."

~ifpio~

The gronoh(o’rher clock in Francesco's s+uc|y chimed five times as
he poced before the dying Firep|oce. Dawn was hours away, but s|ee|o
was impossib|e Every time he closed his eyes, he saw her beneath
him, felt the way her body had arched, and heard the sound she'd
made when she came apart in his arms. Ash settled in the grate with
soft pops, the room sme”ing of spent wood and leather and the citrus
bite of his co|ogne, and still his nerves would not quiet.

He'd s|i|o|oeo| out of her bed while she s|e|o+, go’rhered his clothes
from her F|oor, and dressed in her kitchen while she |oy curled
beneath the sheets. He had not turned on « sing|e |ighf Habit keer
him in shadows, while a part of him wanted to turn back and kneel
beside her just to make sure she was breo’rhing even|y.

What was he becoming? The kind of man who confused business
with p|eosure? Who mistook good sex for some+hing more? His
father had been that way. His father had let emotion cloud judgmen’r,
moking decisions with his cock instead of his brain. It had gotten him
killed. He pressed his thumb to the old scar o|ong his knuckle, a
boyhood lesson in pain and restraint, and found neither he|peo| him
now.

Francesco's gaze found the silver-framed photograph on his desk.
Ginevra smiled back ot him, dark hair pencecﬂy orronged, eyes full of
promises she'd never intended to keep. She'd Jrouthr him that love
was worth noJrhing. Less than noH’]ing, when it left you vulnerable to
be+royo|. He had built an empire on that lesson, brick by brick, boo|y
by body, and Jronig|’1’r he had neor|y let it s|ip for the warmth of a
woman's mouth.

Ginevra had Jrougm him to guord against women's lies, yet he still
fell for one.

Miss Silvano lied to him, told him at Il Girasole she was a virgin,

then inside her door claimed she wasn't. He'd been despero+e enough,
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hard enough, wanting her enougl’] that he'd believed what he
wanted fo believe. He let himself think it was safe to take her.

He'd known the truth the moment he pushed inside her. The
resistance, the way she'd tensed, the sharp gasp that wasn't entirely
p|eosu re—he knew. And he hadn't s+oppeo|. Christ, he hadn't even
slowed down. He'd taken her like any other woman, fast and hard
and roug|’1 with need, +e||ing himself her body‘s response meant it
was fine, that the way she'd cried out and c|ung to him meant he
wasn't |'1ur+ing her.

But he had hurt her. Had to have. And he'd been too far gone
to care.

Frustration burned Hﬁrough him, both ot her for |ying, and at
himself for be|ieving the lie when he'd known better. He never
touched virgins. Ever. That was one of his few unbreakable rules,
learned the hard way. Virgins came with comp|icoﬁons, and
expectations, with the belief that first times meant some+hing, that
giving him that por+icu|or gift meant he owed them futures he'd
never provide.

But more than that, what made his hands shake, what made
shame thick in his throat, was the promise he'd made himself years
ago, after what his brother had tried to do to their sister.

The memory flashed before his eyes, of bursﬁng ’rhrough Lucia’s
door, seeing Antonio’s hands on her, the sick satisfaction on their
brother's face, Lucia’s despero’re, terrified eyes Finding his. The rage
had been instant and absolute. Francesco hadn't hesitated. He just
pu||eo| his gun.

And in that moment, s’ronding over Antonio’s body while Lucia
sobbed in his arms, Francesco had sworn on evererhing ho|\/ that he
would never, never be the kind of man who took innocence and hurt
someone vulnerable just because he could. Who crossed lines that
couldn’t be uncrossed.

He'd built his entire code around that. Protected the untouched.
Keer his hands clean in at least that one way, even as he stained

them with blood in every other.
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And he'd broken that oath. Taken what she'd never given before,
been rough when he should have been gentle, let his own need
override every’rhing he'd promised himself he'd never do again.

He rubbed his hands over his face, shame thick in his throat. Dio,
let me not have hurt her.

He crossed himseH:, voice bore|y audible. Madonna santissima,
abbi cura di lei. If | took too much.. forgive me. He let his hand fall
and stared at the crucifix on the far wall until the giH‘ blurred and
resolved again. It did not answer. It never did.

Footsteps in the ho”woy drew his attention. His consig|iere
oppeored in the doorwoy, hair disheveled, coat thrown over hos+i|y
buttoned clothes.

“This better be imporfonf,” Ricci muttered, easing info the chair
opposite Francesco. "Maria's having trouble sleeping with the baby
coming soon. If I'm not there when she

wakes—"

‘Its important.”

Ricci studied him for a moment. "Let me guess. You fucked
the gir/A"

Francesco's hands ﬁgHened where +hey rested on his desk. The
memory of her Jrithr heat yie|ding to him, the way she'd gosped
when she.."She came Wi//ing/y enoughn

‘I'm sure she did. Tell me you were careful” Ricci rubbed his
+emp|es. "And tell me she's been with another man.”

Francesco's jaw clenched. The lie burned. "She told me she had.

"And?’

"And she lied”

Ricci went very still. "Cazzo, Frankie—"

‘| know." Francesco's voice came out flat, dead. I fucking know.’

‘One of the few rules you've kepf, and you—"

‘| said | know.” The words cracked like a whip. Francesco stood
and poced to the window. "She told me she was. Then at her door,
she lied and said she wasn't. | wanted to believe her. | let myse/f

believe her”

‘Did you hurt her?”
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Francesco's hands fisted against the windowsill. He heard her
crying out, felt her nails digging into his shoulders, the way her body
had fought to accommodate him.."| don't know. Christ, | don't know.”

Ricci was quiet for a long moment. "After A ntonio—"

‘Don't” Francesco's voice was raw. ‘Don't say his name.

Not now.

"You swore you'd never—"

‘| said don't”

The silence stretched between them. Francesco pressed his
forehead against the cool g|oss, Fig|’1+ing the urge to put his fist
Jrhrough it.

Finally, Ricci spoke again, his voice gentler. "W hat's done is done,
Frankie. The question is what happens now.”

Francesco turned from the window. ‘Brambilia.”

"W hat about him?”

"He as good as accused me last nighf of getting his wife
pregnant. Then he started evaluating Miss Silvano.” Francesco's voice
grew darker. "After she proved herself, he told her protection is
frczgi/e,”

Ricci stilled. "That's a direct threat”

‘"He's letting me know that her safety depends on my behavior.
The /onger this confinues, the more c/omgerous it becomes for her.”

"/_ook, Frcmkie," Ricci said corefu”\/. "Mctybe you should end this
now. Cut it clean before Brambilia decides to act on his suspicions.’

Francesco didn't answer.

"“You could walk owcty,” Ricci continued, “keep her safe by cutting
contact”

Francesco moved back fo the window. The movement pulled ot
his shoulders where her nails had scroped him raw. The physico|
evidence of what Jr|f1ey‘o| done would last a week or two.

The least he could do was to give her a clean endmg and let her
go back to her quiet life before he drogged her deeper into his world,
before Brambilia or someone like him decided she was a weakness
worth exp|oi+ing.

That's what he owed her: a way out.

"We have a few more dates,” he said, voice flat. "‘Brambilia will
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expect that much. But then it ends. Two weeks.”

Ricci nodded s|ow|y. “When it ends, break it off in a way that
protects her name.

Francesco's hand pressed against the cool glass. He could still smell
her per]cu me on his shirt and feel the warmth of her bocly against his.

Two weeks. If he was going to give her those two weeks
anyway, if Brambilia expec’red to see them JrogeJrher, if the charade
had to continue...

Then w|f1\/ not let them both have what Jrhey wanted, as |ong as
she understood the terms? As |ong as she didn't start |ool<ing at him
like she wanted more than his bodyA As |ong as those soft blue eyes
didn't start Fi”ing with expectations.

Two weeks of pleasure before the inevitable end.

‘Maybe you should find someone else,” Ricci suggested quietly.
“That blonde ot the club, or—"

‘No." The word came out harder than Francesco intended.

'Francesco—"

‘| said no. Not until this is finished.

His voice didn't rise. She was his now, at least for two more
weeks. The least he could do was not porode other women in front of
her while she still carried his marks on her skin. The least he could do
was give her these two weeks of whatever pleasure he could provide
before he cut her loose.

Ricci sighed. A rrange somefhing for this weekend. Somewhere
they'll see you. The opera, maybe.

Francesco gave a slow nod.

"And then,” Ricci said, voice careful now, “in two weeks,

Miss Silvano goes back to her bookshop and her quiet little life.

Francesco met Ricci's eyes. He refused to admit, even to himself,
that the +hough+ of her going back to her bookshop, of never seeing
those eyes look at him again, of someone else even+uo||y +ouc|’1ing
what he'd c|oimeo|, made someﬂwing dark and possessive churn in his
gut.

No. He wouldn't give any woman that kind of power over him.

Not after Ginevra. Not ofter |ec1rning what love could do to a man.
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Miss Silvano was his for two weeks. He'd take what Jrhey both
wanted, keep it p|’1ysico|, keep it simp|e.
And then she'd be no+hing.

That was what he owed her. And it was all he could give.

The morning after her night with Francesco, Serafina woke to
sun|igh+ streaming +hroug|f1 her bedroom window and the distant
sound of church bells. When she reached across the bed, the sheets
were cold.

He'd left. Of course he'd left. He probob|y couldn't get away
fast enough once he'd realized what she'd done. For a moment,
she lay still, shame flooding through her before memory could even
fully form.

She'd looked him in the eyes and lied. What must he think of her
now? He would have known the moment he.. the moment Jrhey.“
Her cheeks burned. Of course he'd known. There was no hiding
some’rhing like that, no matter how much she'd tried to seem
experienced. A man like him wouldn't have fallen for her attempts to
seem like she knew what she was doing

And he'd said nojrhingA He just keer going, kepf Jr0|<ir1g, kep’r—

No. That wasn't fair. She'd wanted it. She'd |ou||eo| him closer,
Wropped her |egs around him, and hoped he wouldn't stop.

He must think her foolish now, the kind of monipu|o+ive woman
who deceived men to get what she wanted.

She presseo| her po|ms ogoins’r her eyes, wishing she'd been
honest from the start, H’]ough even H1roug|’1 the guiH, she couldn't
quite regret the act itself. Because it had felt..

She let herself remember the weigH of his boo|y over hers, the
way he'd moved inside her, the pleasure she hadn't known existed..
the way he'd made her feel desired..

She forced herself out of bed to try fo write, but stared at blank
pages for hours. The words wouldn't come. They‘d scattered, burned
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away by the memory of his hands, his mouth, and the way that he'd
looked at her.

She'd wished despero+e|y that the store was open, that she could
lose herself in the routine of she|ving books and he|ping customers,
onerhing to escape the endless |oop of her JrhougHsA

But what disturbed her most was how different she felt. She was
no |onger a virgin, and in @ socie’ry where a woman'’s virtue was her
currency, that should have devastated her. She should have been
weeping, wringing her hands, and uHer|y terrified of being seen as
ruined gooo|s.

Instead, she felt awakened, alive in a way she hadn't known was
possib|eA She couldn't bring herself to care about what society
demanded she should feel, not when her body still hungered for him,
and she wanted him again, consequences be damned.

Though how could she deserve it ofter osking him to believe
a lie?

Wo|king to work on Mondoy, her Jr|’1ighs still ached with every
step, her body still sore from the nithr before, but the pain didn't
slow her. She pressed Fingers to her Jrern|o|e, her head Jrhrobbing with
the sick certainty that he must despise her now for the lie.

She nearly missed the storefront.

Danny stood b\/ the door, arms crossed, shoulders tense.

“You're late.” His voice carried an edge. ‘| was about to start
seorching.”

| overs|ep+.” She fumbled with her keys, ovoiding his seorching
gaze.

“Are you all right? You look..” He paused, studying her face, her
rumpled clothes, the careful way she moved. ‘Different.

I'm fine.”

“You sure?" His gaze drifted to the collar of her coat.

| said I'm fine.”

“You don't look it.”

She eropped and turned. “Donny, I'm late. | need to open the
shop.”

"You've been with him, haven't you? Romano.”

129



Her mouth went o|ry, but she forced herself to meet his eyes.
"He's a customer.”

“Listen, Serafing, | know who he is. Everyone does. He's not some
charming stranger. He's in the mob.”

“You don't know onyﬂﬁing about him-"

‘I 'know enough.” Danny stepped closer. “Men like Romano don't
keep women around for conversation. He's using you.” He hesitated.
‘Look, | had someone. Back in Boston. Her name was Lily.”

Serafina s+oppeo| to listen. Danny never talked about his
background.

"She was smart. Gentle. Not the kind to fall for trouble, but she
met a guy who o|woys had the fanciest suits and broughf her giFJrsA
He was chorming to her, but con’rro”ing.” He looked down as if the
memory poined him. "l Jrhoughf he was protective until she moved in
with him."

“What hoppened to her?”

His eyes lifted, empty and cold. "W hen the police found her, she
was locked in a soundproof room. Chained up. She'd been there for
neor|y a month.”

Serafina stared at him.

“She died in the hospital from an infection, trying to say
his name.”

Silence fell between them.

I'm not saying Romano’s like that,” Danny said, voice lower now.
‘But it 0|Woys starts with secrecy. They make you feel specio|, like
you're the on|y one who sees them.”

She swallowed. "I'm sorry about Lily. But that's not what's
happening here. Nothing at all is happening here.’

‘Promise me you'll be careful,” he said. “If anything feels off, you
come to me. | don't want to see this hoppen to you."

His hand hovered in the air like he meant to touch her, fingers
+Wi+c|'1ing s|igh+|y, but he didn'.

She erepped back. “Thank you. | need to get to work, now.”

His expression tightened. "Mr. Thompson's inside.”

That s+oppeo| her cold. "W hat?”

She turned and pushed Jrhrough the unlocked door.
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"Mr. Thompson, I'm sorry | was.."

Mr. Thompson stood behind the counter, a Jre|egrom spreod
before him. His usuo”y neat appearance was o|is|'1eve|eo|, his tie
askew.

"Mr. Thompson?” Serafina approached cautiously. "W hat's
happened?”

‘I got a telegram last night. From Kensington House.”

lce water poureo| info her chest. Her Fingers curled against the
edge of the counter.

"They said ’rhey're reconsidering our poerership and mig|’1+ stop
supplying us with books.”

She tried to speok, but her voice coughf

"They didn't say wh\/,“ he added. "But sixty percent of our stock
comes from them. If we lose that account..”

"How long do we have?” she asked, surprised by how steady her
voice sounded.

"They want a decision by month’s end. About ‘restructuring our
re|o+ions|'1i|o.m He set the Jre|egr<:1m down with careful hands. "Serafing,
| may have to close Wednesdoys and weekends. Cut our hours until
we find new supp|iers.“

She nodded, mind racing. Kensington was methodical: first the
veiled Jrhrecﬂrs, now economic pressure. He was bocking her info a
corner where saying no would cost everyone around her.

The morning crowled by. She shelved books, helped customers,
maintained her proFessiono| smile, but underneath, calculations ran
+hrough her head. How |ong before the shop failed en+ire|\/? How
|ong before M. Thompson lost everyﬂwing from his livelihood to his
wife's security because she'd refused a powerful man's advances?

Each time she looked at Mr. Thompson's kind, worried face,
nausea churned +hroug|f1 her. This was her fault. All of it. And he had
no idea.

By middoy, the bell above the door chimed.

She looked up, and froze. Mr. Romano stood in the doorway.
Mr. Thompson s’rroithrened behind the counter, his expression
hordening as he took in the man fi”ing the doorwoy. "Can | he|p you,

sir?” His voice stayed polite, but cool.
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Serafina erepped forward before the tension could thicken further,
her. "Mr. Thompson, this is Mr. Romano.” She forced herself to meet
the mobster's eyes, fo hold that burning gaze even as heat flooded
through her. "He purchased that volume you thought wouldn't sell—
the Petrarch collection.”

‘Romano.” Mr. Thompson said the name quietly. "Yes, I'm familiar
with the face of the Romano family's boss. ['ve seen it in the papers.”

Serafina’s nausea kicked up. "He's been in before, Mr. Tl’]ompson
He has an appreciation for poetry.” She met her employer’s worried
gaze. "Il be dll right”

Mr. Romano 1‘i|opeo| his hat to M. Thompson, the gesture almost
courHy.

Mr. Thompson hesitated, his hand resting on the counter. His eyes
moved from Francesco to Serofing, c|eor|y torn between his meetings
and |eoving her alone with a man whose reputation preceded him.
“Serafina—"

Tl be fine,” she said softly, more gently this time. "Really. Don't
you have your meetings to attend?”

He waited another moment. Fino”y, he nodded s|ow|\/A “Lock up
when \/ou're done.” The words were directed at her, but his eyes
remained on Mr. Romano.

She waited, tension Winding ﬁgl’ﬁrer in her chest, until she heard
the bell chime and the s|f10|o door shut. Then someﬂwing inside her
snapped. Her hands shook as she hurriedly locked the door, flipped
the sign to "Closed,” and shut all the curtains. With the flick of a
switch, the overhead |igh+s went out.

I'm sorry.“ she said, breathless, as she moved to turn on a |omp
near the velvet reoding sofa. She turned back to face him, and the
words tumbled out. *I didn't mean—"

“You look Jrired,” Francesco soid, his voice a low rumble as he
pu||eo| the chain on another small |om|o. Warm |igh+ spi||eo| across
his face.

“So do you.” She g|omceo| at him, then down at her hands. "Look,
Saturday night...

"You lied fo me about being with a man before.”
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Heat flooded her cheeks with shame. She nodded, then forced
herself to look back up. "Yes.”

“Why?'

‘Because | thought..” She swallowed hard against the bile rising in
her throat. | HﬁougH you wouldn't want to... that you‘d think | was
too poﬂﬂeﬁc for someone like you.”

Mr. Romano sfoyed quiet for a |ong moment, s+uo|ying her face
as if trying to read someJrhing written in a |onguoge he didn't quite
understand. "Someone like me?”

"Sophis’ricoJred and wor|o||y.“ Her voice dropped. "And dongerousﬁ

"And now?” He erepped closer, close enough that she could feel
the heat roo|io+ing from his body, and smell the faint scent of his
cologne. Do you still think I'm dangerous?”

"Yes. But | don't care anymore. Saturday night... I've never felt like
that before. Never felt so..” She searched for words that could
capture the enormity of how he'd made her feel so alive. “So much
like a woman. So much like | was burning alive and didn't want it
to stop.”

His eyes darkened. "You don't know what you're saying.”

‘Don't say that!” Some’rhing fierce and o|esper0+e rose up in her,
pushing past the guilt, the nausea, and the fear. "I may have been
inexperienced, but I'm not s1‘upid | know what | feel. | know what |
want.” She took a step toward him, c|osing the distance he'd been
trying to maintain. | know that every time you look at me, someJrhing
inside me catches fire. And | know that I'd rather burn than go back
to the cold.”

“What do you want, Serafina?’ His voice was rough, like he was
bore|y ho|o|ing himself back.

"‘More of it,” she Wlﬁispered ‘| want more.”

For a heartbeat, neither of them moved. The air between them
crackled. Then, slowly, carefully, Mr. Romano raised his hand to cup
her face.

“Are you sure?” he asked, his thumb tracing along her cheekbone
with devos+o+ing gen+|eness. "You need to understand, Serafina, that

we're on|y seeing each other for a few weeks at most.” His jaw
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tightened. "Can you accept that? Or do you think you'll end up
wanting more?’

She held his goze s+eoc|i|y, even as her heart hammered against
her ribs. | understand this isn't what you hired me for. And | know
what this is, and what it isn't. But if | get nofhing else out of any of
this than just experiencing what | have with you..” She drew a breath.
It will be worth it

“You say that now."

‘| ' mean it now.” She raised her hand to cover his where it cupped
her face. 'I'm not osking for forever. I'm just osking for now."

His expression shifted, the careful control s|ipping for just a
moment to reveal some+|’1ing raw beneath. "You're going to make this
impossib|e,u he said rougH\/.

Instead of responding with words, Serafina rose onto her toes.
Their |ips met so}CHy at first. She exhaled against his mouth, “It's
o|reoo|y impossib|e.“

Francesco wrapped his hand around the back of her head.

He genHy kissed the corner of her mouth, her cheek, a little
farther back...

Tell me to s’rop,“ he whispered into her ear.

‘If | wanted you to stop, | would have run already.

A low snarl tore from his throat, and the last thread of restraint
snapped. His mouth slammed over hers, tongue forcing past her lips
to taste her. She kissed him harder, pu||mg at his coat and trying to
get closer. He guided her toward the |o|ush sofa. He seized her hips,
spun her, and backed her foward the sofa. Before Jrhey o|rop|oeo|, his
hands slid under her skirt, bunching the fabric to her waist. Fingers
hooked the waistband of her panties; he drogged them down her
Jr|'1ighs in one rough tug, the fabric coJrching on her knees before
kicking them aside.

He fell onto the sofg, |egs spreod, pu||ing her down to straddle
him. Her thighs trembled. His hand snaked down. Two fingers push
into her slick heat without warning. She gosped, hips jerking. He
curled them, erroking once, twice, droggmg a broken moan from her
throat.
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She worked his belt buckle with shoking Fingers, then reached
between Jrhem, drogging his Zipper down. Her hand found him hard
and slick with anticipation.

She sank down, guiding him in as he thrust up. The stretch
burned, exquisiJre and overwheh’mng‘ She clenched around his thick
|eng+h, trying fo trap him inside. He filled her so comp|e+e|y that her
vision blurred. The world shrank to the thick slide of him, the wet
heat where Hwey joined, and the s|op of skin on skin.

Palms s|iding down to cup her ass, his Fingers dug into her soft
flesh as she rode him fast and shallow with increasing desperoﬁon
while moans spi||eo| ogoiner him. His hands traveled up her bock,
+ong|ing in her hair with possessive force, mouth scorching the
sensitive curve of her neck with teeth and tongue and whispered
ltalian prayers that made her pu|se race faster.

In one rough motion, he lifted and twisted her. The velvet
cushions pressed against Serofina’s back as Francesco followed her
down. She bore|y had time to catch her breath before he pushed her
legs up and over his shoulders. Her hands flew to cushions behind her
head as the couch creaked under his force. The deep drive of him
stole ’rhouthr itself.

Her legs trembled. The spiral built too fast, too intense, body
Jr|'1reoJrer1ing to shatter before—

The shift came as release beckoned.

He pu||eo| out |ong enough to o|rop back to the sofa. She landed
in his |O||o, back pressed to his chest, cock buried again from this new
ong|e that made coherent words impossib|e She begon to fall apart
as this position drove erroigH into her sweet spot.

Francesco's grunt vibrated through her, one arm locked around
her chest while the other slid around her and down between her
+hig|'15. His Fingers found her clit, circ|ing fast and +ig|f1+ until she jo|Jreo|
with @ shorp gasp.

The crash came like a tidal wave. Hard and Jrithr, c|enching,
pu|sing, body pu||ing him deeper with every spasm. She bit her |ip to
keep herself quiet, but a cry escoped anyway.

A hand clamped over her mouth. She grabbed it, pressing harder
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to muffle her moans as convulsions wracked her frame. Her wet heat
contracting arou nd him while he thrust up re|en+|ess|\/, driving her
Jr|’1roug|’1 every wave.

“Sera..” he growled against her ear as he pulled her down harder,
pounding until he fino”y broke. His release pu|sed into |'1€r, hips
jerking with each pu|se. SpenJr and panting, he let his hand s|ip to her
waist.

Her back rested against his chest, still Fee|ing him throb inside her,
his arm wropped Jrithr around her waist as if he needed to hold her
there a moment |onger. His breath, warm against her shoulder,
begom to s1‘eo1dy, Hmugh his Fingers dug into her hip. She could feel
his wild heartbeat Jrhundering against her spine.

Her skin hummed. The ache spreading low was warm and
intense. He remained inside her, Jrhough soHening now, and she
surrendered, |e’r+ing herself melt against him.

Her head dropped back onto his shou|der, eyes drh(ﬁng closed.
For one perfec’r moment, she simp|y breathed, pre+ending this meant
some’rhing more, and that she was his, and he was hers.

Then reo|i+y crashed back as quid<|y as if ice water had been
dumped on her.

Her eyes snapped open. She jerked forward with a shuddering
gasp as he s|ipped from her. She neor|y stumbled trying to standHer
skirt fell crooked around her hips. Her Hﬂghs trembled, s+id<y evidence
of him, and her breath came too fast to slow.

What had she done? W hat had she become?

She couthr sighf of her crump|ed panties beside the couch. With
shoking Fingers, she bent to retrieve them, then p|oced them obsenHy
on a neorby chair before brocing her hands against the wood to
ereody herself. The room filted around her.

Her lungs felt tight. Her belly ached. Down the insides of her legs,
thick warmth dripped.

Behind her, she heard the rustle of fabric, the soft metallic slide of
a zipper, and then quiet FooJrereps.

His warm Fingers touched her shoulder. She Jrumed, keeping her
eyes lowered. She couldn't bear to see indifference on his face, or to

see him unmoved while she was unrove|ing, until his hand cupped
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her cheek. She flinched, but on|y for a moment, before |eoning into
his touch like the fool she was, despero+e for whatever scrap of
tenderness he'd give.

Tl pick you up Friday, at eight, for dinner,” he said. ‘Dress to
the nines.”

Then he s’repped bock, ovoiding her gaze. His head was bowed
as he turned away, as if shame or regret had fino”y couthr up fo
him. He unlocked the door, and then it closed behind him.

For a long moment, Serafina remained frozen. Her heart raced.
Her fingers pressed into the back of the sofa. Her skin flushed. Her
breath s1‘o1yeo| shallow as his scent faded from the air.

She'd given him everyﬂﬂng‘ Her innocence, her body, her trust—
and he'd walked away as if it had been no’rhing to him.

At last, she turned to retrieve her panfies.

But they were gone.
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CHAPTER

The morning air bit at Serafina’s skin as she approached The
Purrfect Tale, but her Foo’rereps slowed when she saw the figure
waiting
by the door.

He stood with his back to the shop window, impeccob|y dressed
in a charcoal suit, checking his pockeJr watch with the casual patience
of a man who knew his time was never wasted. When he looked
up and saw her, his mouth curved into a smile that made her
stomach turn.

Where was Danny? If there was ever a time she wished fo see
him hovering |oy the entrance with his too-intense concern and offers
of coffee, it was now. But the flower shop next door was still dark,
and the street felt too empty and quiet.

She forced herself to keep walking.

‘Good morning, Miss Silvano,” Mr. Kensington said pleasantly, as
if ’rhey were old friends meeting by chance.

"Good morning, sir.” Her voice came out bore|y above a
whisper She fumbled with her keys, hands Jrremb|mg e boc”y the
metal jomg|ed<

"Allow me.” He didn't touch her, but he s’repped closer.

I've got it, sir.”

She knew he was going to speok with her, and that whatever he
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wanted, she wouldn't be able to refuse. When she Fino”y got the key
into the lock and pushed the door open, she held it for him, unable o
meet his eyes.

He followed her inside.

They were bctre|y past the threshold when he spoke

‘| hear M. Thompson‘s been hoving quite the difficult time
Fmding new supp|iers.“ He walked s|ow|y between the shelves,
running his Fingers o|ong the spines of books as if he owned them.
“Three pub|is|ﬁers have declined to work with him this week alone.
Quite remarkable, reo||y, how quick|y a reputation can be desﬂoyed”

Serafina’s throat ’rigHened. "W hat did you do?”

‘Me?" He turned, pressing a hand to his chest in mock innocence.
‘I simply made a few phone calls. Let certain people know that The
Purrfect Tale might not be the most... reliable business partner. That
Mr. Thompson has been moking poor decisions |o+e|y.“ His smile
widened. "Financial Jrroub|es, Jrhe\/ say. Possible inso|vency. You know
how these rumors spread.”

“You're destroying him,” she breathed.

I'm o|es+roying noﬂwing," Mr. Kensinngon corrected, his tone
shorpening “You're des+roying |'1]m, Miss Silvano. E\/ery o|o\/ you
de|oy, every moment you hesitate, is another nail in this poJrheJric little
s|'10p's coffin.” He picked up a book from a neorby o|isp|oy and let it
drop carelessly to the floor. "And poor Mrs. Thompson. The medical
bills must be astronomical. What will hoppen to her when he can't
afford her care anymore?’

"\)\/hy are you doing this?" Her voice cracked.

‘Because | can.” He stepped close enough that she had to filt her
head back to meet his eyes. ‘Because you need to understand your
posiﬁon, Miss Silvano. You have no power here, no opﬁons, no hope
of rescue.” He paused, letting the words sink in. "Unless, of course, you
do exactly as | say.”

She couldn't speok. Could bore|y breathe.

“You're going tfo meet me Fridoy evening. Six o'clock. My
apartment on Fifth Avenue.” He said it moHer—of—FocHy, as if he were
scheduhng a business meeﬁng‘

‘No." The word came out weak, pathetic. ‘No, I'm not—| can't-"
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“You can, and you will.” His voice didn't rise, but someﬂwing in
it made her flinch. "Unless \/ou‘o| preFer to watch this p|oce burn
to the ground? Watch Mr. Thompson lose everything? Watch his
wife suffer?”

"Please—"

‘Friday. Six o'clock.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled
out a card with an address written in e|egon+ script. He set it on the
counter. ‘Fifth Avenue. Don't be late.”

‘| won't=" She tried again, her voice stronger now, desperoﬁre. I'm
not going to—"

| promise not to touch you,” he said smoo’rHy, cutting off her
protest. His tone was reassu ring, almost genﬂe, but there was
some’rhing in his eyes that made the promise ring hollow. “Just a
conversation. Just an... unders’ronding between us about how this
arrangement will proceed.”

The way he said it made her skin crawl. An uno/ersfonding. As if
there was onerhing mutual about this, ony’rhing at all that she had
ogreed to.

"Fridoy at six,” he repeoJred, turning toward the door. He poused
with his hand on the handle, |ool<ing back at her over his shoulder.
‘Oh, and Miss Silvano? Wear something pretty. Not that dreadful
brown thing you have on now. | do have standards.”

Then he was gone.

Serafina stood frozen in the middle of the shop, staring at the
card on the counter. Her whole body trembled. The morning |igh+
streaming +hrough the windows felt foo brithr, too normal, as if the
world outside didn't understand that evererhing had just shifted, that
the trap had closed Jrithrer.

Fridoy at six.

She picked up the card with shoking fingers. The address was
written in bold, confident strokes. Fifth Avenue. Where peop|e with
money and power lived.

| promise not to touch you.

But she didn't believe him. The way he'd looked at her and
smiled was the look of a predoJror who'd o|reoo|y decided how the

hunt would end.
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She heard FooJrereps outside and looked up, hope ﬂoring for just a
moment that is might be Mr. Romano. But it was just someone
wo|l<ing past.

She was alone.

And on Fridoy at six o'clock, she would have to walk into that
apartment, into whatever hell he had p|ormeo| for her, because the
alternative was woJrching evererhing and everyone she cared about
be deerroyed.

The card felt like it was burning her Fingers. She wanted to tear it
up, to throw it away, and to pre+eno| this wasn't hoppening.

But instead, she s|i|o|oeo| it into her pockeJr, where it sat like a stone
against her heart.

Friday at six.

“This is absolutely preposterous!” Clara’s voice cut through the
e|egon+ sitting room of the Rondo|ph estate, her teacup c|o’r+ering
against its saucer as she set it down hard. "How can Mr. Kensington
withdraw his support without explanation? It's unconscionable!’

Serdfina sat rigio| in the velvet armchair across from her friend,
hands c|osped +ig|'1+ in her |op fo stop their +remb|ing. Every muscle in
her boo|y ached from the tension of maintaining this facade, of
preJrending normo|cy when she felt like she was bore|\/ ho|ding herself
+oge+her.

"These +hmgs hoppen in business,” she monoged, Jrhough the
words felt like broken g|oss in her throat.

‘But the bookshop has been faithful for yeorsl“ Clara’s cheeks
flushed as she poced, her brithr ye||ow dress swir|ing around her
knees. "And poor Mr. Thompson. W hat will become of him? The
shop’s all he has with his wife so ill."

"We'll monoge," Serafina said quie’r|y. ‘Mr. Thompson‘s c|osing
Wednesdoys and weekends. We need to stretch our inventory until
we Figu re out what to do.”

Clara eropped short, turning with wide eyes. "Close weekends?

But So+urdoy morning‘s your busiest timel”
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‘It's femporary.” Serafina forced herself to meet Clara’s gaze
despiJre the sick Weithr in her stomach. "We need to buy time.”

“This is wrong, Sera. Dad could speak to someone, or perhaps...

‘No,” Serafina snapped. The word came out sharper than
intended, moking Clara flinch. She couldn't bear the +houg|'1+ of
Clard's father getting involved, of questions being asked, of anyone
discovering what she'd done. "Please, Clara. Mr. Thompson and | will
handle this.”

Clara studied her friend's |o0|e Foce, brow fu rrowing with concern.
“All right but you look dreadful, o|or|ing W hen did you last s|eep
properly? Or eat a full meal?’

The simp|e quesﬁon neor|y broke Jr|'1rough Serafina’s defenses. She
could feel tears ’rhreo+ening and taste bile rising in her throat. “I'm fine.
Just worried about the shop.”

“All rigH for now, but or1|y for now.” Clara settled back with the
expression she wore when she was trying to fix Jr|f1ir1gs and make the
world brigh’rer, pre’rending evererhmg could be wonderful if she just
tried hard enough ‘Now, Sera, I've been invited to tea Wednesdoy
afternoon, somefhing with the |i+erory society ladies. The hostess said |
could bring a guest.”

“Clara, | don't think..”

Il be perfect for you,” Clara continued. "Good conversation,
refined company, and a chance to forget your troubles. You need
respite. This worry is consuming you. We can't let ourselves be
consumed by things we can't control, can we?’

Serafina shook her head, panic rising at the Jrhouthr of po|i+e
conversation when she could bore|y hold herself JrogeH’]er. | couldn't
possibly. With reduced hours, every moment matters.”

"Matters for what? Fretting yourself into the grave?” Clara leaned
forward. Her eyes showed the same kind of pain Serafina was trying
to hide. "Believe me, darling, | know what it's like to let worry eat you
alive and to think if you just do the rigH Hﬂng and work hard
enoug|’1 at it, then e\/eryfhing will be fine. But sometimes...” Her voice
coughf “Sometimes you need fo let peop|e.“

‘| wouldn't be gooo| compcmym”
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‘Nonsense.” Clara reached across to take Serafina’s hand. The
touch made Serofina flinch. Clara's eyes widened s|igh+|y. “You'd be
my company, and that's enough. | couldn’t enjoy myseh( knowing
you're spending the day worrying. Please?’

Serafina felt Jrrct|0|oeo| between Clara’s genuine concern and her
own churning dread. How could she sit among strangers moking
|o|eoson+ conversation when she felt so dir+y, so broken? But Clara’s
hopefu| expression made refusal impossib|e

| suppose, if you Jrru|\/ think it would he|p.”

"Wonderfull” Clara c|o|o|oeo| her hands once, face brithrening with
what looked almost like relief. “You'll see, o|cxr|ir19 A chonge of scene
will do wonders. We'll have such a lovely time.”

Serafina g|oncec| at the ornate mon+e|piece clock. Ne0r|\/ three
o'clock. The sound seemed unnaturally loud. Her stomach clenched as
she counted the hours until evening.

‘| should go,” she said obrupﬂy, rising. ] forgo+ some’rhing at
the shop.”

Clara’s smile dimmed at her friend’s sudden urgency. “Are you
sure you couldn't stay for supper? | feel | hardly see you anymore.

I'm sorr\/," Serafina soio|, go’rhering her homdbog and g|oves with
unsteady hands. Things have been chaotic with the shop troubles,
and I..”

‘| understand.” Clara stood, expression troubled. "l worry, you
know. You're my best friend, and you seem so..” She paused. Her
voice soffened. ‘| know what it's like to feel like you're drowning, Sera.
After Theodore..” She didn't finish the sentence, but the pain flickered
across her face before she composed herself. | just don't want you to
suffer alone like | did. Promise me you'll tell me if things get too heavy
to bear?”

For a moment, Serafina neor|\/ told Clara everyﬂ’ﬂng about
Mr. Kensington's demand. But the thought of Clara’s horror, her pity,
and her inobi|i+y to understand what Serafina would have to endure
was unbearable. Clara lived in a world where prob|ems \/ie|ded to
money and influence, where good intentions fixed Jrhings. She couldn't

grasp the kind of choice Serafina had faced.

143



Tl be fine,” Serafina said instead, leaning in fo kiss Clara’s cheek.
“Thank you for the invitation. Next Wednesdoy afternoon’?”

“Two o'clock. I'll collect you myself. No arguments.”

"Thank you

Clara threw her arms around Sercfina. "W hatever troubles you,
you know you can tell me ony’rhing? | may not o|woys know the
rithr Jrhing to soy—God knows I've made enough mistakes trying to
fix what can't be fixed—but I'll always listen. And we'd all be happy
tfo he|p you with whatever you need.

Serafina’s throat ’righ’rened, but she nodded. "Of course. I'll see
you then."

Wo”dng down the Rondo|ph estate steps, Serafina felt Clara’s
worried gaze Fo||owing her. Her friend meant we||, but some burdens
couldnt be shared. Some choices had to be made alone. And some
pain couldn't be fixed with tea parties and forced brithmess, no
matter how much Clara wished it could.

The afternoon stretched eno||ess|y before her. She couldn't face
going home to her empty apartment where the silence would leave
her alone with her Jrhoughfs, with the memory of what she'd done.
Instead, she found herself wo”<ing oim|ess|y Jrhrough the city streets,
trying to exhaust herself enough that s|eep mig|’1+ come without
dreams.

B\/ evening, her feet ached and her boo|y was wrung out with
exhaustion, but her mind still raced. When she Fino”y climbed the
stairs to her apartment, every step felt like a monumental effort.

By the time she reached her bui|ding, her hands shook so boo”y
she could bore|y manage the key. Inside her small apartment, she
stood motionless in the entryway, staring at the simp|e Fumishings that
suo|o|en|\/ felt precious and frogi|e4 After that nithr, would she still be

the same person who lived here? Would these rooms still be home?

R C< 2 0%

S+ono|ing before her mirror, Serafina bore|y recognized the |o0||e,

ho”ow—eyed woman S'i'OI’iﬂg lOOCl( at helﬂ She |OOl<€CI |i|<€ a ghos1‘ O]C
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herself, all the color drained from her face.

‘It can't fake |ong,” she Whispered to her reflection, the words
bore|y audible in the quiet room. ‘It can't take |ong.“

She took a o|eep breath, then another, trying to s+eoo|y the violent
Jrrembhng in her hands. Think of Mr. Thompson. Think of the shop,
Think of who would suffer if it closed. This was just one evening, just
a few hours of her life in exchonge for saving someﬂﬁing precious.

The walk to Mr. Kensington's address was like a funeral march.
The streets around her seemed s+ronge|y muted, the usual sounds of
the city Foding into a dull bockground hum.

It can't take |ong,” she Wl’]ispered again. ‘It can't take |ong‘ It
can't..” She took a o|ee|o breath, then another, trying to s+eoo|y the
violent Jrrembhng in her hands.

She noticed details during her walk that she usuo||y overlooked.
The crack in a sidewalk wasn't there before. The way the lamplight
couthr the edge of @ windowpone made it look like doyﬂme. The
smell of coal smoke in the air sickened her. It was as if her mind were
despero+e|y grasping for onerhing to focus on other than her
destination. Too soon, she found herself Wo|l<ing up the stairs to
his floor.

The door opened almost immedio’re|y, as if he had been waiting
just behind it. Mr. Kensingfon stood there with a smug smile, his eyes
g|iHering with malice.

“Serafing,” he said, his voice warm and welcoming as if she were
a dear friend coming for a social call. ‘Right on time. Please, come in."

She s+eppeo| across the threshold, Fee|ing as +hough she were
crossing into a world where normal rules didn't opp|y, where decent
people didn't dare venture.

‘Can | offer you some wine?" he asked pleasantly, gesturing
toward the sitting room. *I have a lovely Bordeaux I've been saving
for a specio| occasion.”

The casual normalcy of the offer made her stomach churn. "No,
thank you.’

‘Come now, don't be shy. This should be a pleasant evening for
both of us." He moved to pour himself g|oss from a crys+c1|

decanter, the |iquid co+c|'1ing the |omp|ig|’1+ like blood. “After all, as
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long as | get what | want, Il certainly consider resuming our business
re|o+ionship with the bookshop.“

"Consider?” she repeo+eo|, her voice stronger now, edged with
desperation. ‘But | thought—you said if | came here~"

‘I said I'd consider if the little shop would receive another
shipmenjr,“ he corrected smoo’rH\/, +ol<ing a sip of his wine. "Sure|\/ you
understand | need some insurance in p|oce before moking any firm
commitments.”

“Insurance?”

He set down his g|oss, then crossed to a side table and retrieved a
narrow wooden case with brass hinge& When he ﬂipped it open,
Serofina saw the gleam of polished glass and ivory objects, leather
harnesses, +hings she didn't recognize, but understood all too quicHy.

He held her gaze as he spoke, his tone colder now. ‘I find it's best
to settle cerfain matters eor|y. A woman may promise discretion, but
promises wear thin under pressure. This, however—"he gestured to
the contents of the box "—is permanent.

‘| don't understand.”

“You'll use them on yourself,” he said, calm as ever. "W hile | take
pho+ogrop|ﬁs4"

Serofina stepped back a full pace before she even realized she'd
moved. Her breath caught in her throat. "What?’

‘I'd rather not,” he said. “But | find insurance is pruderﬁ in these
arrangements. You strike me as clever, Serafina. You understand the
posiﬁon you're in. If you refuse... the shop Fo|ds—immedio’re|y. No last
chances, no rescues, and no one will be surprised when the girl who
got foo close to me disoppeors."

Serofina stood frozen, her mind reeling. This was worse than
onerhing she had imogined, more degroding than she had prepored
herself for. The room seemed to spin around her as the full horror of
her situation became clear.

‘Now then, shall we get started? The bedroom is just Jrhrough
there. | suggest you begin |oy removing that dreodfu“\/ |o|oin dress.”

‘| =1 don't understand how this is insurance,” she stammered,
bocking toward the wall.

‘Don't be naive, my dear. A few compromising p|'10+ogrop|'15, and
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| can be assured of your discretion. Step out of line, and... let's just say
your reputation would be quite JrhorougMy ruined.” His patience was
c|eor|y wearing thin. "Now stop wasting time and do as | said.”

When she still didn't move, his expression darkened. "I won't ask
again, Serafina. Either you cooperate Wi||ing|y, or I'll make this much
more unp|eoson+ for both of us.”

Mr. Kensington set his wine g|oss down. The crys+o| made a soft
clink that seemed unno+uro||y loud in the silence. His eyes traveled
over her body.

“You know,u he said converso+iono||y, circ|ing c|oser, "I've done this
before. The photographs, | mean. It's remarkable how quickly @
woman’s spirit breaks once she realizes what she's given owoyf' He
poused behind her, close enough that she could feel his breath on her
neck. "And you will break, Serafina. They always do.”

She couldn't move. Her bod\/ had gone rigio| with ferror.

“The camera doesn't lie,” he continued, moving back into her line
of sight. ‘Every moment and all the humiliation will be captured.” He
smiled. "And the beaquy of it? You'll do it all to yoursehc, with your
own hcmds, while | simp|\/ watch and document. No one will believe
you didn't want this.”

He walked to the bedroom doorwoy and turned back, his
silhouette framed in the dim |igh+.

"When we're done, you'|| leave here with noﬂqing more than the
knowledge that | own you now. | will own every humiliating image
of you doing Jrhings you can't even imagine yet." His voice dropped to
some’rhing almost genﬂe, which made it worse. "And if you ever o|elcy
me, if you ever think about Jre||ir1g anyone what hoppened here, those
phoJrogrophs will find their way fo everyone you know. Your friend
Miss Rondo|ph will see them. Mr. Tl’]ompson Your neighbors
Everyone.

‘Now." His tone shifted back to businesslike crispness. The
bedroom. Remove your dress. We have a long evening ahead of us,
and | do so hate to be rushed.”

With shoking hands, Serafina reached for the top button of her

dress, her vision |o|urring with unshed tears. Behind Kensing+on, she
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could see the camera o|reoo|y set up on its +ripod, waiting. A
predo+or‘s trap, and she had walked rig|’1’r into it.
His smile widened as her Fingers fumbled with the button.
‘Good girl,” he murmured. "This will all be so much easier if you

just do as you're told.”

oo~

But as the minutes ticked b\/, thaot anger twisted into someﬂqing
that felt uncomfortably like fear. Where the hell was she? Had she
run? Had she finally come to her senses and disappeared?

Miss Silvano was many Jrhings, but unreliable had not been one of
them.

His Fingers drummed against his knee as unwelcome possibi|i+ies
keer creeping into his mind. Had someﬂwing hoppened to her? Was
she hurt? The Jrhough’r sent a violent su rge of possessive rage erough
his chest, which he immedio+e|y tried to push down. This was a
business arrangement. Her pu nc+uo|i’ry mattered on|y insofar as it
aoffected their professiono| o|o|igo+ions.

He didn't believe that lie any more than he believed the sky was
green.

He was about to abandon his vigi| when he spoHed a familiar
Figure moving s|ow|\/ down the street. Even in the dim |igh+, he
recognized her walk, Jrhough someJrhmg was devos+o+ing|y wrong
with it. Her usual grocelcu| stride had been rep|oceo| by someHﬁing
broken and defeated.

Francesco rose from the bench and crossed the street, his |ong
legs covering the distance quickly. As he drew closer, he could see her
face more c|eor|y in the |omp|ig|’1’r, and what he saw there made his
chest Jrithren

There were shadows under her eyes that hadn't been there
before, a hollowness to her cheeks that spoke of more than a missed
meal. Her clothes were wrink|ed, as if she'd been Wo|l<ing for hou rs,

and there was someJrhing in her posture, in the careful way she held
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herself, that set off every protective instinct he possessed. He wanted
to find whoever had hurt her and make them pay in blood.

"Miss Silvano.” His voice came out roug|’1, edged with hours of
suppressed worry. "W here the hell have you been?’

She looked up, startled, as if she hadn't seen him opprooching
Her eyes were red-rimmed, her face pole and drawn, like she'd been
crying. ‘Mr. Romano. | didn't expect..”

“We had an engagement fonight,” he said, fighting to keep his
tone level when what he wanted to do was shake her until she
told him who had done this to her. “I've been waiting for almost three
hours."

She stared at him b|onl<|y for a moment, as if his words were
coming from very far away. “The bookshop is Focing some difficulties
and may have to close.”

Fuck the bookshop.

Francesco studied her face more corefu”y, Jr(:iking in details that
made his blood run cold. She wouldn't quite meet his eyes. She
maintained foo much of a distance, as if afraid to get too close. Her
hands s|ig|’1f|y tremored Jr|'1ough she'd c|osped them Jrogeﬂqer‘ “What
kind of difficulties?”

‘I don't want to discuss it,” she said quickly, wrapping her arms
around herself. | needed to walk, and | lost track of time.”

Francesco's hands clenched at his sides as he noticed every+hing
she wasn't saying. “Serafina—"

‘Please!” She looked up at him with bone-deep exhaustion. "Please,
sir, don't ask me about it rig|'1Jr Now. Evererhing is still too uncertain.
..l can't discuss it yet."

Francesco's hands formed fists at his sides. He'd seen that look
before... on victims... on peop|e who'd been violated in ways that left
marks you couldn't see.

And if someone had touched her—

He couldn't finish the thought, because if he did, he'd lose control
comp|e+e|y.

"\/ery well,” he said +hrough griHed teeth, Forcing himself to step

back. The urge to goﬂ’]er her into his arms was almost overwhe|ming.
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But he could see that she was bore|y ho|ding herself Jrogeﬂwer, and he
wouldn't be the one to break her. "But this cannot hoppen again. Our
arrangement requires dependobﬂﬁy."

Fuck the arrangement. Fuck dependability. He wanted to know
who had hurt her.

She nodded quickly. "Of course. It won't happen again.”

They stood there in awkward silence for a moment.

“We'll visit the museum tomorrow,” he said finally, his voice
carefully controlled. “Ten o'clock. 'l pick you up.”

“All right” she said, managing a weak smile that didn't reach
her eyes.

‘Good." He tipped his hat slightly. "Good night, Miss Silvano.”

‘Good night, Mr. Romano.”

Francesco remained on the sidewalk, WoJrching as she climbed the
steps to her bui|o|ing She moved too coreFtuA On|\/ when he saw the
|igh+ come on in her apartment window did he Fino”y turn away.

As he walked back to his car, Francesco found himself ono|yzing
every word and gesture. The pieces were there, scattered but clear
enoug|’1 if he looked. The bookshop The strain in her voice. The
devastation she tried to hide. Someone had broken her, and the
+|’10ugh+ curdled someJrhmg deep in his chest.

The possessiveness that surged Jr|'1rough him was immediate. Mine,
some’rhing primitive in him snarled. She was his, whether she knew it
or not, whether he had any rithr to think it or not.

But that was exocHy the prob|em‘

He needed to put distance between them and end this before he
drogged her down into his world, where innocence went to die. She
deserved better than what he could give her, better than a life spent
looking over her shoulder, wondering which enemy would use her to
get to him. Better than |oving a man who killed without remorse and
would |ike|y die vio|en’r|y |ong before his time.

He should let her go and end their arrangement before this went
any further, before she became a target.

He knew he should. But first, before he could let her go, before
he could do the rithr H’]ing and walk away, he needed to find out
who had hurt her.
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W hoever it was had made a very serious mistake. A fatal one.

Francesco was going to find out who. And when he did, Jrhey
were going to learn what hoppened to peop|e who touched Jrhings
that be|onged to him.

Tlﬁey were going to learn that some men didn't just kil for
business.

Some men k|||eo| ](OI’ |o|eosure‘

ko~

Serafina’s hands fell to her |op as she stared at the blank page in
her typewriter. The keys mithr as well have been Foreign objects for
all the sense Jr|f1ey made. Every time she tried to form a Jrhouthr, the
images from Mr. Kensington's house crashed through her mind. The
click of his camera, the satisfied look in his eyes, the way he'd made
her pose.

She pressed her hands to her face, trying to block out the
memories, but Jrhey were seared into her consciousness like a brand
she'd carry forever.

[t was just phofogrophs, she told herself Firm|y. That's all.

Mr. Kensing+on hadn't forced himself on her, H}ough what he had
demanded made her stomach churn with revulsion even now. The
+hings he’'d made her do with those objects, the positions he'd
p|’10+ogrop|'1ed her in..the humiliation was a |iving Jr|’1ing inside her,
eating her alive from the inside out. Worse because she'd done it to
herself with her own hands while he watched. She pressed her |ips
JrogeH’]er, trying to block it all out, to ForgeJr the taste that |ingered
despi+e her despero+e attempts to wash it away. She'd scrubbed

her mouth until her gums bled. It hadn't he|peo|. He hadn't kep+

his promise.

Rising on uns+eoo|y |egs, she went to the kitchen to pour herself a
large cup of coffee and wrap her hands around the warm ceramic
for comfort. The first sip was too hot, bu rning her tongue. She
welcomed the pain. At least it was clean pain. Pain she could choose.

She jumped ot a knock at the door. Coffee sloshed over the rim
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of her cup. Her heart hammered as she set it down with shoking
hands. For a Jrerrifying moment, she ForgoJr who she was waiting for
and +houg|ﬁ+ it mithr be Mr. Kensing+on, coming fo demand more, to
collect on whatever sick game he was p|oying. But then she heard a
familiar voice co||ing her name.

Francesco. God, not now. She couldn't face him like this, couldn’t
pre+eno| to be whole when she was so JrhorougHy broken.

He stood there in his pen’:ecﬂy failored coat, hat in hand, |ool<ing
every inch the genﬂemon. For a moment, she was struck by how
handsome he was, how safe he made her feel by being there, and
how uHer|y wrong it was that she was eronding here covered in
invisible filth while he looked at her like she wasn't.

His eyes narrowed the moment he saw her face. "You look
unwell”

I'm fine.” The lie came oquomoJricoHy. “Just tired.”

He studied her for a long moment, and she could see him
ono|yzmg Jrhmgs, like the shadows under her eyes and the way she
held herself. "We don't have to go.’

‘No." She grobbed her coat too quick|yA ‘| want to. | need to
get out.”

At the museum, Jrhey walked Jrhrough the first go”eries in brittle
silence. Serafina found herself WoJrching Francesco's honds, as if he
might suddenly grab her. When a guard's keys jangled unexpectedly
behind them, she startled vio|en+|y, her hand F|ying to her chest as
panic flooded Jrhrough her.

Francesco's hand was on her arm ineronH\/. “What hoppened?u

“Nothing. I'm just—"She couldn't breathe properly. The sound
surprised me.”

His eyes were dark. She could see it in the set of his jaw and the
way his hand |ingered on her arm that he didn't believe her.
“Seraofina.

‘Please.” She pulled away. "Can we just look at the art?’

He let her go, but she could feel his attention on her like a
p|’1ysico| weithr.

They moved into the lfalian exhibition, and she saw Francesco’s
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expression cl’]onge Someﬂ']ing softened in him that she hadn't seen
before. For a few moments, he spoke about his childhood in |Jro|y in a
thicker accent than usual, but she could loore|y focus on his words.
Her mind kept drifting, kept seeing Mr. Kensington's camera, kept
Fee|ing the cold g|oss—

“Serafina.

She blinked. Francesco was staring at her. "I'm sorry, what?

‘I asked if you were listening.”

Yes. ltaly. Your family.” She wrapped her arms around herself.

He s+eppeo| closer, close enough that she could smell his co|ogne4
"What's wrong?’

“Nothing.

"Don't lie to me." His voice quie+eo|, Jrhough his tone shorpened.
"Something happened. | can see it

Fear spiked through her. Could he really see it? Could he tell just
by |ool<ing at her what she'd become? *l don't know what you mean.”

“You're terrified. You can barely stand still. Every sound makes
you jumpf' His hand came up like he was going to touch her Foce,
then eroppedA ‘Did someone hurt you?”

“No." The word came out too fast and high pitched. She jerked
her head.

“Serafina—"

“| said no.” She erepped back, panic c|o1wing its way out of her.
‘Can we please just continue?”

His jow clenched, but he nodded. The\/ moved Jrhrough
more go||eries, and she tried despero’re|y to focus, to prefend, fo
just be normal. But she could feel herself unraveling with every
passing minute.

When Jrhey eropped before a painting of an ltalian vi||oge,
Francesco spoke again about his chi|\/ and festivals and music, and
all Serafina could think was how wrong it was. How could she stand
here |is+ening to stories about innocence and joy when she was so
+horough|y tainted? When p|’10+ogro|ohs of her existed o|oing Jrhings
that would des+roy any chance she had ot a normal life?

But then he said someJrhing about his mother chosing him and his
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brother Jrhrough the streefs with a wooden spoon, and despiJre
ever\/Jrhing—despiJre the horror and the shame and the fear—a small,
genuine laugh escaped her.

"What?" he asked, his eyes crinkling slightly.

“| just=" She smiled, a real smile for the first time in o|oys. | can
picture you as a little |ooy, running from your mother.”

His expression softened. "We were terrors.’

Without Jrhinking, she reached out and touched his arm, her
Fingers resting |igh+|y on his sleeve. 'l think you still are”

He looked down at where she touched him, then back at her
Foce, and smi|eo|, reo”y smi|eo|, inaway that made him look younger,
and less dongerousA The moment strefched between them, warm and
genuine and so poim(tu normal it made her chest ache.

Then reality crashed back in. She was barely holding on. Barely
breoJrhingA And Francesco keer |ool<ing at her like he could see
s+roig|f1Jr Jr|f1rough her.

"About last nithr,“ she said sudden|y. ‘| heed to opo|ogize for—"

“You don't need to apologize.’

“But | missed our engagement, and you were counting on me—"

"Serafina.” His voice was quiet, careful. | don't care about the
engagement.”

“You should care. It was unprofessional of me, and this
arrangement requires—"

“Stop.” The word came sharper now.

| can't stop. | need you fo understand that | take this serious|y,
that I'm relioble, that—"

Tell me what's wrong.” Not a request anymore. His eyes had
gone dark, infense.

“Nothing's wrong! | was just—"

‘Don't” He erepped closer, and she could feel his careful control
starting to fray. ‘Don't lie to me. Something happened, and | want to
know what.

"NoJrhing's wrong! | was just unprofessiono|, and-"

“This isnt about professionohsm.“ He moved c|oser, crowdmg her.
“This is about whatever has you |ooking like you're about to break

apart.
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She backed up until she hit the wall. "I'm fine.”

“You're not fine.” He was close now, too close. "You're terrified
and trying to hide it, and | want to know whyf'

“This is business,” she said desperately. "Just business. That's all”

‘Is it?" His eyes bored into hers.

“Well what do you want from me?" Her voice pifched higheh
“You're the one who said this was temporary! You're the one who
keeps everything at a distance!”

“Because | have to.” The words came out rough ‘Because getting
attached to you would be—"

"Would be what? A pro|o|em?” She |oughed biHer|y. ‘Don't
worry, Mr. Romano. I'm not getting attached. This is exocﬂy what we
agreed to. | play a role, you pay me, and we both walk away clean.”

‘Clean.” He stared ot her. "You really think either of us is going to
walk away clean from this?”

‘| have to." The words broke out of her before she could stop
them. "I have to believe that because if | don't—"

She couldn't finish. Couldn't tell him that she was already ruined,
already destroyed, already so far from clean she'd never find her
way back.

“Serafina.” His voice had gentled, but it was worse somehow. The
softness hurt more than the anger. "W hat hoppened to you?’

"NoJrhing." She pushed past him. “This was a mistake. | want out
of our arrangement.”

“What?”

I'm ending our contract. I'll return the money. | can't do this
anymore.”

“You can't just—"He grabbed her wrist, not hard, but firm
enough to stop her. “Think about what you're saying. Brambilia
expects—

‘I don't care what he expects!” She yanked her arm free. "I can't
do this. | can't stand here and preJrend that="

‘Dear brother!” A brithr voice cut Jrhrough the tension like a knife.

They both turned. A |ove|y young woman with dark hair and
brilliant green eyes stood there, her expression shharing from curious fo

concerned as she took in the scene. "Frankie, what on earth—"
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Francesco's entire demeanor chonged in an instant. The
dongerous intensity vanished. “Lucia, what are you o|oing here?”

"Ricci told me where you were.” Her eyes moved between them,
reading the situation with uncomfortable accuracy. "And who is this?”

Francesco's jaw Jrigl'ﬁrened “This is Miss Silvano. A business
associate.”

“A business associate.” The woman's eyebrows rose slightly, her
gaze Jroking in Serafina’s po|e face. "How Foscinoﬁng‘ | didn't realize
you conducted business in art museums now.’

Lucia—"

‘I'm Lucia Romano,” she said, tu rning to Serafina with a s|igh+
smile. "Francesco’s sister. And opporenﬂy the last person to know
about his new business ventures.’

“It's not=" Francesco started.

"Of course not,” Miss Romano agreed mildly. I'm sure
Miss Silvano is here pu re|\/ for professiono| reasons.” Her eyes spork|ed
with amusement. “The museum is such a proc+ico| p|oce for business
discussions.”

Serafina could on|y stare. So this was his sister. The one he'd
pro’reded. The one he'd kill for. And she was genH\/ mocking him
while reodmg the situation with uncomfortable accu racy.

‘I should go,” Serafina managed.

"Before we've been proper|y introduced?” Miss Romano tilted her
head. "How rude that would be. Though | suppose if this is just
business, formalities don't matter.”

It is business," Francesco said Firm|y.

“Then you won't mind if | invite your business associate to my
gathering Wednesday affernoon.” Miss Romano's smile was innocent,
but her eyes were sharp. ‘It's nothing formal. Just tea and
conversation. Unless business associates don't accept social invitations?”

“That's very kind,” Serafina said quickly, "but | couldn't possibly
impose—”

‘Nonsense. It's no imposition at all”

‘I have work,” Sercfina lied, backing away slightly. "“The bookshop.

| can't just—"
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“Surely you can spare a few hours for tea? Unless there's another
reason you'd pre]cer not fo come?’

I'm sorry," Serafina soio|, wrapping her arms around herself. *|
just.. | have bills to pay. | can't. But thank you for the invitation.”

Understanding, maybe, or concern flickered in Miss Romano’s
eyes. "Of course. Another time, perhops.”

‘Perhaps,” Serafina echoed, knowing there would be no other
time. "I'm getting tired. | need to go home.

Miss Romano touched her brother's arm |igh+|y. “Take her home.
And, Frankie? W hatever business you‘re conduding—be careful”

Be careful?

But then she was gone, |eoving them s+cmo|ing in the go”ery with
museum visitors pre’rendmg not to stare.

Francesco didn't speak as they walked to the car, nor did he
touch her. But she could sense the careful distance he maintained.
Other visitors moved around them, as if Jrhe\/ knew who he was.

The car’s leather inferior smelled of his expensive co|ogne and
smoke. When he started the engine, the sound seemed too loud. She
pressed herself against the passenger door, as far from him as she
could get.

They pulled into troffic. His hands gripped the steering wheel,
knuckles white. She watched his proFi|e from the corner of her eye,
and the way he stared s+roig|f1+ ahead like he was ho|ding himself
back from some’rhing.

The silence was suﬁfocoﬁng‘ Every breath felt too loud. Every
block fhey drove felt like drowning s|ow|y. She wanted him to speok
and break this awful tension, but she also dreaded whatever he
mithr say.

W hen Jrhey s+oppeo| at a |igh’r, he turned to look at her. His eyes
were so dark and infense, and she had to look away before she
shattered.

“W hat hoppened to you?" His voice was deoo”y quiet.

“Nothing.

‘Don't” He turned to face her fully, and the look in his eyes made
her chest constrict. "Someﬂwing did. Someone did. And you're terrified,
and |- He s+oppeo| himself. “Tell me who.”
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| can't”

‘Can't or won't?”

‘Does it matter?” She reached for the door handle even Jrhough
Jrhey weren't even close to her bui|ding yet, but she needed to escape
this car, to escape this conversation, but mosHy to escape him.

His hand shot out, catching her wrist—not hard, but firm. "It
matters to me.’

She looked down at his Fingers Wropped around her wrrist, and
remembered other hands, other touches, the Jrhings she'd done to
herself while someone else watched. "Why?”

"Because..” He seemed to s+rugg|e with the words. "Because you
matter to me. More than you should.”

The admission should have made her feel someﬂwing hope,
moybe, or hoppiness. Instead it just made evererhing worse. The
distance between what she was and what he Jrhougl'ﬁr she was grew
impossib|y wide.

“Then let me go,” she Whispered. "Before this deerroys us both.”

He released her wrist s|ow|y4 His fingers trailed across her skin in
a way that felt like goodbye. ‘I should. But | don't think | can.”

The |igh+ chonged. He drove the rest of the way in silence, but it
was heavier now, and more final. When Jrhey reached her bui|ding,
she climbed out before the car Fu”y eroppecl to make sure he had no
chance to speak and break her down.

She didn't look back as she rushed inside and up the stairs. She
leaned against the door, breoﬂwing hard, |is+ening to his car idle for a
|ong moment before Fino”y pu||ing away. The sound of the engine
foding felt like |osing someﬂﬂing she'd never reo||y had.

Her hands were shaking. Her whole body was shaking. She slid
down the door until she was sitting on the floor, arms Wropped
around her knees, trying to hold herself +oge+her4

You matter to me.

The words echoed in her head, over and over, until she wanted
to scream. How could she matter to him when she was ruined?
When phoJrogrophs of her existed doing Jrhmgs that would make him

look at her with disguer instead of whatever that was in his e\/es?
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She forced herself to stand. Her charcodl penci|s were on the
table where she'd left them. She grobbed paper and begon to draw
without Hwinking, her hand moving in violent strokes.

His face appeared on the page. It wasn't pretty or soft, but raw.
She drew the intensity in his eyes, and the way he'd looked at her
like she was someﬂﬁing he wasted even while co||ing her a business
associate. She drew until her hand cromped and the image staring
back at her was so real it hurt to look at.

Even in harsh black |ines, he was beautiful.

And she was Fi|’rhy.

And Jrhey could never be onerhing but broken and impossib|e.

She set the drowing aside and reached for the Jreo|o|y bear,
pu||ing it against her chest. The soft fur felt like mockery of comfort.
No’rhing could comfort her now. No+|’1ing could fix this. She was so
tired of pre+eno|ing and of ho|ding herself JrogeH’]er when everyﬂﬂng
inside her was screaming.

A soft rasp of paper against wood made her freeze.

An enve|ope, white ogoiner dark ﬂoorboords, slid under her door.

Terror flooded Jrhrough her, so sudden and violent she couldn't
breathe. Her heart hammered against her ribs. Her vision narrowed
to that sing|e white rec+ong|e.

Her hands shook as she reached for it. She had to try twice to
pick it up, her Fingers refusing to cooperate. She yonked the door
open. The |'10|||W0y was empty but for the echo of footsteps on the
stairs below, o|reody Foding into no’rhing.

Her name was +yped across the front with no return address.

She shouldn't open it. She should burn it and run.

But her Fingers were o|reoo|y tearing it open and pu||ing out the
sing|e sheet of paper inside. Her blood ran cold.
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Miss Silvano,

You have been a very naughty girl. A lady's reputation is
her most precious possession, and yours is in great
danger.

I know where you went. I know what you did. Be more
careful.

Some men prey on innocent young ladies. Fortunately, you
have someone who understands that sometimes a woman
needs guidance to make safe choices. I'm watching over you
now, and I care about your safety.

The city can be so dangerous for pretty young ladies who
don't know their place.
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CHAPTER

The back room of Berg's Deli reeked of cigars and stale beer.
Francesco watched the cards hit the table, one after another,
mechanical as breo’rhing.

‘Romano, you in?’

He looked at his hand. Kings over eights. Good enough.

He pushed c|'1ips forward and tried to focus on the game, on the
odds, on cm\ﬁhing but the image of Serafina’s face that had been
hounﬁng him since he dropped her off.

Last nigH he'd tried to fix it. Went to a bar in the Vi”oge, found
a pretty French gir| who knew exocﬂ\/ what she was doing. She'd
taken him to her apartment, dropped to her knees, looked up at him
with those proc’riced bedroom eyes.

And noJrhingA

His bod\/ had refused. Just went dead on him while she worked
him over, confusion turning to irritation on her face.

Sixteen years old when he'd lost his virginity. Thirty-eight now.
Never had that prob|em. Not once.

Until last night.

“Vincent's wife cougH him with Rosalie,” Tommy was saying,

deo|ing out cards. "Came at him with a goddomn ro||ing pin,“

“Jesus.” Carlo shook his head. "What'd you fell her?’
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Vincent sl’]rugged. “That it didnt mean noH’]ing. W hich is true.
Rosalie’s just—"He made a crude gesture. "You know. A warm hole
to put it when | need to.

The other men laughed. Francesco had said the same thing a
hundred times about o hundred different women. The words were
familiar as his own heartbeat. Now Jrhe\/ sounded hollow.

“She buy it?" Tommy asked.

"Hell no. Turns out she’s been fucking Rosalie too.” Vincent
grirmed. "Same woman. Can you believe that shit?”

More |ough’rer4 Francesco lifted his whiskey, let it burn down
his throat.

He'd built his entire life on keeping things simple. Business was
business. Sex was release. You didn't mix the two, didn't get attached,
didn't let anyone close enoug|’1 to matter.

Simp|e rules. The\/'d keer him alive.

And then little miss Serafina Silvano had walked into his life and
broken every single one.

"We worked it out,” Vincent was saying. “She gets Rosalie
Tuesdays and Thursdays. | get weekends. Fair's fair.”

"Modern morrioge,” Tommy raised his g|oss4 ‘Here's to it

Francesco stared at his cards. Three tens had just landed in his
hand. Full house.

He couldn't stop seeing the way Serafina had looked at him in
the museum, like he'd hurt her. Some’rhing had hoppened to her. He
didnt know who, didn't know what, but the not knowing was eating
him alive.

"Your bet, Romano.”

He looked at his cards again. Full house. Easy money.

"Fold.

He meant fo toss them face down.

Silence around the table.

“You fold on a full house?” Vincent stared at him. "The fuck is
wrong with you?”

Rookie mistake. The kind that got you labeled distracted and
unreliable. Weak. The kind that got you killed in his line of work.
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"Wasn't feeling it,” Francesco said.

Tommy wWas |ool<ing at him now, with an expression thaot
Francesco knew meant he was Fi|ing this information away for later.
You feeling all right?”

‘Fine."

But he wasn't. He'd forgoHen how to p|oy poker, ForgoHen how
to fuck, ForgoHen how to be the man he'd spent twenty goddomned
years becoming, all because of one woman who looked at him like he
mighf be someJrhing other than a monster.

The next hand was worse. And the one after that. He was
hemorrhoging money and didn't care, couldn't make himself care,
because all he could think about was the way her hands had shaken
when she'd tried to exp|oin why she'd missed their engagement, and
the shadows under her eyes, and the way she'd flinched ot
unexpeded sounds. But the careful, careful way she held herself...
someone had hurt her.

And Francesco was going to find out who.

"Maybe we should call it,” Vincent said finally. "Early day
tomorrow.”

The other men filtered out. Francesco s’ro\/ed, finishing his
Whiskey, staring at the cracked felt on the table.

He should end this, like she wanted. Poy Serafina what he owed
her—she didn't owe him onerhing—ond walk away before this Jrhing
between them got him killed, before he ForgoJr how to function
without her.

He should.

But he keer Jr|'1inl<ir1g about her face, her eyes, the soft sounds
she'd made when he'd touched her. He kept thinking about the fact
that he'd kill anyone who tried to hurt her, and he didn't even care
that it made him weak.

The g|oss cracked in his hand. He looked down at the spider—web
fracture spreoding Hwough the crys+o|, at the blood We”ing from
his po|m.

He was losing control.

And he didn't know how to get it back without |eHing go.
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Francesco walked Jrhrough the |obby of his bui|o|ing, nodding to
the doorman who +ipped his cap. The elevator carried him up toward
his penHﬁouse, but when the doors opened on the top floor, he didn't
step out. Instead, he went back down one floor, o where he'd set
Lucia up in her own place, close enough to keep her safe, but far
enough to keep her away from onyﬂﬂng that mithr l’]oppen in his
world. It was their compromise, the way Jrhe\//d found to let her live
her own life while still giving him the peace of mind that came with
knowing she was pro+ec+eo|.

The knock echoed in the quiet ho”wo\/, and then he waited. He
heard the sound of mu|Jri|o|e locks turning, the chain s|iding free, the
deadbolt c|icl<ing back.

‘Francesco?” She opened the door wearing a silk robe over her
nightgown, her dark hair loose around her shoulders. Her face was
flushed with anger. Do you know what time it is?”

‘| know it's late—"

‘It's past midnight. And you missed dinner again.” She stepped
aside, |eHing him into her apartment. “That's three Sundoys in a row
without so much as a phone call to let me know you won't be here

I'm sorry,” he said, honging his coat on the hook by the door. "l
lost track of fime."

"You lost track of time,” she repeo+eo|, wo|king toward the kitchen.
"At a poker game that goes until midnigH.”

"How did you—“

‘Know where you were? Same way | knew where you
were yesterday af the museum.” She pulled out a jar of coffee,
her movements precise and angry. ‘| called Ricci because apparently
that's the on|y way | can find out what my brother is o|oing with
his life.”

Francesco watched her measure coffee beans, recognizing the
stubborn set of her shoulders. His mind kep’r driﬂing to the curve of
Miss Silvano's |f1i|o under his po|m, the sound she'd made when he'd—

"Are you even listening to me?”
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He forced his attention back to Lucia. "You never told me Wl’ly
you missed last Sundoy either. No call, no exp|ono+ion, nientel” She
filled the perco|o’ror with water, her back to him. ‘| waited until ten
o'clock. Gloriana had your favorite medl sitting on the table getting
cold, and | waited.”

I'm sorry.

“Sorry doesn't tell me why you disappeared. ‘Sorry” doesn't
exp|oin Why you've been ovoiding me for weeks. Until yeererdoy, |
+hough+ someJrhing had hoppened to you. | Jrhouthr—”

"NoJrhing hoppened to me.”

“Then what? What's going on that's so important you can't even
let me know you'” miss dinner?”

Francesco ran his hands ’rhrough his |f10ir, suo|o|en|y Fee|ing
exhausted. ‘I've been dealing with some business complications.”

"And you can't pick up @ +e|ephone?“

“You could have called. You could have come upstairs. You didn't
need to track me down af the museum.”

“You're right,” she said, her voice getting sharper. "I should have
called. But then | wouldn't have met your girhfriend, would 7"

Francesco's stomach clenched. "She’s not my girlfriend.”

‘No? Because you looked like you were hoving a pretfty intimate
argument for two peop|e who are business associates.”

"We are on|y business associates.”

“Business associates who look at each other like Jrhey/re about to
tear each other's clothes off?”

Francesco's jaw clenched. His hands curled into fists at his sides,
remembering how she'd looked beneath him, how Jrithr she'd been,
how she'd gasped.. Drop it, Lucia."

‘Don't ‘Lucia’" me.” She turned to face him Fu”y, her hands on her
hips. | saw the way you looked at her, Francesco. | saw the way she
looked at you. That wasn't business.”

‘It has to be,” he said, horsHy. “That's all | can let it be.”

“Why?"

‘Because Brambilia's already made her a target. Because keeping
her close is a risk | can't afford.”

‘Complicated how?”
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“Lucia, | said drop it

‘No.” She crossed her arms over her chest. *| won't o|r0|o it. You've
been miserable for months, Frankie. Months! And yeererdoy was the
first fime I've seen you look alive in I-don't-know-how-long.”

I'm not miserable.”

“You're not living.”

He couldn't argue with that. The truth of it sat in his chest like a
stone. He pou red himself o g|oss of wine from the bottle she had left
open on the counfter, buying time to Figure out how to e><p|oin
some’rhing he didn't understand himself.

“She’s different,” he said Fino”y.

‘Different how?”

“She believes in love and Hopp\/ endings and all that Foiry tale
bullshit.”

"And that's bad because?”

“Because I'll ruin her. I'm o|reoo|y ruining her.” His voice came out
rough. "And I'm selfish enough to keep doing it anyway.’

Lucia studied his face, her expression soﬂening ‘Do you care
about her?”

He took a sip of wine fo buy a moment before answering. |
don't want to."

‘But you do.’

"Yes,” he admitted. *| want her. | want to keep her. And that's
why | can't”

“Well, what's the problem?”

He swirled the wine in his g|oss. “The prolo|em is I'm not going fo
stop. I'm going to take what | want from her for os long as | can get
away with it, and then I'm going to walk away before Brambilia
decides she's worth killing to hurt me. That's the problem.”

Lucia turned off the burner under the perco|ofor and went fo
stand in front of him. "Does this have to do with Ginevra?”

‘I don't want to falk about Ginevra.” He set down his wine glass,
his hands Jrrembhng s|igh+|y.

"Moybe you need fo."

‘Do I?" Francesco snapped. "She told me she loved me. For three

years, she told me she loved me. She let me believe—"He eropped
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and took a shoking breath. "She let me believe we had a future. | was
going to marry her. | had the ring, | had |o|ons for us.” His voice broke
s|igh’r|y. "When she got pregnant | Jrhough’r we were going tfo have a
family, but the whole fucking time, she was married to a banker I'd
had deals with for years.”

Lucia’s face crumpled. | know, Frankie. [+-"

‘I was going to kill him,” he said, the words coming out in a rush.
“‘Mancini. | was going to kill him so | could have l’]er, marry her, and
claim the bob\/ as mine. | had my gun pressed to his heod, and he
was begging me to spare |'1im, +e||ing me he had a wife and a boby
on the Woy.”

The memory was as vivid as if it had hoppened \/eererdoy. The
banker's terrified Foce, the way his hands had shaken as he'd |o|eoo|eo|
for his life. And Ginevra, s’ronding in the corner of that hotel room,
WoJrching the whole scene with cold amusement.

"He looked at her like she was the sun and the moon and all the
stars combined. And she didn't even care. And sometimes | still think
about going back,” Francesco said, his voice becoming cold. "Finishing
what | started with Mancini. Not for her. Fuck her. But because he
goft to keep his pretty lies while | choked on the truth. He gefs to go
home every night to his wife, believing she loves him, while =" He
s+oppeo| himself.

“She wasn't worth l<i||ing for.”

“‘She wasn't worth killing for,” he echoed. "But Christ, some days |
wish | had onywoy.”

'Francesco—"

"Don't look at me like that. You wanted the truth, there itis. I'm
not a good man, Lucia. | never have been

‘But you didn't kill them,” she said quieﬂy. “That counts for
some’rhing."

‘Does it?" He laughed, the sound bitter. "Love is a weapon, Lucia.
The best one there is. It makes you believe in things that don't exist,
makes you \/u|nerob|e, makes you—” He sfopped, his jow Working. ‘It
turns you into someone you despise. [ can't let myse|F love anyone.’

“You love me, don't you?” she asked quie+|y4
“That's different.”
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"How?"

You're my sister.”

“"Family is supposed to be safe.” Lucia’s voice was soft,
understanding. "But it's not always, is it?”

Francesco pulled a couple coffee mugs from the cabinet, knowing
where this was going.

"That's not the same thing.

‘Isn't it? Family didn't mean anything to Antonio.” Her voice was
calm, but he could see the old pain ﬂickering in her eyes. “You think
that blood makes you safe or someone will love you?’

“Lucia—="

You put a bullet in our brother's head because he tried to violate
me. Being Fomi|\/ didn't stop him from being a monster.” She s+eppeo|
closer, her hand coming up to touch his arm. "And being a monster
didn't stop you from being my protector either.”

Francesco's throat closed up. The memory of that night of Finding
Antonio in Lucia’s room, the sick satisfaction on his face, the way
Lucia had looked at Francesco with such desperoJre relief when he'd
burst Jr|'1|’ough the door.. He would never Forge+ any detail of that
moment.

"What you did for me, Frankie, that's real love.” She reached out
and covered his shoking hands with hers. “So yes, moybe you're
copob|e of it. The question is whether you‘|| let \/ourse|f have it, or if
you'll destroy it first just to prove Ginevra was right”

Francesco pulled his hands away. “I'm going to hurt her, Lucia.
It's inevitable. The on|y question is how much domoge | do before |
walk away.”

“Then why not walk away now?”

"Because | can't. I've o|reoo|y taken too much to give her back.
She's mine now, at least for a little while |onger, and I'm too Fucking
selfish to let go until | have to.

Lucia sighed “You're going to ruin her, aren't you? Just like
Ginevra ruined you.”

“Yes.”

They stood there in silence for a moment. Francesco felt raw, his

old wounds torn open and he didnt know how to stop the b|eedingA
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“You can't, Frankie. You just can't.” Lucia said finally, her voice
soft. "You can't hurt her like that. Ginevra knew exocﬂy what she was
domg to you. But this gir|? She looked at you in such a despero+e
way, like, like she didn't want to leave you.”

“Then she's a fool”

"Moybe Or moybe she sees somefhing in you that you've
forgotten exists” Lucia picked up her coffee cup. “Just promise me
one thing.”

“What?”

“When you do walk away—and you will, because you're too
scared not to—make it clean. Don't drog it out. Don't give her hope
that you might come back.” Her eyes held his. “If you're going to be a
monster, at least be a merciful one.”

Francesco stared at her. His hands clenched, remembering how
Miss Silvano had told him he was worth missing. “In the time we
have left, I'll take what | want. And then ['ll let her go before
Brambilia uses her to o|es+roy me.”

“Or before you fall in love with her.

“That won't hoppen”

“You're already halfway there, Frankie. | can see it

“Then Il claw my way back.” He met her eyes again. '| won't be
that weak again. Not for onyone”

Lucia sighed, setting down her coffee cup. Do you know what
| think?”

“That I'm damned?”

“| think you're terrified. Not of Brambilia, and not of getting hurt
again. You're terrified that moybe this time it could be the redl Jrhing,
and you'o| rather des+roy it you rself than give it a chance to des+roy
you.”

Francesco stared at her. The possibi|i+y terrified him more than
any gun pressed to his head ever had.

"And if I'm rithr? If I let myseh( believe and it all falls oporf?”

“Then at least you won't spend the rest of your life wondering
what i

‘I'd rather wonder than bleed.”

“You're o|reoo|y b|eeo|ing. You've been b|eeo|ing since Ginevra.
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The question is whether you're going to let yourself heal, or if you're
going to make sure no one else ever gets close enough to hurt you
again, even if it means cutting yourse” off from ony’r|’1ing good”

Maybe Lucia was right. Maybe he was scared. But being scared
had keer him alive this |ongA But the question was whether
Miss Silvano would even see him again. But moybe not would be
better. Cleaner. Let her hate him now, before he drogged her any
deeper.

So if she let him back in, he'd have to be the one to push her
away, hard enough that she wouldnt come back, and cold enough
that she'd believe it was o|Wc1ys just business, noﬂﬂng more.

If she gave him the chance, he'd make sure she understood
exocﬂ\/ what he was. He'd make sure she saw the monster c|eor|\/
enough that she'd run before Brambilia made her a target, and
before Francesco's selfishness got her killed.

Two weeks. If she'd even give him that. Two weeks to push her

away so ’rhorougHy she‘d never |OOk bOCl(.

cifPro~

The bog shuddered. Agoin. Agoin.

Francesco's knuckles had sp|i’r Jrhrough the tape an hour ago.
Blood made the leather slick under his fists. He didn't stop.

Left hook. Right cross. Pivot. Again.

Serafina’s face. That hurt look in her eyes at the museum. The
way she'd flinched when the guord's keys jong|eo|. Some+hing had
happened to her. Someone had—

The loog exp|oo|ed under his fist, sand pouring out onto the
gym floor.

“Jesus Christ, Frankie.”

He turned. Ricci stood in the doorway, newspaper in hand.

“What?" Francesco's voice came out rough

"We've got a situation.” Ricci crossed to the bench, o|roppe0| the
paper. ‘Page three!
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Francesco's hands were shaking as he unwropped the tape. Blood
and sweat made the fabric stick to his skin. He picked up Fuck.

It was from the museum. Yes’rerdoy, in that moment before
everyﬂwing went to hell. Her hand was on his arm, his hand
possessive|y on her waist. She was smi|ing like an onge|A And he was

|ool<ing down at her like she was his whole goddomn world.

LT

deist v: iﬂ_M

Mystery woman captures the
heart of notoricus mob boss
Francescc Romanc. Our

sources say the lucky lady
is a local bookstore
employee, but her identity
remains unknown. Is New
York's most dangerous
bachelor finally ready to
settle down?

— —

‘Fuck, he snarled. His hand crushed the newspaper, crumpling
the image.

‘It s not that bad,” Ricci said carefully.

‘Not that bad?” Francesco's voice was deadly quiet. "Look at my

face in that picture. L ook at it and tell me | don't look like @ man

W/’)OCI burn C/OWH fhe WOI’/CI I(OI’ her,“
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Ricci was silent.

“This puts a target on her back,” Francesco said. "Every two-bit
enforcer and beat cop looking to make a name for himself just got
handed a roadmap to destroying me.”

“Then end it" Ricci's voice was flat. "Clean break. Walk away now
while you still can.”

The words hung in the air between them.

Francesco looked at the crump|eo| newspaper in his fist.

"That's the p/on, ain't it?" Ricci pressed. "You use her to make
Brambilia think you/re serious about seH/ing down, then you end it
She goes back to her bookshop, you go back to business as usual”

"Yeah." Francesco's throat felt Jrig|'1+A “That's the p/on.”

"So do it now. Before this gets worse.”

Francesco smoothed out the newspaper and stared af the phoJro
again, and H’]ough of that genuine |ough that had surprised them
both, and the way she'd said “I think you still are” with teasing
warmth in her voice.

"We can't” he said Fino”y

“What?”

‘If | end it now, it looks suspicious. We've only been seen with
each other a few weeks. A re/ofionship righf ofter a /ooking like this
photo surfaces? Brambilia's not stupid. He'll know it was fake.”

‘Frankie—"

“We need to give it a little more time to make it look real” He
was sfill staring at the pl’]oJro.

Ricci studied him for a |ong moment. "You sure that's why you
want to keep seeing her?”

"W hat the hell is that supposed to mean?’

‘It means you just c/esfroyed a hectvy bog because you can't
stop fhinl(ing about whatever's wrong with her. It means you're
sfcmding here mokmg excuses instead of c/oing what you know you
should do.

‘| said we need to maintain the appearance—"

‘Bullshit” Ricci's voice cut sharp. "You don't want to let her go.”

Francesco's jaw clenched. “If's not about what | want.

Isn't it?”
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The silence stretched. Francesco looked down at the phoJro again.
I'll handle it. We'll see it fhrough to the end of the month. Long
enough that enc/ing it looks natural. Then she goes back to her life
and | go back to mine.

"And in the meantime?”

‘In the meantime, this phofo is e\/erywhere. E\/eryone knows her
face now. Everyone who wants to hurt me knows exocf/y where to
find my weakness.” Francesco's hands curled into fists. "So we better
hope noboo’y tries ctnyfbing sfup/'o’."

Ricci shook his head s|ow|y. You're p/oying a c/ongerous gome.“

‘| know.”

Ricci held his gaze for a moment, then turned to leave. At the
door, he paused. "For what it's worth? That photo? You look happy.”

The door closed behind him.

Francesco stood alone in the ruined gym, staring at Serafina’s
smile, and at his own face, showing everyHﬂng he'd been trying
to hide.

He smoothed the paper out corefu”y, pressing the wrinkles

flat with the heat of his hands. Then he folded i, tucked it into his
gym bag.

He should throw it away or burn it, forgeJr what it felt like to look
at someone that way, to let his guord down even for a moment. But
he had work to do. A shipmerﬁ coming in af the docks that he'd
neor|y forgotten about. Too busy +|'1inl<ing about her face. Not now.
Not when one mistake could cost him every’rhing. He needed to hope
to God he hadn't o|reoo|y fucked that up, too, by |eHing his mind
wander for the past three doys
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CHAPTER

Clara’s voice filled the small reoding nook like music. The morning
had been slow, with on|y a handful of customers browsing the
shelves, |ec1ving them fime to talk.

‘Not that | was beautiful that nithr, or that | looked beautiful in
that dress,” Clara continued, her cheeks flushed pink with the
memory. But that | was beautiful. Present tense. Permanent. Do you
see the difference?”

Serafina nodded from her chair, Forcing a smile that felt like
broken glass. "He sounds wonderful”

"He is. Oh, Serq, he really is. Clara clasped her hands together. 'l
never Jrhoughjr | could feel this way again. After Theodore died, | was
so certain that kind of love on|\/ hoppened once in a lifetime.”’

The words twisted something in Serafina’s chest. She gripped the
arms of her chair, trying to focus on Clara's hoppiness instead of her
own spiro|ing Jr|f1ough+s. Moybe love did come twice for some peop|e.
Moybe Clara was proof that hearts could heal and trust could be
rebuilt.

But Serafina’s heart wasn't just broken. It was being
sys’remoﬁco“y des+royeo|, piece by piece, by men who saw her as
noJrhing more than a means to an end.

‘Irving's already falking about children,” Clara continued, her

voice dreomy. “Can you imogine? Little ones running +hrough the
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house. He wants a spring wedding—orange blossoms in my hair and
silk that catches the |ighf" She poused, her expression soHening
further. " can o|reoo|y picture wo|l<ing down the aisle to him, seeing
that look in his eyes like I'm his whole world.”

“You'll make a beautiful bride,” Serafina monogecl, ’rhough her
voice came out hollow.

Clara’s smile faded slightly. She leaned forward, studying
Serofina’s face with growing concern. "You've been so strange lately,
dor|ing. One doy you‘re procﬁco”y g|owing, humming while you
shelve books, and the next you look like you haven't s|ep+ in a week.
And you keep canceling our Tuesday lunches. I¥'s not like you.” She
reached out and touched Serafina’s hand. "You're not even reo||y
|is+ening to me rig|’1+ now, are \/ou? A month ago you would have
been |o|onning my entire Weo|o|ing, squeo|ing over dress patterns. But
|o+e|y, it's like your mind is 0|Woys somewhere else. With someone
else, maybe?

But before Serafina could figure out what lie might satisfy her
friend’s concern, the bell above the shop door chimed.

Both women looked up to see Mr. Kensington stepping inside. His
eyes swept the s|'10p with interest before se’r’r|ing on Serafina with that
familiar focus that made her want to crawl out of her own skin.

Serofina’s gaze darted to Mr. Thompson's office. The door was
closed. She could hear the murmur of his voice, on the +e|ephone,
moybe. But too far away to he|p, and too occupied to notice.

She was alone with Kensing+on, and he knew it.

"Clara,” Serafina said quicHy, her voice Jrithr, “we'll finish
Jrc1|l<mg later.”

Clara’s gaze shifted to Mr. Kensington, and her warm expression
cooled to po|i+e professionohsmA She goﬂ']erecl her coat and purse, but
not before squeezing Serafina's shou|o|er, her fingers |ingering ina
way that said | know somefhing/s wrong.

Tl see you Wednesday, darling”

Serafina watched her leave, Wishing despero+e|y that she could
follow. But Mr. Kensington was o|reoo|y opprooching the reodmg

nook, his FooJrs’reps unhurried.
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"Miss Silvano.” Her name rolled off his Jrongue like an obscenier.
“You look |ove|y +odo\/. Blue suits you.’

“Thank you.“ She forced herself to stand, Jrhough her |egs
trembled. "What can | help you find?’

I'm not here for books.” He moved closer. Too close. Close
enough that she could feel the heat rodioﬁng off of his |ooo|\/. |
wanted to confirm our next appointment.”

Her stomach dropped. "Sir?’

"Fridoy. Six o'clock.” His eyes traveled down her body s|ow|\/
s+uc:|ying her throat, her collarbone, down the modest neckline of her
dress. "The Waterford Hotel. Room four-twelve.’

A hotel room. Not his house this fime. Somewhere pub|ic, where
she'd have to walk +hroug|'1 a |obby, past a desk clerk, knowing
exocHy what she was there for. Somewhere she couldn't pre+end wWas
onyﬂ'}ing other than what it was.

‘I remember the arrangement,” she whispered.

"Good.” He reached out, his Fingers hovering near her s|’10u|o|er,
not quite touching, but close enough to make her flinch. "Wear
some’rhing that doesn't require much effort to remove. | do so hate
wasting time with comp|ico’red fos’reningsf'

The bile rose in her throat. She managed a nod.

‘I've been Jrhinking," he continued, his fone shhc’ring to someﬂ'ﬂng
almost conversational, “about how beneficial our re|o+ionship could be
for this little shop. | know people, Miss Silvano. Publishers, collectors,
auction houses. The kind of connections that could transform this p|oce
from a s+rugg|ing second-hand store into someﬂqing quite proFiJrob|e.
First editions, rare volumes, the inventory that serious collectors seek.”
He paused, letting the implication sink in. "Of course, such generosity
requires... ongoing cooperoﬁon.”

‘| understand.”

‘I thought you might.” His smile was predatory. "And | do hope
Mr. Thompson appreciates your dedication. |_oy0|+y is such an
admirable quo|i+y, don't you think?”

The threat was clear. Keep servicing me, or I'll destroy this place

OHC/ everyone WhO c/epenc/s on if.
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“Yes, sir.

“Six o'clock shorp, Serafina. Don't disoppoirﬁ me.” He adjusted his
cufflinks. I have such plans for Friday evening.

The bell chimed again as he left. Serafina gripped the back of her
chair to keep from co||opsing. Her hands shook. Her breoﬂ'ﬂng came
in shallow gasps that didn't seem to bring enough air. She bore|y had
time to collect herself before the door opened again.

Domny s+eppeo| insio|e, his usual quieJr demeanor rep|oceo| |oy
some’rhing harder. His hair was disheve|ed, as if he'd been running his
hands Jr|’1rough it. His eyes found her immedio+e|y, scanning her face
with an intensity that made her want to step back.

“Serafina.” His voice was tight. "W hat did Kensington want?’

"Just business.” The lie came ou+omo’rico||\/ now, worn smooth
from repetition.

"Business.” He moved c|oser, and there was someJrhing in his
expression she'd never seen before, something almost angry. 'l
saw him leaving. | saw the way you looked after he left. That
wasn't business.”

‘Danny, please—"

He reached into his jacket and pulled out o folded newspaper
c|ip|oing4 The paper was worn af the creases, as if it had been opened
and refolded many times. "We need to talk about this.”

Serafina’s heart sank as she stared at it, at Mr. Romano's hand on
her arm, both of them smi|ing at each other with unmistakable
warmth. In black and white, frozen in that sing|e moment, their
connection was undeniable. “Where did you get that?”

"Everyone has it. The flower vendors, the other shop owners,
people af the market.” His voice carried an edge she'd never
heard before. "They're all talking about Francesco Romano'’s
mystery woman, and some of them recognize you.”

"We were just talking—"

‘Don't” The word came out shorp enough to make her flinch.
‘Don't lie to me, Serafina. Not you.”

I'm not lying. We ran info each other at the museum. He's

ltalian, and so was my father. We were ’ro”dng about |’ro1|y, about art,
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and someone must have taken that pho’ro when we were |oughing
about someJrhing.” The words tumbled out too quicHy, too desperoﬁre.
‘It doesn't mean anything.”

Danny's expression darkened. "You're sleeping with him.

“No_"

‘I can see it in your face.” He stepped closer, and she found
herself bocking up until her hip hit the counter. That's Why
you've been so different. So distracted. Francesco Romano has his
hooks in you,”

“You don't understand—"

‘| understand perf:ecﬂy.” His voice dropped lower, more intense.
Do you know what he is? What he does?” He thrust the clipping
toward her. “This man kills peop|e, Serafina. Not in some abstract
way. He does it himself. With his own hands. He's murdered more
men than either of us could count, and you're what? Playing ot being
his gir|1(riend?“

“It's not like that—"

“Then what is it like?" His hand shot out and cougH her wrist—
not hard enough to hurt, but firm enough to stop her from moving
away. "Explain it to me. Because from where I'm standing, you're
cc:ughf between two monsters. Kensing’ron circ|ing you like a shark,
and now Romano? Do you think either of them sees you as onyﬂﬁing
more than someﬂqing to use?

‘Let go of me." She tried to pull away, but his grip tightened.

“Not until you listen.” His other hand came up to cup her face, his
thumb brushing across her cheekbone in a gesture that mighf have
been tender if not for the desperoﬂon in his eyes. You don't see the
danger you're in. You never do. You think everyone has good
intentions, that peop|e can be trusted.” His voice soffened s|igh+|\/.
‘But they can't. Not men like Kensington and Romano. They/ll
destroy you.”

‘Danny, you're scaring me—"

"Good. You should be scared.” But his grip on her wrist loosened
Frocﬁono”y. "Someone needs to profect you from yourse|F. Someone
who oduo”y cares about you, not just what you can give them”

| appreciate your concern, but—"
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“We're having coffee on Friday, offer the shop closes.”

| can't-"

“Six o'clock. We'll talk about this properly, away from here.” His
grip tightened again. "You need someone looking out for you,
Serafina. I'm not going to stand by and watch them hurt youA"

‘Danny, please—"

“Six o'clock.” He released her wrist and stepped back, his eyes still
fixed on her face. 'Dont make me worry more than | already am.”

Then he wos gone, and she was alone with the crumpled
newspaper c|i|o|oing on the counter and the marks his Fingers had left
on her wrist.

Six o'clock FridoyA The same time Kensingfon expeded her at the
Waterford Hotel.

She stared at the photograph, ot Francesco's face, and felt her
chest JrigWren with |onging and terror.

“Serafina?” Mr. Thompson's voice made her jump. He stood in
the doorwoy of his oﬁfice, his kind face creased with concern. “I'm
afraid | have some Jrroub|ing news.”

She looked up, trying to compose herself. "W hat is it?"

‘I spoke with Blackwood Publishing this morning. They're pulling
their accounts. Citing 'strategic business decisions,” whatever that
means.” He studied her more c|ose|y, Jrc:king in her po|e comp|exion
and the dark circles under her eyes that no amount of powder could
hide. "Are you feeling all right, my dear? You look quite unwell”

‘I'm fine. Just tired.” She tried to force a smile, but it came out
strained. "Blackwood is our second largest wholesale account. Perhaps
| should work extra hours to |'1e||o compensate—"

“Absolutely not” His voice was firm but gentle. "You already work
harder than anyone should have to." He poused, WoJrching as she
swoyed s|igh+|y. "\)\/hy don't you take tomorrow off? You need
proper rest.

‘I couldnt. You should spend the day with Mrs. Thompson. [l
come in so you can be with her—"

"AchuoHy,” he in’rerrup+e<3|, his expression brigh’rening s|igh+|y, “the
doctor says she's making wonderful progress. She'll be able to go

outside again soon.” The smile faded as he looked at her exhausted
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face. "‘But | think we'll both take the doy off. I'll close the shop
tomorrow. When's the last time you took @ proper |'10|idoy?”

She wanted to protest. The s|’10p needed to stay open. They
couldn't afford to lose a day’s sales, especially not now with
Blackwood pulling out. But she couldn't form the words. Her throat
felt Jright her eyes burned with unshed tears.

‘"That sounds nice,” she managed.

‘It's settled then.” He patted her shoulder gently. "You go home
and rest. Perhops +hings will look better in the morning.”

If only that were true. But she nodded and gathered her things,
grc1+e1(u| for his kindness even as she wondered if onerhing would ever
look better again.

W hen c|osing time Fino”y arrived, she locked the door with
+remb|ing hands. The street was busy with peop|e heoding home
from work, coup|es meeting for dinner, the normal rhyﬂwm of city life
that felt increosing|y Foreign to her. She walked s|ow|y toward her
bui|o|ing, in no hurry to reach the emptiness waiting there.

By evening, restlessness had settled into her bones like o fever.

Things are returning fo normal, she told herself, pacing her small
living room. This is what you wanted. Professional distance. The end
of whatever foolishness you fhoughf was hoppening.

But her heart ached with the lie. She wanted to hear
Mr. Romano's voice and to feel his hands on her face again. She
wanted to believe that what she'd seen in his eyes for that moment
at the museum had been real.

She threw on her coat and decided to walk. The nighf air mighf
clear her head and |f1e|p her think. There had to be a way out of
Friday at six o'clock. There had to be.

The streets were busier than usual for a Weeknigh’ﬁ Coup|es
strolled arm in arm, their |oug|f1+er F|oo+ing on the cool air. Groups of
friends headed to restaurants or theaters, their voices brithr with
anticipation. Serafina walked oim|ess|y Jrhrough it all, o ghoer moving
+hrough the |iving.

The first crack sp|i+ the nighf like thunder. For a heartbeat, she
didn't understand what it was. Then came the second shot. The third.
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Rapid succession, close enough that she smelled gunpowder on the air.
Close enough that her ears rang with the oftershock.

A woman screamed, |’1ig|’1 and shrill, the kind of sound that
bypossed Jrhouthr and went erroigh’r to instinct. Men shouted.
Serafina couldn't process the words, just the panic in their voices. All
around her, peop|e scattered like startled birds. Some dropped to the
ground, arms over their heads. Others ran for doorways, alleyways,
onywhere that offered cover. A man in a business suit stumbled
past her, his briefcase clutched to his chest like a shield, his face
drained of color.

Serafina’s |egs wouldn't move. She stood frozen in the middle of
the sidewalk, her breath couthr somewhere between her lu ngs and
her throat.

Then someone crashed into her shoulder and the impact broke
whatever spell held her. Serafina stumbled backward into o recessed
doorwoy, pressing herself against the cold stone, her heart hommering
so hard she could feel it in her skull.

Through the chaos of running Figures and ponicked voices, she
could see a dark shope in the street.

A man |oy on his back, his body twisted at an unnatural ong|e,
one arm F|ung out as if he'd been reoching for someJrhmg when he
fell. His coat had fallen open. His shirt was dorkening The erreeHigH
couthr the g|eom of blood spreoding beneath him, a widening poo|
that seeped between the cobblestones.

“Someone call the policel” A man’s voice, ragged with fear.

‘Oh God—oh God, Johnny? Johnny, can you hear me?’

More guns|’10+s echoed from somewhere down the block—fainter
now, moving away. Serafina pressed herself harder against the door,
her hands flat against the stone, trying to make herself smaller.

Her breath came in short, sharp gasps that didn't seem to bring
enough air.

This was l’]oppening. This was real. A man was dying in the
street and she was wofching it hoppen.

When she opened her eyes—she didn't even remember closing

Jrhem—o young woman hOd oppeored |oesio|e H’1€ Fcn”en man. She
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couldn't have been more than Serafina herself, her dark hair Fc1||ing
loose from its pins. She dropped to her knees in the spreoding blood,
her dress sooking it up like a sponge.

“Johnny, please—stay with me, please—"

Her hands pressed against his chest, trying to stop the b|eeo|ingA
But there was so much blood. It welled between her fingers. Her
hands were shaking so badly she could barely keep pressure on
the wound.

“Someone help him! Please, someone—"

But no one moved. The few people who hadn't fled watched
from doorwoys and Windows, faces |o01|e with shock or morbid
curiosity. No one wanted to get involved. No one wanted to be next.

Serafina’s stomach lurched. She tasted bile.

This was Mr. Romano's world. Violence and death and people
broken in the street while others watched from the shadows. This was
what it meant to be close to him and to live in a world where men
shot each other over debts or insults or territory, where women knelt
in their lovers blood and begged them not to die.

This was what Danny had tried to warn her about.

The young woman was sobbing now, her whole body shaking as
she pressed down on Johnny's chest. "Please don't leave me—please, |
can't—Johnny, please—the baby—"

The man’s chest rose. Once. A wet, roH|ing sound came from his
throat. His arm twitched, Fingers grasping at air.

Then.. noJrning‘

The woman's sobs turned to screams, raw, animal sounds that
scroped against Serafind’s ears. The woman collopsed forward onto
the man's chest, her blood-soaked hands c|owing at his shirt, as if she
could pu|| him back by sheer force of will.

“No, no, no—Johnny, wake up—please wake up—"

Sirens wailed in the distance. Growing closer. The rnocninery of
law and order responding to another nignJr of violence in a city that
bred it faster than it could be contained.

Serafina couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. All she could see was
the blood. The woman's snoking hands. The man’s empty stare.
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This could have been Francesco |ying in that street. Or it could
have been her, caught in the crossfire of someone else’s war. One
wrong moment, one wrong place, and she could be the one dying
while strangers watched from doorwoys.

The sirens were closer now. Shouts of "Policel” echoed down the
block.

Serofina moved. She didn't remember deciding to move. Her
body just did it. Some animal part of her brain took over while the
rest of her was still frozen in that doorwoy woJrching a man die.

Her |egs felt wrong, like Jrhey be|ongeo| to someone else. She
walked fast. Her heels clicked against the pavement in a rhyﬂwm that
didn't match her racing heart. Then faster. Then she was neor|y
running, her breath coming in short, s|f10r|o gasps that burned in
her chest.

She needed to get home. Get inside. Get somewhere with a door
she could lock.

She turned down a side street, not her usual route, but she
couldnt walk past that blood, couldnt make herself go onywhere
near where the body still |oy, Another turn. Then another. The streets
blurred ’rogeﬂﬁeh She kep’r checking over her shoulder, certain she'd
see someone fo||owing4 But there was no one, just shadows and the
distant wail of sirens and her own Foo+s+eps echoing off brick walls.

Her |ungs burned. When had she started running? She couldn't
remember. Couldn't remember turning this corner or passing that
shop. The city felt alien around her, full of dark windows and narrow
o||eys where onerhing could be hiding

By the time her bui|o|ing came into view, sweat had soaked
Jrhrough her dress despi+e the cold. Her hands trembled as she
fumbled in her purse for her keysA They s|i|o|oeo| ’rhrough her fingers
once, twice, the metal c|oHering against the sidewalk. She snatched
them up, her vision Jrurme|ir1g.

Every shadow looked like a man with a gun. Every sound—a
door c|osing somewhere above, Foo+s+e|os on a distant street, the rustle
of wind Jrhrough newspopers—mode her flinch.

She got the bui|ding door open. The stairwell smelled like

cobboge and old p|os’rer, familiar and nauseating now. She took the
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steps too fast, her hand gripping the roi|ing to keep from s+umb|ing.
Second floor. Down the hall. Her door was just ahead.

W hen she reached it, she s+opped.

Another copy of the newspaper article was stabbed to the wood.
But this one had Mr. Romano's face pierced through with dozens
of ho|es, and her own face simi|or|\/ mutilated. The paper was
torn where somefhing shorp had gone Jrhrough again and again
and again.

A small ice pick proJrruded from the center, driven deep enough
info the wood that she was certain it pierced the other side.

Serafina’s hands shook so badly she dropped her keys twice
before managing to get the door unlocked. She tore the article down
and shoved it in her pockeJr. She \/onked the ice pid( loose, but
dropped it. It clattered to the floor and she kicked it away like it
migH bite her.

Inside, she locked the door, slid the chain, and checked the lock
again.

Then she sank to the floor, her back against the door, and
some’rhing broke inside her.

She pu||ed the crump|ed articles from her pocke+ with shoking
hands, both of them. The one Danny had shown her and this new
one, mutilated be\/ond recognition. She smoothed them out on the
floor beside her, staring atf the holes piercing Jrhrough their faces.

This was what happened to people in Francesco's world. They
became targets. Collaterdl domoge.

A sob couthr in her throat. Then another. Then she was cried for
the first time since this nigHmore begon. For the bookshop that was
failing. For Mr. Thompson's kindness that she didn't deserve. For
Clara’s hoppiness that she’d never have. For the man d\/ing in the
street. For Francesco's face in the phoJrogroph, smi|ing at her like
she mig|’1+ have cared about her for a moment. For Fridoy at six
o'clock in a hotel room. For Dormy's grip on her wrist. For the ice
pick in her door.

For everyH\ing she'd lost and evererhmg she was about to lose.

She didn't know how |ong she sat there, but it was |ong enough
that her |egs went numb and the fears eropped and left her hollow.
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Fino”y, she stood and folded the articles coreFtu. She put them
in her desk drawer with all the other evidence of her unro\/e|ing life.

She moved Jr|’1rough her apartment like a s|eepwo|ker, checking
the windows, the lock on the door, the chain. She left |igh’rs on in
every room. She pu||ed the Jreddy bear from the shelf and clutched it
against her chest.

When she finally lay down in bed, still fully clothed, she couldn't
close her eyes. Every time she did, she saw the man in the street. The
blood. The holes in the phoJrogroph. Kensington's smile. Danny's grip.
Francesco's face.

The ice pick.

She stared at the cei|ing and listened to every sound in the
building. Footsteps in the hall. Doors closing. The creak of old pipes.
Any of them could be someone coming for her. Someone who'd seen
that pl’]oJrogroph and decided she needed to pay for s+0no|ing too
close to Francesco Romano.

Dawn was starting to gray the windows when exhaustion Fino”y
pulled her under.

Her last conscious Jrhoughf was that she had two doys until
Friday at six o'clock.

Two days to figure out how tfo survive this.

Two doys that o|reoo|y felt like not enough time at all.

oo~

Late that night after the storefronts had gone dark and the
streetcars s’ropped running, he moved Jrhrough the streets with the
confidence that came with being a man such as himself when he had
a job to do.

The air stank of coal smoke and stale beer, gutters running black
with rainwater and old refuse. The smell didn't bother him. If
onerhing, it suited his mood. It was raw and honest... errippecl of
pretense. This part of the city wore its ug|iness open|y, unlike the
facades peop|e maintained in doy|igh+.

Her name pu|sec| in his head with every step.

185



Serafina.

Serdfina.

His Serdfina.

The girl who was supposed to know better!

Instead, she had opened herself to another man. She was
supposed fo recognize what he had, and what she owed. Instead,
she'd let another man touch her. He'd seen that damned museum
photograph that everyone was passing around like cheap gossip. Her
hand on Romano’s arm. That smile on her face with the kind of
expression she should have reserved for him alone. But she'd smiled
for Romano, probably undressed and spread her thighs and made
sounds that he himself p|ormeo| to force from her.

The +houg|'1+ brough’r a slow burn to his chest, a burn that needed
+ending to. She needed to understand her mistake. Needed to learn
what hoppened when you gave \/oursehc to the wrong man. Tonight
she would learn.

He turned onto her street, keeping his pace unhurried. He was
just a man with |egi+imo+e business. NoJrhing to see here. Noﬂ']ing to
see. His lifted his eyes to the second-floor windows, odjus’ring his
fedora as he did. Her |oui|o|ing was a shobby affair with pee|ing paint
and crooked shutters, the kind of p|oce that housed s|’10p gir|s and
seamstresses and other women scraping by on too little money. She
deserved better. He could give her better. He would give her better,
once she understood.

Her window was dark. Good. She was home, probably sleeping,
unaware of what was coming.

The bui|ding‘s front door gave eosi|y. No lock. No security. These
|o|0ces never had proper protfection. He s+eppeo| info the stairwell and
climbed to the second floor, his footfalls soft on the worn runner. At
the |onding, someﬂqing metallic cougm his eye. He s+opped, bent, and
retrieved his ice pick from where it had been kicked aside.

He rolled it once between his fingers, appreciating the familiar
Weithr, then s|i|o|oeo| it into his coat pockeJr. Ever\/ﬂwing had its p|oce.
EveryH\ing returned to where it be|ongeo|. She be|ongeo| to him.

At her door, he crouched and pressed his ear to the frame.

Silence. No movement. Just the quiet stillness of s|eepA
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He set down his leather bogA Quo|i’ry croﬂsmonship, the kind that
didn't advertise itself but spoke to those who knew. Then he drew out
the small crowbar. The tool was old but maintained, piHed with use
but perfectly functional. He'd used it before for similar purposes. It
never failed him.

He posi’rioned the wedge against the doorjomb, braced himself—

Footsteps echoed from the stairwell below.

He took his sweet, sweet fime s|ipping the crowbar back into the
bog. He felt no panic, no need for rushed movements. Just smooth
efficiency as he stood and adjusted his coat.

A young woman emerged onto the |onding. TwenJr\/, perhops, or
twenty-one. Red hair pirmed |oose|y, Fo”ing out on one side. Her house
robe was thin, belted core|ess|y, and her cheeks were flushed the way
women looked ofter Jrhey‘d been +|’10rough|y used. Coming home
from a lover's bed, no doubt. The cl’]eop pencu me confirmed it.

She sow him and smiled. Not wary. Not cautious. Just Frieno”y
and perhops a bit drunk.

He touched the brim of his hat in ocknow|eo|gmen+ but said
noJrhing,

She moved past him, humming someﬂqing under her breath,
fishing in her robe pocket for her key. Two steps past. Three.

He moved.

The garrofe came out of his pockeJr in one smooth motion—
braided wire, thin and strong, with wooden handles worn smooth
from use. One hand looped it over her head before she could process
what was hoppening. The other ycnked it +igh+.

Her body jerked backward into his chest. Her heels skidded on
the runner, hands F|ying up ins+inc+ive|y. The key clattered to the floor.

He held s+eoo|yA No need to rush.

She made a high and breathless sound, more surprise than pain
at first. Her fingers clawed at the wire, nails scraping her own neck as
she tried to find purchose between the garrotfe and her Windpipe. It
Was 0|wo1\/s the same. They o|woys went for the wire first, as if their
soft hands could do onyHﬂng against braided steel.

He adjusted his grip, cosuo”y pu||ing Jrithrer, s+eodi|y increasing

the inexorable pressure.
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Her loody bucked against his. She tried to scream, but the sound
came out as a wet, s’rrong|ed gurg|e Her robe s|ippeo| off one
shoulder. Her feet kicked against the floor, heels drumming use|ess|y
against the baseboard. The sound echoed in the narrow ho”woy,
clesperoJre and increosing|y weak. Thump, fhump, scrape... scrap...

He leaned back s|igh+|\/, brocing with one foot against the wall,
using his WeigH to maintain pressure. Her spine twisted as she Foughf
Her whole bod\/ convulsed, that final animal panic when the brain
realized it wasn't getting oxygen. The Jrhroshing was violent but brief.

Her Fingernoi|s had torn her own skin. Blood welled in thin lines
where she'd clawed herself. Her face had gone from pink to red to a
deep, mottled pu rp|e The copi”ories in her eyes burst. He could see
them rupturing as tiny red threads spreod across the whites.

Then came the smell, acrid and unmistakable. Her bladder let go.
Warm urine soaked Jrhrough her robe and clripping onto the floor. It
o|woys happened. The bod\/'s final indignify.

He kep’r the garrote JrigH for another fifteen seconds. No point in
being careless. Her body had gone slack against his, all the Fithr
drained out with her last breath, but he'd learned not to trust that.
Better to be thorough.

W hen he Fino”y eased the pressure, her body sogged like a
puppet with cut strings. He lowered her corefu”y to the floor.

No need to let her head crack against the boards and make
unnecessary noise.

He crouched beside her, pressing two Fingers to her throat out of
habit more than necessity. No pu|se. Her eyes stared at no’r|'1ing, still
wide with that last moment of uno|ers+ono|ing.

He retrieved her key from where it had fallen, g|onced at the
number, then go+l’1ered her up, one arm under her knees, the other
crcc“ing her back. She weighed almost noﬂwing Women like her
usuo||y didn't. All that nervous energy, all that ru nning arou nd, left
them insubstantial.

He carried her up one more F|ighf, moving corefu”y to avoid
bumping her limbs against the walls. At the door at the end of the
hall, he used her ke\/ to let himself in.
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Her apartment was what he expeded—smo” and cluttered,
clothes o|ropeo| over furniture. The scent of her poverty pen(ume was
stronger here. He laid her on the sofa, arranging her carefully. He
smoothed her hair back from her Foce, fixed her robe so she looked
almost peoceFu|.

Wrong place. Wrong time. Too bad for her. If she'd been
home in her own bed where she belonged, she'd have lived through
the nighf

He locked her door on the way ouft, |eoving the key on her mat
where someone would find it, sooner or later. No need to make this
look like onerhing other than what it would appear to be—just a
woman s+rong|ed in her own home. The po|ice would investigate,
question neighbors, then everﬁuo”y file it away with all the other
unsolved murders in a city full of them.

In the ho”woy outside Serafina’s door, he retrieved his bog and
ice pick. He stood there for a moment, |ool<ing at her door, imagining
what lay beyond it. Her sleeping form. Unaware. Vulnerable..

He'd been |o|cmning to use the crowbar, force the lock, let himself
in quieHyA She'd wake up with his hand over her mouth, his Weithr
on top of her. He'd take his time. Make her understand what she'd
done. Make her feel every consequence.

But not ’ronighf The interruption had been... inconvenient. But it
wasn't insurmountable. He was @ patient man. He'd waited this |ong.
He could wait a little longer.

Besides, anticipation had its own p|eosu res.

He descended the stairs, moving with the same measured pace as
when he'd arrived. Outside, the street was sfill empty, the windows
still dark. No one had heard ony’rhing. No one ever did in
neighborhoods like this.

He walked back the way he'd come, hands in his pockeJrS,
breoﬂﬁing easy.

Soon. Very soon.

She'd understand exocﬂy who she be|onged to.
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CHAPTER

Serafina’s hands trembled as she adjusted her hat in the back
seat of Clara’s car. She did her best to conceal the dark circles under
her eyes and to brithren up her cheeks. Every time she'd closed her
eyes, she'd seen that man's body twisted in the street, blood poo|ing
beneath him, and heard the woman'’s despero’re sobs echoing off the
bui|o|ing4

"Dor|ing, you look even more dreadful in doyhghf,” Clara soid,
se’r’r|ing beside her as the driver pu||eo| away from the curb. "Please,
won't you tell me what hoppened?"

Serdfina stared out the window, waJrching the city roll past in a
blur of motion and color. Her hands |oy ou+woro||y motionless in her
|c1p, but she could feel them shoking underneath. She knew Clara
wouldn't let this matter go.

“There was a shooﬁng, near my bui|o|ing. A man was killed. He
looked at me when he died. And a woman was screaming for him.”

Clara’s hand flew to her throat. "My God, Serafina. You were
there when it hoppened? Were you hurt?”

‘I 'was out for a walk. | heard the gunshots, and | saw..” Serafina’s
voice caught. "I'd never seen someone die before. I've never watched
the |igh+ go out of someone’s eyes while Jrhey tried fo speok and

couldn't”
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‘Oh, darling” Clara reached over and squeezed her hand. "How
awful. No wonder you look so shaken.”

Serafina closed her eyes, frying fo push the terrible images from
her mind and to s+eody her breoﬂwing as Jrhe\/ continued ’rhrough the
city. Clara seemed to sense her need for quiet, resting her hand over
Serafind’s.

After several minutes of silence, the motorcar drew up in front of
an e|egom+ restaurant, its windows g|eoming in the affernoon sun. A
small sign announced a private function, and well-dressed guests
were o|reody entering, the kind of peop|e who moved H}rough the
world as if H1ey hadn't a care in it.

Clara and Serafina walked side b\/ side into the restaurant.
Crys+o| chandeliers cast o|omcing |ig|’1+ across the room, where at least
Fiﬂy guests ming|ed with chompogne g|osses4

| expec’red a small tea porer,” Serafina said, her voice weak.

Clara bit her |ip. "Me too. This was supposed to be the |i+erory
society.”

As Jrhey moved deeper into the crowd, Serafina Fouthr an urge
to turn and run. The room felt too brighf She felt too exposed, like
she was s+cmo|ing naked in a spoHigH.

“Claral How wonderful that you could come.” Lucia Romano
embraced Clara Worm|\/ before tu rning to Serafina with a brithr
smile of recognition. "And Miss Silvanol W hat a o|e|ig|'11'Fu| surprise to
see you again so soon. I'm so p|eoseo| you could attend after all”

Clara’s brow furrowed slightly. "Again? Do you two know each
other?”

"We met at the Me+ropo|i+on Museum this past weekend,”
Serofina said quickly, giving Miss Romano a meaningful look. "I went
py myseh( since | had @ rough nighf Miss Romano and | were both
odmiring the same painting in the ltalian collection.”

Yes, that's right,” Miss Romano said a little too brightly with a
meoningfu| nod to Serafina. "A passing conversation about art. I'm
afraid | |oore|\/ remember the details.”

Clara's expression smoothed. "How |ove|y that you've crossed

poJrhs before. Sera has such an appreciation for art”
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"|no|eed,” Miss Romano said grocious|y, her smile now perFecHy
po|iJre rather than Worm|y familiar. "Miss Silvano struck me as quite
know|eo|geob|e about ltalian Renaissance works, especio”y the
Caravaggio we were viewing.”

Serafina felt a su rge of grctJriJrude for the quick cover-up, but
hurried to correct her. "“Oh no, | don't reo||\/ know that much about
any of it, but Miss Romano was very kind to share her insighfs about
that piece.’

“Well, isn't this wonderful,” Clara said, c|eor|y p|eoseo| by this
coincidence.

As Jrhey chatted about inconsequen+io| matters, Serafina scanned
the crowd with growing dread. Where was Mr. Romano. The not-
knowing made her stomach clench with anxiety. Perhops he hadn't
come dfter all. The tension begon to ease.

But then she saw him.

Mr. Romano stood near the far wall, e|egonf. His attention was
focused on an older genHemon who was speoking onimo+eo||y about
some’rhing, but even from across the room, Serafina was drawn to
him. Several women had posiﬁoned themselves neorb\/, circ|ing like
moths drawn to a flame that would burn them alive. The\/ didn't
seem fo care. They were rich. The rich never suffered.

So he was here, in the same room, and she had to preJrend he
was no+hing more than a stranger. She had to pre+eno| his hands
hadn't skimmed every inch of her skin, and that his mouth hadn't
drawn sounds from her that she hadn't known she could make.

"\)\/eH,” Miss Romano soid, “since you're all here, Why don't we
find your seats for our luncheon? | believe we're about to be called to
the table.

She led them toward the dining room, where e|egon+|\/ set tables
waited. Serafina noticed her |o|oce card read "Miss C. Rondo|ph,
Guest' in go|o| ink. Miss Romano quick|y and discreeHy switched
Serafina’s card with another guest's.

I'm sorry | couldn’t move you farther away from my brother
without drowing notice,” Miss Romano whispered close to Serafina's
ear as Hwey opprooched the fable. Then, even more quieﬂy, she asked,
"So Miss Randolph doesn't know about you and Frankie?’
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“There's no’rhing to know,” Serafina Wl’]ispered back urgenﬂy. ‘It
was business. We aren't Jrogeﬂﬁeh”

Miss Romano’s eyebrows rose s|igh+|y, but she nodded with a
knowing look that made Serafina’s cheeks burn. I see.

“Thank you,” Serafina murmured.

Still, Serafina found herself p|oceo| almost direcﬂ\/ across from
Mr. Romano. Her heart hammered against her ribs as she took her
seat, doing everyﬂwing in her power fo avoid meeting his eyes. She
focused on her nopkin, the silverware, the cenJrerpiece—onerhing other
than the man whose presence seemed to fill the entire room.

A s+riking blonde woman in a pink dress sat to his left. She
introduced herself as Vivian Ashworth, dougHer of some railroad
magnate. Her smile was co|cu|o+ing as she sized up Mr. Romano.
Her gaze roking over him with undisguised and unashamed hunger.

Something dark and ugly twisted in Serafina’s chest. Mine, some
primitive part of her wanted to snarl. He's mine. But he wasn't. He'd
never been. This was business. Just business. She was disturbed at her
own possessiveness.

As the first course was served, Miss Ashworth turned her
considerable charm on Mr. Romano, |eoning to give him an admirable
view of her breasts.

"Mr. Romano, I've heard so much about your business ventures.
Her tongue darted out to wet her |i|os. “Such an impressive operation
you run. My father says you control half the distribution in the city.
The kind of business that requires a certain... ruthlessness.”

Mr. Romano chuckled one. "Your father talks too much.’

Miss Ashworth loughed back. "Oh, | can be very discreet. Daddy
also says the most interesting business happens after dark. That's the
kind that requires real cou rage and s+reng+|'1 and powerf‘ Her Fingers
traced the stem of her wine g|ass as she spoke, the gesture obscene in
its suggestiveness. 'l do so admire a man who isn't afraid to take what
he wants, consequences be damned.”

Mr. Romano's eyes sparked with dark amusement. "Be. careful,
Miss Ashworth. That sounds like an invitation.”

The woman laid her hand on his sleeve.

Serafina’s fork clattered against her |o|o’re Her chest felt Jright as if
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someone had wrapped iron bands around her ribs and was slowly
crushing her |ungs. That hand. On his arm. Where Serafina’s hands
had been just doys ago, +ouc|'1ing him in ways this woman could on|y
imagine. She g|onceo| around. Those seated adjacent seemed to be
trying to ignore the over|y—1(|ir+y behavior hoppening righf beside
them.

"A woman can fell when a man has real power,” Miss Ashworth
continued, her voice dropping to an intimate purr. “There's someﬂ']ing
about the way you carry yourself.” She leaned even closer, her lips
neor|y brushing his ear. “Tell me, Mr. Romano, is it true what Jrhey
say? That you can make pro|o|ems disoppeor with just a word?”

Francesco's smile turned cold, amused. "W hat do +|'19\/ say,
exactly?”

“That men who cross you tend to have unfortunate accidents.
That the po|ice look the other way when your name comes up. Her
Fingers traced patterns on his sleeve. "That you own this city.”

"You shouldn't believe evererhing you hear, Miss Ashworth.”

‘| don't,” she breathed. 'l believe what | see. And | see a

man who's accustomed to getting exocﬂ\/ what he wants, when

he wants it

“Usually,” Mr. Romano agreed, his voice a low rumble that made
Serofina’s stomach clench with unwanted heat and rage. “Though
sometimes the chase is half the |o|eosure. The +ol<ing is o|woys sweeter
when Jrhey Figh’r first.”

Miss Ashworth's breath caught. "How deliciously wicked."

The pain in Serafina’s chest intensified, spreoding outward like
poison Jrhrough her veins. She bit her |ips +oge+her hard to keep from
moking a sound. Her throat felt raw, scroped clean by unshed tears
and swallowed sobs. She wanted to reach across the table and claw
that woman's hand off his arm, to stand up and scream that he was
hers.

But she had no claim.

This was it, wasn't it? This was the "someJrhing more” he'd
warned her about. And he'd been rithr.

Tell me,” Miss Ashworth purred, her Fingers now Jrro1cir19 circles

on the back of his hond, "do you ever mix business with p|eosure?"
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“I've fou nd,” he said s|ow|y, his words c|ear|y meant for Serafina
even as Miss Ashworth leaned closer, “that some p|eosures are best
keer temporary. Before anyone gets the wrong idea about what Jrhey
mean.” His gaze finally lifted and landed directly on Serafina. The
impact of his eyes meeting hers stole her breath. His expression was
cold and unreadable. "Expectations can be so.. disoppoinﬂng.“

Serafina’s hands clenched in her |0|o, nails biﬁng into her po|ms.
He knew. He knew exactly what he was doing fo her.

‘But thaot depends on the p|eosu re,” Mr. Romano said, his his eyes
on Miss Ashworth once more, g|eoming with dark promise. "And
whether the woman can handle what | offer.”

‘I assure you, Mr. Romano, | can handle anything you give me.”
The innuendo was so blatant it made Serafina’s stomach turn.

‘Bold words,” he murmured, his thumb stroking over
Miss Ashworth's knuckles in a gesture that made Serafina want to
vomit. Or scream. Or both.

"Most women claim Jrhey want o|cmger until Jrhey‘re faced with
the reo|iJr\/ of it

“Then Jr|'1e\/'re weak,” Miss Ashworth said dismissive|yA I'm not
most women.”

"No,” Francesco agreed. 'l can see that.”

‘Perhaps we should continue this conversation somewhere more
privoJre,” Miss Ashworth sugges+eo|, her voice honey—sweef I'd love to
hear more about your business inferests. All of them.”

“You flatter me, Miss Ashworth,” Mr. Romano said, but his tone
suggeered he was onerhing but o|isp|eoseo| by her attention. In fact, he
looked like a cat toying with a mouse and enjoying every moment of
the game.

Serafina reached for her water g|oss with Jrremb|ing FingersA The
heat of familiar tears built up behind her eyes, +hreo+ening to spi||
over into humiliation she obso|u+e|y could not show, not here in front
of all these peop|e Especio”y not in front of him. She would not give
him the satisfaction of seeing how JrhorougHy he'd hurt her.

| doubt that's possib|e," Miss Ashworth said. "A man in your
position must be used to getting exocﬂy what he desires, when he

desires it
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“Usually,” Mr. Romano agreed, taking a slow sip of wine. Though
sometimes anticipation makes the eventual satisfaction more... intense.”

The conversation continued, each word a fresh cut across
Serofina’s already bleeding heart. She wanted to look away, to focus
on onerhing else, but she couldn't. She was Jrr0|0|oeo|, forced to watch
this woman stake her claim and to witness Francesco’s clear
enjoyment of the attention.

Was this what he wanted? Some society princess who
understood his world and could move in his circles without shame?
Someone who wouldn't tremble with fear and want in equo|
measure?

The jeo|ousy Was a |iving Jrhing inside her chest, yet she had no
rithr to it. She'd Ogreed to this, to the limited time and the inevitable
end. But knowing that didn't make it hurt any less.

"And what do you do, Miss Silvano?” asked the genﬂemon
seated on Serdfina’s other side, a thin man with wire-rimmed
spec+oc|es4 Mr. Hartwell, she JrhougH his name was.

‘I 'work at a bookshop,” Serafina forced herself to say, her voice
bore|y ereodyA “The Purrfect Tale”

"How charming,” Mr. Hartwell said. He lowered his voice. “I know
| recognized you from somewhere. The Society Pages, wasn't it?
There was a rather interesting pho+ogrophu

Serafina’s blood turned to ice. Her heart stuttered in her chest,
missing several beats before racing to catch up. .. 1 don't..

‘Don't Worry,” Mr. Hartwell said quieH\/, his tone almost kind but
with an edge of warning. I'm quite discreet. Though | must say, you
make a s+riking coup|e."

He winked, then turned away then, engaging the woman on his
other side in conversation about someJrhing mundane, |eoving
Serafina sitting there with panic c|owing up her throat. Clara. If
Mr. Hartwell recognized her, who else had? How long before Clara
saw the pl’]oJrogrOph, before she asked questions Serafina couldn't
answer?

The rest of the meal passed in a blur of forced smiles and
mechanical responses. Serafina |oo1re|y tasted the food, bore|y heard

'H’]e conversations hoppening arou no| her A” she COU|CI fOCUS on was
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the sound of Miss Ashworth's |0ugh+er, the way Francesco smiled ot
some’rhing she said, the casual intfimacy of their body |onguoge.

By the time dessert was served, Serafina felt like she mig|’1+
shatter if one more person spoke to her.

As the guests begon to rise from their fables and return to
socio|izing, Serafina saw Clara excuse herself and walk purposefu”y
toward Mr. Hartwell, who was standing near the windows. Their
conversation looked intense, and Clard’s expression grew more
troubled with each word. Mr. Hartwell kep+ his voice low, g|oncing
toward Serafina once with an opo|oge+ic expression before continuing
whatever he was saying.

No. No, no, no.

Serafina made her way +r1roug|'1 the crowd to where
Mr. Romano stood with Miss Ashworth and another woman, both of
them hanging on his every word. "Excuse me,” she said. "Mr. Romano,
mighf | have a word? It's rather urgent.”

Miss Ashworth's expression cooled. "We're in the middle of a
conversation.”

“It's business,” Serafina said ﬂoﬂy, meeting the other woman's eyes
with a directness that surprised even herself. "Unless you'o| like to
discuss it here?”

Mr. Romano's eyes narrowed slightly. “If you'll excuse me, ladies.”

They moved fo a quieter corner of the room, away from prying
ears. Mr. Romano leaned against the wall with casual arrogance,
|ooking en+ire|y unbothered by the urgency in her voice. ‘This better
be good, Miss Silvano. Miss Ashworth was just about to invite me to
her Fomi|y's estate in the Hamptons.”

The casual cruelty of it stole her breath. "Clara knows,” she
monoged to say. “That man, Mr. Hartwell—there was a plﬁo’ro in the
Sun’s gossip section. He recognized me. He told her.”

Mr. Romano’s expression didn't change. I saw it

“You saw it?" Her voice rose despite her efforts to control it. "You
saw it and you didn't think to warn me?”

‘I assumed you could handle the situation,” he said coldly. "Was |
wrong?’

BQFOFQ she COU|d respond, C'OI’O oppeored at ’r|'1eir sides, her {OCQ

197



a mask of controlled emotion and barely suppressed fury. “I think we
need fo have a conversation. All three of us. Now.”

The blood drained from Serafing’s face so quick|y she felt dizzy.
The e|egon+ restaurant seemed to tilt around her, the chandeliers
blu rring into streaks of |igh+ like tears. Her delicate world was about
to shatter. The Friendship that meant everyﬂ’ﬂng to her would
crumble, and she'd be left with noJrhing but the Wreckoge of her own
deception. And Mr. Romano would walk away unscathed, probably
back to Miss Ashworth's eager arms.

Mr. Romano nodded toward a small alcove off the main room.
"Privocy would be advisable.”

His calm voice made her panic worse. How could he be so
controlled when her entire life was about to imp|oo|e? Serafina'’s
throat closed up.

The walk to the alcove felt endless. Her |egs wobbled, like the
floor mig|’1’r give way beneath her at any moment. The walls of the
restaurant seemed tfo close in as the beautiful room transformed into @
trap with no escape.

She was drowning in p|0in sig|’1+, suﬁcocoﬂng on her own lies
while surrounded by the g|iHering remnants of the life she was about
to lose. She should have run earlier. She should have never agreed to
any of this.

Once Jrhey were alone in the alcove, Clara turned to Serafina
with hurt b|ozing in her eyes. “That phoJrogroph in the newspaper—
that was you, wasn't it? With him?”

“Clara=" Serafina gosped, but the word came out broken.

"Mr. Hartwell was quite thorough in his explanation. He
opo|ogizeo| proFuse|y for bringing it up, said he Jrhouthr | o|reoo|y
knew. How could you not tell me you were involved with Francesco
Romano? With him?"

I'm not,” Serafina said, her voice shaking so badly the words
came out as barely more than a whisper. 'I'm not involved with him,
Clara. I'm not.”

A sing|e tear escoped clespiJre her despero+e efforts to hold it back.
She quick|y Wiped it away with the back of her +remb|ing hand.
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“Then why are you crying?’ Clara’s voice softened slightly,
confusion mixing with her anger. “Serq, if there's nofhing between
you, then why do you look like your heart is breoking?“

"She’s not involved with me,” Mr. Romano said calmly, stepping
forward. "Miss Randolph, | understand your concern for your friend,
but you're misinterpreting the situation.”

Clara’s eyes flashed. "Then explain it to me. Explain why my best
friend has been |ying to me for weeks."

“| hired Miss Silvano to cofo|og a privatfe collection of rare books.
The work required discretion, which is why she couldn't discuss it with
you.” Mr. Romano's lie came eosi|y‘ “The collection be|onged to my
late uncle. Many of the volumes are sensitive in nature—banned
socialist texts from the old country, underground pub|ico+ions that
could cause difficulties if their existence became pub|ic know|edge.
Books that certain government officials would prefer remained
ForgoHen. Books... that could be dongerous in the wrong hands.” #

"And the pho’rogroph?" Clara demanded.

"We ran info each other at the museum. It was taken while we
were discussing a por’ricu|or volume that related to the collection.”
Francesco's expression was sincere. "Miss Silvano's expertise in
literature made her invaluable for the project. The infimacy you
perceived was mere|y the intensity of our shared inferest in rare
books. Noﬂqing more.”

Clara looked between them, her anger s|ow|y giving way fo
uncertainty. “Then Why didn't you tell me, Sera? Even if it was
corncidenﬁo|, you could have said you had a Jrermoorqry job You could
have trusted me.’

‘I wanted to,” Serafina said quietly, the words true even if nothing
else was. ‘But Mr. Romano insisted on complete secrecy. And | didn't
want you to worry when you're so hopp\/ with Mr. Curtis. | didn't
want to burden you with my prob|ems.”

"Miss Rondo||oh,” Francesco soid, his voice Jroking on an edge of
Fin0|i+y, “your friend has conducted herself with comp|e+e
professionohsm rhroughour our business re|o+ionship. She is no’rhing

more than a temporary emp|oyee, and her work concludes this
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Satu ro|oyA After that, you won't have to worry about her association
with me or my Fomi|\/f'

Satu rdoy? Scrfuro’ory?

Clara studied their faces for a long moment. Finally, she sighed. 'l
suppose that makes sense. But Sera, | wish you'o| trusted me enough
to say someﬂqing, even if you couldn't give details. You know | would
have understood.’

I'm sorry,” Serafina whispered, and she meant it. ‘| should have.

“We'll discuss this later, when we're alone,” Clara said, her tone
moking it clear this conversation was far from over.

Mr. Romano turned to Clara with formal po|i+eness that somehow
felt like mocker\/A "Miss Rondo|p|’1, mithr | have a moment alone with
Miss Silvano? There's a business matter we need to conclude
regording her findl payment and the terms of her discretion
agreement.”

Clara’s eyes narrowed slightly, but she nodded. "Of course. Il
wait outside. But Sera, we really do need to talk after this”

Once Clara had stepped away, Mr. Romano's expression became
unreadable again. Il pick you up Satu ro|oy evening, at six. Welll
have dinner and discuss the formal conclusion of your employment,
your compensation, as well as any atftention you mig|’1+ expect now
that peop|e have seen us Jroge’rher There may be some |ingering
curiosity about our association that you'|| need fo manage.’

"Of course,” she managed, her voice barely steady. "Business.”

He nodded cur+|y and turned to leave. Serafina followed on
uns+eod\/ |egs, her heart heovy with the l<nov\/|eo|ge that Satu ro|oy
would +ru|y be the end. The end of the pretense, the end of the lies,
the end of whatever this Jrhing between them had been. Now that
the end was so near, her heart begon to feel a strange pu||4

As Hwey emerged from the privacy of the alcove, Mr. Romano
poused. [n full view of the party guests, inc|uo|ing Miss Ashworth, who
was watching, he reached for Serafina’s hand.

The gesture was so unexpeded it stole her breath.

He raised her Fingers to his |ips, but instead of the chaste kiss she
expeched, his mouth openeo| s|igh+|y against her knuckles. His tongue
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swept across her skin in a slow stroke that sent heat F|ooo|ing Jrhrough
her boo|\/A His eyes g|eomed with someJrhing that looked like
possession.

‘Until Saturday,” he murmured, his voice low enough that only
she could hear. "Take care of yourself, Serafina. Try not to get too
attached to Jr|'1ings that were never yours to keep."

The words were a knife between her ribs, but then his cold mask
s|i|opeo| for just a heartbeat, and she saw someﬂﬁing raw sadness and
regress beneath it. Or perhops loss. His jaw JrithreneoL before the
coldness returned. He released her hand and walked away, leaving
Serafina ercmding there, her Fingers Jring|ing. She watched him go and
return to Miss Ashworth's side. The other woman's hand slid around
his arm.

And Serafina hated herself for the jeo|ousy that consumed her.
She hated him for moking her feel it. She hated that even knowing
it was ending, even knowing she was no+hing to him, she still
wanted him.

Clara oppeored at her side immedio+e|y, her eyes seorching
Serafina’s face. ‘Business?”

Serafina looked down at her hand, still Fee|ing the warmth of his
mouth. "Yes,” she lied, because what else could she say? "Business.”

As they moved back toward the main party, Miss Romano
opprooched them, her face both knowing and sad. ‘| hope e\/eryfhing
was resolved soﬁsfodorﬂy,” she said, g|oncing between Serafina
and Clara.

"Evererhing's fine,” Clara rep|ieo|, +houg|'1 her tone suggeered
otherwise. “lsn't it, Sera?”

Yes,” Serafina managed. "It was a misunderstanding.

Miss Romano nodded. She looked at Serafina with sympoﬂn\/‘
Then she looked toward the main room where several guests were
goJrhering around someone +e||ing an animated story. ‘Miss Rondo|ph,
| believe Mrs. Pemberton is osking for you. Someﬂwing about the
cha rity committee?’

Clara looked in that direction and sighed ‘| suppose | should go

see what she wants. Sera, will you be all righf for a moment?”
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As Clara moved away to speok with the other guesfts,

Miss Romano erepped closer to Serafing, her voice dropping to a
whispeh

"My brother told me this morning that your arrangement would
be ending soon. He seemed..” She paused, choosing her words
corefu”y. " Affected by the prospect. More than | expeded.”

Serafina’s heart clenched. "Did he?”

‘Francesco doesn't show his emotions eosi|y. He's learned to bury
them so deep I'm not sure even he knows Jrhe\/‘re there anymore.”
Miss Romano's eyes were kind but honest. ‘But I've seen the way he
looks at you. It's like he's drowning and you're air. It shouldn't have fo
end this way. | hope he realizes that before it's too late.”

Serafina wanted to |oug|’1 at the obsurdi’ry of it. "Your brother
was just flirting with Miss Ashworth for the entire meal. | don't think
he's drowning over me.”

"M\/ brother is an idiot,” Miss Romano said b|unf|y. "And a
coward. He's spent so |ong protecting himself from Fee|ing onerhing
real that now, when faced with someﬂwing genuine, he doesn't know
what to do except push it away.” She touched Serafina’s arm genHyA
“Give him time. Or don't. You don't owe him ony’rhing‘ But know that
what | saw between you isn't as one-sided as he wants you to
believe.”

Before Serafina could respond, Miss Romano smiled and moved
away, |eoving her s’ronding alone in a room full of peop|e, more
isolated than she'd ever felt in her life.

Across the room, Mr. Romano |ougheo| at some’rhing
Miss Ashworth said with his hand resting cosuo”y on the small of her
back. And Serafina understood with crushing clarity that even if
everything Miss Romano said was true, it didn't matter.

Francesco Romano was a man who took what he wanted and
discarded what he didn't. And come Saturday, she would be the

latter.
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The Church of the Most Precious Blood was empty except for
Francesco and the ﬂickering candles that cast doncing shadows across
the ancient stones. At midnigh’r, it was a different p|oce than during
the day. Quieter. Heavier, as if the weight of countless confessions had
soaked into the walls.

Francesco o|ippe0| his Fingers in the ho|\/ water font near the
entrance. The coolness was familiar against his skin. He crossed
himself —forehead, chest, left shoulder, rigH—Hﬁe gesture aufomatic
after decades of habit. In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spirh‘us Sancti.

He couldn't stop seeing her face. The way she'd looked at him
when he'd said SoJrurdoy. When he'd told her it was ending That
devastation in her eyes—he'd put it there. He'd done that o her on
purpose.

He slipped info the confessional booth. The wood creaked. The
scent of old incense and someﬂﬁing musty filled the cromped space.
He knelt, staring at the mesh screen that seporo+eo| him from
whoever sat on the other side.

If anyone sat there at all. Surely the attempt would count to
some’rhing, anyway.

‘Bless me, Father, for | have sinned”

The words came in ltalian. He couldn’t remember the Latin. How
long had it been? Years. Maybe longer.

‘It's been.. | don't know. A /ong time.”

Silence from the other side. He couldn't tell if the priest was even
there, but it didnt matter. The words needed to come out.

‘| killed @ man Tueso/oy nig/’:f. Shot him in an o//ey offMu/berry
Street. He owed money he wouldn't pay. He could have, but he
wouldn't” Francesco's hands gripped his knees. ' put two bullets in
his chest. He was fwenfy-fhree Had a wife. | didn't realize she was
nearby.”

His voice was flat. This was familiar territory, all the violence, the
blood, and the bodies. He'd confessed these sins before, years ago
when he still Jrhougm absolution meant someﬂﬁing.

“Thursday, another one. This one | beat to death with my hands.
He'd been skimming from shipmenfs. | made it last so the others

WOU/C/ See OI’)C/ unc/ersfonc/ WFIO?L hoppens Wl’leﬂ you sfeo/ from me"
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The booth seemed to shrink and heat up.

“I've lost count of how many, Father. A dozen. Moybe more. | fell
myse/f it's business, and if's necessary. Ifs the on/y way fo survive in
my world." He paused. ‘But | don't know if | believe that anymore.”

His breoﬂning begon to come uneven|yA

“There's... there's a woman.”

The words came out s+rong|eo|. He hadn't meant to say it like
that, to sound like he was drowning.

"An innocent woman. She has nofhing to do with my world, with
any of this. She works in a bookshop. She writes stories. She..” He
eropped, trying to find words that didn't exist. "She's gooc/, Father.
Pure. And ['ve="

His throat closed.

‘I've defiled her. | knew | would. | knew from the beginning, but |
did it anyway.”

Silence. The priest, if there was a priest, said no+hing.

‘| took her to bed.” The confession came out raw. "She was
innocent in every way, Father. In every way. And | took that from
her. | had no r/'ghf to touch her. But | did it anyway because | wanted
her and 've never denied myself anything | wanted.

His hands were shaking now. When had they started shaking?
"And now | can't—| can't stop fhinking about her. Every nighf/
wake up and she's not there and |=" He pressed his po|ms against his

eyes. | don't know what's wrong with me.”

The words started coming faster, getting harder to contral.

"Toc/oy there was a luncheon. Her friend was there, so | couldn’t
even talk to her without mokmg it obvious. So | sat there, and there
was this woman next to me, f/irﬁng, fouc/'u‘ng my arm, and | just..
| let her.

His voice cracked.

‘I 'let this woman hang on me while Miss Silvano sat across the
table Wofching. [ flirted back with the woman. | /oughec/ at her
damned jokes. | said fhings“, cruel fhings about temporary p/easures
and how peop/e expect too much. And the whole time | was /ooking
at Miss Silvano's face, Wofchmg her break.”

He felt he was suﬁ(ocoﬁng The air in the booth wasn't enough
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‘I don't know Why/ did it. | was hurﬁng, and | wanted her to
hurt oo, moybe. Wanted to push her away before she got too close.
But she's already—"The redlization hit him mid-sentence. "She's
already fallen for me. | saw it in her eyes today. She loves me!

The confession booth pressed in around him.

"And |=Christ, | think | love her too."

Soying it out loud made it real, made it impossib|e to deny
anymore.

‘But | can't. | can't love her, Father. Men like me don't get fo love
women like her. ['ll desfroy her. Everyone who gets close to me dies
or gets c/esfroyed, and she's so.. she's so breakable.

His hands were fists now, pressed against his Jrhighs

‘Before she left the luncheon, | kissed her hand. Right there in
front of everyone. | couldn't let her walk away without fouching her
one more time. | didn't care who saw. | didn't care that it made
e\/eryfhing worse.”

The tears su rprised him. He hadn't cried since he was a chi|d,
since before he learned that crying made you weak. But Jrhey came
anyway, hot and shameful against his po|msA

‘| told her it ends Sofuro’oy. | looked her in the eyes and told her
our arrangement is over, and | watched her—| watched somef/vmg
break inside her. And | wanted to take it back. | wanted to tell her |
was /ying and that | can't let her go, that she's mine and I'll never
let her go.”

His voice dropped to a Whisper.

‘But ! can't keep her. Can |, Father? A man like me can't keep
somefhing that pure. Il drc:g her down into my world. She'll become
a target. Someone will use her to get to me. Someone will hurt her or
kill her, and ifll be my fault for bemg foo selfish to walk CIWCI)/.“

Silence. Enc“ess, suffocoﬁng silence.

‘| don't know what to do.” The admission came out broken. "My
whole life, I've always known what to do. Kill or be killed. Protect
what's mine. Take what | want. But with her, 'm—=I'm lost”

He pressed his forehead against the mesh screen.

I'm supposeo/ fo end it Scn‘urc/oy. Sit across from her and tell her

it's over. Watch her walk away. Never see her ogoin” His breath
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came in gasps. ‘But | don't think | can. | don't think | have the
sfrengfh to let her go.”

The candles outside the booth flickered. Their light danced
Jrhrough the gaps.

‘I'm asking for a sign, Father His voice was barely audible.
"Some guio’once. Somefhing to tell me if | should save her from
myse/f, orif moybe... if moy/oe even a man like me gefs fo keep
somefhing gooc/. Just this once.”

He waited. The silence stretched on, broken on|y b\/ his own
rogged breofhing.

No answer came.

Fino”y, Francesco rose from the knee|er, his |egs sHff. “Thank you
for /isfening, Father,” he said quieHy, Jrhough he wasn't sure anyone
had been |is+ening at all.

He s+eppeo| out of the confessional into the main church. The altar
waited beneath its crucifix, Christ's face serene in death. Even here, in
this sacred p|oce, Francesco felt the weithr of his choices pressing
down on him.

He walked to the front pew and knelt, his hands c|osped before
him. The prayer came slowly, words he hadn't spoken since
childhood.

‘Padre nostro che sei nei cieli..

Our Father, who art in heaven.

His mother’s voice echoed in his memory, ’reoching him this
prayer when he was bore|y talll enough to see over the pew. She'd
clutched her rosary, whispering these same words, praying for her
sons’ souls even as they slipped deeper into darkness.

“Sia santificato il tuo nome...”

Hallowed be Hvy name.

But what was Francesco’s name worth now? W hat was left of
the boy his mother had prayed for? He'd become exactly what his
father wanted—ruthless, efficient, and feared. And then he'd become
worse when he'd killed his own brother.

“Venga il tuo regno..”

Thy kingdom come.

Would there be a place for him in any kingdom? He'd
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committed every sin, broken every commandment. Killed without
remorse. Taken what wasn't his. Coveted. Lied. Deerroyed.

"Sia fatta la tua volontd, come in cielo cosi in ferra...”

T/vy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.

But what was God's will for a man like him? Francesco had
s+oppeo| be|ieving in divine providence the doy he'd put a bullet in
Antonio’s head. If God existed, if He cared, He wouldn't have let his
brother become the monster he'd been.

And yet Serafina made him want to believe again. Made him
want to think that moybe there was a reason she'd walked into his
life. That moybe even men who'd done what he'd done could be
offered something good.

"‘Dacci oggi il nostro pane quofic/iono..."

Give us this c/oy our dcu'/y bread.

He Jrhouthr of her small apartment, her coat that was s|igh+|y
threadbare at her shoulder, the way she worried about if the
bookshop could make enough to stay open. He could give her
evererhing and keep her safe and warm and fed. He could protect
her from the world.

Except he couldn't protect her from himself.

‘Rimetti a noi i nostri debiti come noi li rimettiamo a coloro che ci
hanno offeso...”

Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass
against us.

Could she ever Forgive him for what he'd done to her +oo|oy? For
the crueH\/ at the luncheon? For Jrouching her when he had no rithr?
For moking her fall in love with him and then +e||ing her it was
ending?

Could he Forgive himself?

‘Non ci indurre in tentazione..”

Lead us not into temptation.

But he was o|reody o|eep in temptation. A|rego|y drowning in it
She was the temptation. Her smile. Her |oug|f1. The way she looked at
him like he was some+hing more than a killer. Like he could be gooo|

somewhere in his soul.

"‘Ma liberaci dal male...”
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But deliver us from evil.

He was the evil. He was what she needed deliverance from. And
yet he was the one praying for salvation, for some sign that keepmg
her wouldn't destroy them both.

"Amen.

The word hung in the empty church.

Francesco woi+ed, his head bowed, hoping for someﬂﬁing‘ A
voice. A Feehng Some sense of what he should do.

But God, as o|woys for a man like him, remained silent.

He rose s|ow|y, his knees protesting. At the altar, he poused,
|ooking up at the crucified Christ.

‘Per questo fi chiedo, Signore,” he whispered For this | ask you,
L ord. "Give me a sign. Tell me what to do. Tell me if | should let her
go or if 'm allowed to keep her.

The candles flickered. Noﬂ']ing else.

Francesco turned and walked toward the door. His hand was on
the handle when he s+opped and looked back one more time.

‘If you won't give me a sign,” he said softly, “then I'll have to
make this choice myse/f And God he/p us both if | choose Wrong”

He crossed himself one final time before pushmg open the heovy
door. It closed behind him with a sound like heaven |ocking him out.

Ouftside, the nig|’1+ air was cold against his face. Francesco walked
to his car, his Foo+s+eps echoing in the empty street.

In less than seventy-two hours, he would sit across from Serafina
and tell her their arrangement was over. He would watch her walk
out of his life forever. He would tell himself it was for the best.

But as he drove, Francesco couldn't shake the Fee|ing that he was
about to make the bigges+ mistake of his life.

And there would be no +ol<ing it back.
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CHAPTER

Serafina arrived at the bookshop earlier than usual, hoping the
familiar routine of organizing shelves and he|ping customers would
settle her nerves. But the moment she s+e|o|oeo| inside, she knew
some’rhing was wrong.

Mr. Thompson wWas o|reody there, sitting at his desk with papers
spreod before him. His face was etched with worry. He looked older
than she'd ever seen him.

"Good morning, M. Thompson,“ she called soFHy, not wanting to
startle him.

He looked up with red—rimmed, exhausted eyes. “Oh, Serafina.
I'm glad you're here early. We need to talk.”

Her stomach dropped. The coffee she'd forced down that
morning threatened to come back up. “Is it Mrs. Tlﬁompson? Is she—"

‘No, no, she's o|oing well” He ges+ureo| to the chair across from his
desk. "This is about the shop. About our supp|iers.”

Serafina sank into the chair, her hands gripping the armrests hard
enough that her knuckles went white. "W hat's hoppened?”

“Three more pub|ishers contacted me yes’rerdoy afternoon.
Meridian Press and Henderson & Associates. Theyre both... hesitating

to continue our re|o’rions|'1ipf‘

"What.." Serafina blinked hard.
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"The\/ cited concerns about maintaining their poererships with
|orger distributors.” He picked up one of the letters, his jow Jrighjrening
as he read. "Distributors who also carry works from other pub|is|’1ing
houses. They were quite apologetic about it, actually. Very sorry.
Very understanding. Complete nonsense, of course.”

“Which other pub|ishers?” Serafina asked, Jr|frougr1 she
already knew.

"Kensinngon Pub|ishing, primori|\/‘” M. Thompson set the letter
down. "t seems Jrhey've been Jro|cl—quiJre c|eor|\/, | imogine—ﬂﬁoJr
continuing to supply us might jeopardize their more lucrative
contracts.”

The blood drained from Serafina’s face. Her vision tunneled
slightly, and she had to focus on breathing. In. Out. In. Out.

This was her fault. All of it. Mr. Kensington was destroying the
shop because of her. Because she'd said no.

"Mr. Thompson, |-

“There's more.” He held up a hand to stop her, and she saw that
his fingers. "Mr. Kensington's company has made us an offer. Very
generous, ocfuo”yr They'H provide exclusive distribution righrs,
guoron’reed inventory, and favorable terms. The\/'H even he|p with our
rent arrears.”

“Which means?” She fought back tears.

“Which means we become en+ire|y dependen’r on what
Kensington Pub|isr1mg decides to provio|e No other pub|ishers. No
independen+ supp|iers. No 0bi|i+y to choose our own inventfory or set
our own ferms.” Mr. Thompson leaned back in his chair, sudden|y
|ool<ing every one of his six’ry—p|us years. The Figrﬁr seemed to drain
out of him. "It would save the shop, Serafina. It would keep the doors
open, keep you emp|oyeo|, keep evererrring aofloat. But it would also
mean surrendering ever\/Jrr]ing that makes this p|oce speci0|,
everything my father built, and everything I've tried to maintain.’

Serofina’s throat felt tight. She couldn't swallow. Couldn't speak.

“What will you do?" she Fino”y monoged.

‘I don't know yet. The offer stands until next Saturday. One week

to decide whether to sell my soul or close my doors.” He looked at her
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closely then, really looked at her. "Serafing, you look terrible. Are you
sleeping? You're pale as a ghost”

I'm fine. Just worried about the shop.”

“This isn't just worry. You look like you've been through
some’rhingf' His voice genﬂed “Is there some+hing you're not Jre||ing
me? This feels personal, not business. The way Mr. Kensington’s
been.. the timing of it all”

She couldn't meet his eyes. Her hands were shoking in her
|o1|o, and she pressed them JrogeJrher to hide it. 'l don't know what
you mean.”

“Serafina.” Mr. Thompson's voice was genﬂe but insistent. “If
there's some’rhing | should know. If someone is Jrhreojrening you, or
pressuring you, or—"

The bell above the door chimed.

Serofina’s head snapped up, and her heart stopped.

Mr. Kensinngon ereppeo| inside, immaculate as o|wo1\/s in his
expensive coat and perfect hat. His eyes swept the shop with
proprietary interest, Jroking in Mr. Tl’]ompson at his desk, Serafina
frozen in her chair.

"Mr. Thompson, Miss Silvano.” His smile was coldly pleasant. "l
hope I'm not interrupting anything important.”

Mr. Thompson rose from his choir, his manner professiono”y
courteous but noﬁceob|\/ cooler than usual. “Good morning,

M. Kensington. How can we help you?”

Serafina had never heard that eo|ge in his voice before.

‘| wanted to follow up on our conversation yes+ero|oy. Have you
had time to consider my offer?” Mr. Kensingfon moved deeper info
the shop.

I'm il reviewing the terms.”

"Of course, of course. These decisions shouldn't be rushed. One
must be thorough.” Mr. Kensington's gaze shifted to Serofina, and his
smile became more intimate. Warmer. The kind of warmth that
made her skin crawl. "Miss 5i|vo1no, you look |ove|y this morning. That
color suits you.”

She couldn't respond Her throat had closed comp|e+e|y.
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‘| trust you haven't forgoHen our appointment this evening?” His
tone was casual, conversational. As if Jrhey were discussing some+hing
perFecHy innocent. “Six o'clock?”

Serafina’s eyes went wide. Tonight? Her mouth opened, but no
sound came out at first. "Tonight?” The word came out strangled. 'l
+houg|f1+—| +hough+ we were meeting tomorrow nig|’1+. | wasn't—"

‘Change of plans, I'm aofraid. Business matters require | adjust my
schedule.” His smile didnt waver. “You can make it, can't you? | do
|'10pe this won't be inconvenient.”

It wasn't a question.

Yes, sir,” she Whispered.

"Excellent.” M, Kensinngon‘s satisfaction was evident. "'l expect
you at six shorp, then. Don't keep me woi’ringsu He Jrippeo| his hat to
both of them. ‘M. Thompson, do give my offer serious consideration.
It reo||y is quite generous, all H’]ings considered. Good o|oy4”

The bell chimed again as he left, the cheerful sound mocking the
heovy silence he'd left behind.

Serofina couldn't move. Her hands were shaking so badly now
that she had to grip the armrests to hide it. Tonighf

“Serafina.”

Mr. Thompson's voice cut through her panic. She looked up af
him, and saw him Wo+c|'1ing her with a concerned expression that
made her want to cry.

“What was that about?” His voice was careful. Too careful.

"Noﬂﬁing imporJronJr.”

“An appointment at six o'clock?” He moved around the desk,
closer to her. "W hat kind of appointment?”

She had to say something. Had to give him something that
would make him stop |ool<ing at her like that. "He's... he's expressed
interest in my novel. In pub|is|f1ing it. He wants to discuss terms.”

Mr. Thompson stared at her. The silence stretched between them,
heovy and terrible.

“Your novel,” he repecﬁed, his voice flat.

“Yes. He re-read some pages and he JrhougM—he said there was
po1‘en+io|, and—"The words tumbled out too fast, tripping over each
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other. "I thought we were meeting fomorrow to discuss it, but
opporenﬂ\/ he needs fo move it to +onigh+, and |-"

“Serafina.” He said her name quietly. "Look at me.”

She forced herself to meet his eyes.

“Is that the truth?”

The question hu ng between them. She could see in his face that
he knew she was |ying and that someJrhing terrible was hoppening
But he was giving her a chance to tell him, to let him l’]e|p.

"Yes,” she whispered, and watched someJrhing in his
expression crack.

He held her goze for another |ong moment. Then he nodded
slowly, his jow tight. "I see.”

T|’1ey both knew she was |ying. They both knew he didn't believe
her. But he was |eHing it go anyway, and that somehow made it
worse.

“Serafina.” His voice was genﬂe now, almost breoking, “If you
need he|p with ony’rhing... ony’rhing at all.. you can come to me. You
know that, don't you?”

The kindness in his voice was unbearable. Tears burned in her
eyes, but she blinked them back furious|\/4

T 'know,” she managed. "Thank you.”

But they both knew she wouldn't. She couldn't.

‘| should—=" She stood obrupﬂy, neor|\/ knocking the chair over. "l
should open the shop. Get reody for customers.”

"Of course.” Mr. Thompson stepped back, giving her space. But
his eyes s+oyed on her face. "Take your time.”

She fled to the front of the s|’10p, her |egs uns+eoo|y. Behind her,
she heard Mr. Thompson return to his desk and the rustle of papers.

Her hands horo”y felt like hers as she unlocked the front door and
ﬂipped the sign to "Open.“ The morning |igh+ streamed in, brighf and
ordinary, as if this were just another day and her world wasn't
crumbhng As if she wasn't Jrroppeo| in a nigHmore with no way out.

Six o'clock. TonigH.

She pressed her hand against her stomach, Fig|’1+ing nausea. And
aofter Jronight there would be another appointment. And another.
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And another. Until M. Kensing’ron got tired of her, or until she found
a way to escape.

She g|onceo| back ot Mr. Thompson's office. He was sitting at his
desk, but he wasn't looking at his papers. He was staring at nothing,
his face gray with worry. He knew. Moybe not the details, but he
knew enough And she'd lied to his face.

Serafina turned back to the empty s|’10p and tried to breathe
Jrhrough the Jrigl'ﬁmess in her chest.

Tonigh’r, Six o'clock.

She had no choice but to go.

R C< 2 O%

Serafina stood before her open wardrobe, staring at the dresses
honging there. Her hands trembled as she reached for her favorite
skirt with buttons down the front, and a button-front silk blouse. If he
wanted easy access, this mithr he|p him. She hated herself for o|reoo|y
+hinking as his occomp|ice.

She lifted the skirt and laid it on her bed, then the blouse.
Tomorrow she could burn them. After Jronithr, Jrhey would be fainted
beyond redempﬂon

She had a p|on, ’rhough She wouldn't be the reluctant victim that
M. Kensing+on expec’red. She would be aggressive, confident, and act
like she wanted him. She'd even create a character in a similar
situation, and try fo see Jronithr as research. She'd |oug|’1 at his jokes,
be coy and flirtatious, pay atftention to how every’rhing felt. She could
use that later when writing a new story.

And moybe if he Jrhough’r she was wi||ing, edger even, he'd be
genHer. Moybe he'd be satisfied with less. Moybe she could maintain
some sliver of control in a situation where she had none.

She'd spent fime reheorsing in front of her mirror, practicing
su|+ry smiles and confident gestures. Every movement felt false, but
the expressions were the on|y armor she had.

As she dressed, she said goodbye to the body that would no
|onger be en+ire|\/ hers. The next time she felt air on her skin, it would

be FOI’ MI’. Kensing’ron/s p|eosure.
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She opp|ied rouge to her cheeks with a heovy hand, trying to
mimic the flush of excitement rather than the po||or of fear, and a
touch of red |ips+icl<. In the mirror, she looked beautiful and terrified.
Her reflection stared back at her with wide, Frithrened eyes that no
amount of powder could disguise

On her way fo the door, she poused at her typewriter. W hen
had she last had time to write?

The machine sat waiting for her return. She ran her Fingers over
the ke\/s, Jrhinking of the soJrisF\/ing click-clack of words F|owing onto
paper, the magic of creating worlds where love conquered all and
hoppy endings were guororﬁeed. Those o|o1ys felt distant now.

She picked up a page from the sing|e copy of her manuscript
that remained and read a passage about her heroine’s first kiss,
written in what now seemed like naive optimism about love and
romance. Mr. Kensing+on would make sure it could never be
pub|isheo|. She was certain of it now.

Looking at the words she'd written, she felt a flicker of pride
despi+e it all. The story was gooo|. The characters lived and breathed
on the page. Moybe she could bind it somehow and give it fo Clara
as a gif’r. At least then someone would read her story. Someone
would know she'd created someJrhing beautiful.

She set the page down genH\/ and walked toward whatever hell
awaited her.

Too soon, the Waterford Hotel loomed before her. She'd passed
this bui|ding countless times without a second Jrhouthr, never
imagining she'd one day climb its stairs as a sacrifice to save the
bookshop she loved.

The lobby was all marble and crystal. The clerk behind the desk
didn't look up as she passed. She wondered how many other women
had walked these same halls toward their own destruction. How
many others had climbed these stairs with fear c|owing at their
throats?

Room 412. Fourth floor, at the end of a |ong corridor corpeJred in
deep red. Each step down that ho”woy felt like descending into Hell.
Her heart hammered against her ribs so hard she was certain it

would burst from her chest.
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At exocHy six o'clock, she knocked |igl’1+|y on the door. Her
knuckles barely made a sound against the wood.

“‘Come in,” Mr. Kensing+on‘s voice called from inside.

Serafina pos+eo| on the brithreer smile she could manage and
pushed open the door. "Good evening, Mr. Kensington. | hope I'm
not late.”

He stood loy the window, o|reoo|y in his shirtsleeves with a g|oss
of Whiskey in his hand. The room was expensive|y furnished with
dark wood, rich fabrics, a bed with a high canopy and velvet curtains.

And on the bedside table, coiled neo’r|y, Was a |eng+h of rope.

Her smile faltered. Just for a second, but she saw his eyes catch
the moment, the satisfaction that flickered across his face before he
smoothed it away. Her gaze darted away from the rope, back to
him, trying to recover. Trying fo prefend she hadn't seen it.

But she had seen it. And he knew she had.

Another |eng+|f1 of rope |oy on the dresser. Longer than the first.
And was that? Leather straps? Metal? Her stomach lurched. Her
carefully rehearsed confidence crumbled ot the edges.

He'd preporeci, not just the room, but tools and imp|emen+& He'd
p|cmneo| every detail. Before she'd even left her apartment Jr|'1ir1l<ir1g
she had a p|on, Jrhinkmg she could control this, he'd been here
arranging everyfhing The rope. The restraints. W hatever else she
couldn’t bring herself to idenﬁfy.

Her p|on had never mattered. She'd never had any control at all.

"RigH on time." His voice was warm, almost kind. "And my, don't
you look |ove|\/ Jronithr."

“Thank you." Her voice came out higher than intended. She
forced it lower, sultrier. '| wanted fo look my best for you. I've been
|ooking forward to this."

Mr. Kensinngon‘s eyebrows rose s|igh+|\/. A slow smile spreoo|
across his face. "Have you now? How delightful.” He took a slow sip
of his Wl’]iskey, Woﬁrching her over the rim of the g|oss4 “Come here,
my dear.”

Serafina sauntered toward him, swaying her |'1ips4 She tried not to

look at the rope again

216



“You have excellent taste in hotels,” she said, |e++ing her voice drop
to what she hoped was a seductive purr. “This room is beautiful.”

‘Not as beautiful as youf' His hands found her waist, |ou||ing her
closer until she could smell the Whiskey on his breath and the
pomode in his hair. "You seem different Jror1ig|'1Jr. More... Wi||ing.”

His touch made her skin crawl. Goosebumps rose on her arms
despi+e the warmth of the room. She forced herself to lean into him,
to p|oce her hands on his chest as if she found him attractive. If he
weren't so cruel, he might have been handsome.

"Maybe I've realized what | was missing,” she said, letting her
Fingers trail down his shirtfront. The lie came easier than she’'d
expeded, desperoﬂon moking her a better actress than she'd known
she could be.

"And what might that be?” His thumb traced her collarbone,
and she felt her pu|se jump beneath his touch. Could he feel it?
Could he tell?

"A man who knows what he wants and takes it.”

"Hmm.” The sound was almost approving, but his eyes were
co|cu|oﬁngA “You've been practicing this, haven't \/ou?”

Her breath caught. ' don't know what you-"

"The way you walk. The way you're talking. If's very good,
Serafina. Very convincing.” He stepped back slightly, still holding her
waist. "Almost convinced me for a moment.”

Ice flooded her veins. *| meant every word.”

‘Did you?” He released her, moving to pour himself another
Whiskey. He was enjoying this. "Would you like a drink? You look like
you mighf need one.”

I'm fine.” But her voice shook.

He handed her one anyway. “To new beginnings,n he soio|,
raising his.

To getting what we both want,” she rep|ieo|, Forcing herself to
meet his toast. Every instinct screamed at her to run, fo flee this room
and never look back, bookshop be damned. She locked her knees to

keep from swaying.
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The Whiskey burned, but she smiled Jrhrough it. Her stomach
churned, bile rising, but she swallowed it down and maintained her
brig|f1+ expression.

M. Kensington stepped closer. When he reached out to touch
her cheek, her skin crawled, but she forced herself to lean into the
caress. The contact made her want to scrub her face raw.

“You're trembling,” he observed, his voice mild.

"Am 7" She tried to |ough ‘Must be excitement.’

"Must be.” His Fingers trailed down her neck to rest at her
collarbone. Her pu|se hammered wi|o||y there, too fast, too hard. “Your
heart is rocing.”

“Like | said. Excitement.”

"Of course.” But his smile said he knew better. "You're full of
surprises fonight.”

He set down his g|oss and moved behind her, his hands seH|ing
on her shoulders. She could feel his breath against her ear as he
spoke, hot and alcohol-laden.

Tell me what you wanf, Serafina.”

Her mind went blank with terror. The rope on the nig|’1+s+ond
seemed to pu|se in her perip|’1er0| vision. But she monoged to turn in
his arms to face him, fixing her smile back in place. "I want you to
stop treating me like o FrigHened child. I'm a woman. | know what
I'm doing.”

‘Do you indeed?”

She answered by reeching up to touch his face, her hand
+remb|ing so boc“y she couldn't hide it. "Show me what you've been
imagining all week.”

"What an excellent idea” He caught her wrist, gently, but firmly.
“But first, let me tell you what I've been imoginingf

Her breath stopped.

‘I've been imagining you walking in here with that brave little
smile.” His thumb stroked the inside of her wrist, rigH where her
pu|se beh’oyed her. “PreJrending you're not terrified and that you want
this, and putting on a performonce for me”

"|‘m ﬂO'i'—”
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"And then,” he continued as if she hadn't spoken, "I've been
imagining the moment when you realize your little performonce
won't save you and you understand that | see rig|’1+ +|'1roug|f1 you...
that I've always seen through you.

The room filted. "Mr. Kensinngon—"

"When you reo|ize,” his voice dropped |ower, intimate and
terrible, "that your fear is exactly what | wanted all along.

Her mask crumbled. Just for a second, pure terror showed on her
face before she tried to reconstruct it. But it was too late.

“There, there,” he said softly.

W hen he begcm unbuHoning her blouse, she forced herself to
help him. She had to keep trying. Maybe if she just—

She let the garment s|ip from her shoulders, s+onding in her
chemise, trying to breathe, trying with all her mithr to maintain some
Frogmerﬁr of her p|om even as it disinJregroJred around her.

But then his hands were on her wrists, pu||ing them behind her
back with sudden, brutal force. She felt the rope before she
understood what was hoppening.

"What-" she begon, SHill trying somehow to maintain her Fogode
even as panic e><|o|oo|eo| in her chest. "Are we p|0ying gomes? How
exciting.”

The rope ﬁgl’ﬁened around her wrisfs, cutting into flesh and
cutting off circulation. Her fingers begon to Jrir1g|e, then go nu mb. This
wasn't part of the p|om4 This wasn't—

‘Oh, we're playing games, my dear,” Mr. Kensington said. His
voice had lost all pretense of warmth. W hat remained was cold,
clinical. "But not the kind you're pretending to enjoy.’

Another |oop of rope, pu||ed Jrithrer‘ Pain shot Jrhrough her
shoulders as he wrenched her arms back further. Serafina forced
another |ough, high and brittle and desperme‘ ‘| don't know what you
mean. I'm hoving a wonderful time.”

"Drop the act, Serafina.” His Fingers gripped her chin, Forcing her
to meet his eyes. The\/ were flat, emotionless. “We both know you
don't want this. We both know you're terrified.”

She tried to hold onto the smile. Tried to keep her voice s+eoo|y.
“That's not—"
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“Your pupi|s are dilated.” His thumb brushed across her Jrremb|ing
lips. "Your breathing is shallow. You have goosebumps all over your
arms. Your pulse is racing so fast | can see it in your throat. Every
inch of your body is screaming that you want to run.’

Tears burned in her eyes. She blinked them back Furious|yA

"And that,” he continued, his voice dropping to some+bing almost
gen+|e, some+bing that made her stomach turn, “is what makes it so
much more inJrereeringA”

The mask Fino”y s|ippeo| from her face comp|e+e|y, |e0\/ing on|y
raw, undisguised fear. Her breath came in gasps now. The rope cut
into her wrists. The room felt too small, too hot, c|osing in around her.

‘Please—" The word broke out of her. Please, I'll do whatever you
want. Il be good. Il-"

‘Oh, Serafina.” He released her chin, letting his hand trail down
her throat. She could feel her pulse hammering against his palm.
“You o|rego|\/ are o|oing exocﬂ\/ what | want.

She was shaking now, her whole body trembling. The
perFormgnce was over. | he p|om had failed. She had noering left but
the truth of her terror.

"P|eose," she wbispered again, boﬁng herself for begging, unable
to stop. ‘Please don't—"

“There she is,” Kensinngon said with satisfaction, his thumb
brusbing across her Jrremb|ing |ips. “There's the Frigb+eneo| little gir| I've

The bathwater had |ong gone cold, but Serafina remained in the

been waiting to meet.”

tub, scrubbing at skin that would never feel clean again. This was her
third bath since refurning home in the eor|y hours of the morning,
and still she felt his hands on her, still tasted his Wbiske\/—sooked
breath, still heard the sound of her own voice begging him to stop....
The sponge was rougb against her skin, but she couldn't stop
scrubbing. Her wrists were raw from the rope. A few purple bruises
formed around her throat where his Fingers had pressed. No amount

of hot water could wash it all away, but she kep+ trying, boping that
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if she scrubbed hard enough, she could somehow return to the
person she'd been before.

Twenty-four hours. It had been twenty-four hours since
M. Kensington's hotel room, and she still couldn't close her eyes
without seeing him or lﬁeoring his voice.

Soon, Francesco would come to take her to their "breokup" dinner
to conclude their arrangement. She had to try to piece herself back
JrogeJrher and find some way fo face him without Fo||ing apart.

She forced herself to stand. Water sluiced off her reddened skin.
She wrapped a towel around herself and walked to her bedroom on
unereody |egs.

Her favorite blue dress hung in the wardrobe. She'd worn it to
tea with Clarg, to walks in the pork, to dozens of ordinory moments
that now seemed impossib|y precious. She needed those memories
JronigH‘, memories that felt like her.

B\/ the time she'd finished c1p|o|\/ing mokeup, she looked almost
like herself. Anyone looking closely would see the cracks, but from a
distance, in dim |igh’r, she migH pass.

When Francesco knocked, she was as ready as she could be.

But the moment she saw his somber, distant, face, |ool<ing as if he
was already saying goodbye, her careful composure nearly cracked.

“You look beautiful,” he said quieHy, offering his arm with the
formal courtesy of a stranger.

“Thank you."

His eyes |ingereo| on her face. A s|ig|’1+ frown creased his brow as
he studied her.

“Are you Fee|ing well?” he osked, his voice genﬂer. “You seem—"

I'm fine,” she said quickly, forcing a brighter smile. "Just tired.”

They walked to his car in silence. She was grateful he didn't try
to fill it with conversation. She wasn't sure her voice would remain
s+eody.

She settled into the passenger seaf, moking sure her scarf hid her
throat and her sleeve covered her wrists. Through the window, she
watched normal peop|e |iving normal lives, unaware that her world
had ended in a hotel room the nithr before.

He'd chosen a small, intimate restaurant tucked away from
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prying eyes. They were seated at a corner table where Jrhe\/ could
speok without being overheard.

Wine arrived. As Francesco poured, she noticed the s|igh+ tremor
in his hands.

‘“The arrangement worked better than we'd hoped,” he said
corefu”y, his voice professiono”y neutral. ‘Brambilia is convinced we
were genuine.”

Serafina picked up her fork and cut a small piece of veal. She
lifted it o her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. It could have been
cardboard. Her hands shook s|igh’r|y as she set the fork down. She
pu||eo| them into her |c1p quicHy.

‘Good. That's... good.”

Francesco's eyes sharpened. “The photograph, Miss Randolph’s
reaction, our argument.. all of it worked. He believes we were lovers
who had a falling out.”

She flinched at the word “lovers,” then pushed the veal around
her p|o’re, cutting it smoaller and smaller without eating. When she
reached for her water g|Oss, the purp|e marks on her wrists extended
past her sleeve.

Francesco's professiono| mask dropped away immedio+e|y. W hat
rep|c1ced it was cold and o|eoc”y.

“What happened to your wrist?’

Serafina Jruggeo| her sleeve down. "No%ing. | bumped info
something.’

“Serafina.

The way he said her name made her look up. What she saw in

his eyes made her stomach clench, but not with fear. At least, not

for herself.

“Who did this to you?’

“Francesco, please—"

"Was it Kensington?”

She couldn't lie when he was |ooking at her like that. Her silence
was answer enough.

His hands clenched into fists on the table. For a moment, she
Jrhouthr he migH leave to find Mr. Kensinngon righ’r then. Instead, he

leaned Forword, his voice dropping to bore|y above a whisper
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“Tell me what he did.”

I can't” Her eyes filled with tears. "Please don't make me say it. |
chose to go. | thought | could handle it

His jow worked as he fought for control. "You need to eat
something.’

T'm not hungry.”

“Serafina—"

‘Please!” The word came out sharper than she intended. "I'm fine.”

But even as she said it, her fork clattered against her p|o+e. Her
hands shook too vio|en+|y to maintain the prefense. "I'm fine.”

They sat in silence. Francesco made a valiant effort with his own
meal, but she could see he was s+rugg|ing too.

Fino”\/, he reached into his jockeJr and withdrew an enve|ope and
slid it across the table.

“You'll receive one of these every month. It's the least | can do.”

Serafina stared ot it. Money. Payment for services rendered.

‘No." She pushed it back with more force than necessary. | dont
want it

“Serafina—"

‘Donate it. Build something. | don't care. But | can't—| won't take
money for this. 'm not your whore.”

Francesco’s knuckles went white on his wine g|oss, but he
pocke+ed the en\/e|ope without argument.

I'm sorry,” she whispered. “I didnt mean—"

“You have nothing to apologize for."

W hen Jr|'1e\/ reached his car, he sat behind the wheel for a |ong
moment without starting the engine. His hands gripped the steering
wheel.

Serafina watched his pro}ci|e in the dim |ig|’1+, memorizing it. The
strong line of his jaw.. the way his hair curled at his collar... the small
scar above his eyebrow she'd never noticed before.

Fino”y, he turned to her. Someﬂ'}ing in his expression had
changed, and he seemed vulnerable and uncertain.

“Would you like to go to Coney Island?" he asked quietly.

The question su rprised her. She let out a soft, broken |c1ugh.

She needed this, needed to feel like a person again instead of a
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victim. She needed to preJrend, even for an hour, that she was still
whole. That last nithr hadn't hoppened. That she could still have one
good memory with him before every’rhing ended.

‘| would like that.”

He started the car and drove toward the boardwalk, where the
nigM air was cooler and carried the scent of the ocean. Most families
had gone home, |eoving the space fo coup|es and thrill-seekers
s+eo|ing moments Hﬁey shouldn't have.

Francesco headed sh’oithr to the cotton c:o1no|\/ vendor.

“Thank you,” she said, pu||ing off a piece and |eHing it melt on her
tongue. "Francesco.”

His name felt strange in her mouth. Too intimate. But also righf

"Try some," she soio|, pu||ing off another piece and ho|o|ir1g it
toward him.

When his |i|os brushed against her Fingers as he took it, she jerked
her hand back. The touch, so genﬂe, so different from last night
made her eyes well with tears.

Francesco froze. “Serdofina...”

I'm sorry.” She wrapped her arms around herself. I don't know
why L. it's not you. I¥'s not your fault”

‘Look at me." He didn't move closer. Didn't back away. "You're
safe. | won't hurt you‘”

She nodded, wiping her eyes. | know. | know you won't”

But her body didn't know. Her body remembered other hands.
Rough rope. The pain.

She took his arm as he led her toward the games, positioning
herself so she could see his hands at all times. When he moved, she
startled s|igh’r|y before coJrching herself.

He noticed. She could see him noticing. He started moving
slower, Jre|egro|o|'1ing his movements.

At the shooﬁng go||ery, his shots were perFech. The vendor
offered them their choice of prizes. Francesco poin+eo| to a bear with
go|den fur and a blue ribbon. He handed it to her.

She looked at the bear, then at him. "This one should be yours.
Then we'll have a poir.” She tried to smile. "His and hers. So you'”

have somefhing fo remember me by.”
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The words came out wrong and desperoJre

Francesco took the bear corefu”y. ‘I'd like that.”

T|’1ey moved tfo the skee-ball lanes. Serafina stared at the curved
ramp.

“I've never |o|o1\/eo| before,” she admitted. Her voice sounded thin
to her own ears. "What do | do?’

‘It's simple.” He demonstrated, the ball landing with a satisfying
thunk in the FiFer—poinJr ring. "Now you Jrry.”

She picked up a ball. It was heavier than expeded. She rolled it
+en+o+ive|y, then watched it miss en+ire|y.

“Like this.” Francesco moved as if to step behind her, then
stopped when he felt her tense. "May 17"

She nodded, wanting to be normal.

But when he moved behind her, her whole body locked up. She
couldn't breathe. The enclosed spoce—l’]im behind her—it was too
much like—

Francesco s+epped back immediofe|y4

I'm sorry,” she whispered, shame burning her cheeks. "I didn't
mean—"

‘Don't opo|ogize.” His voice was firm. Gentle. "Not for that. Never
for that.

He moved to stand beside her instead, close enough to guide her
arm, but not ’rouching. "Feel the Weithr of the ball. Let it roll
naturally.”

This time, the ball landed in the Jrhirer—poirﬁ' ring.

She tried to smile. Tried to feel proud. But all she felt was
noJrhing.

‘Do you want to try the Ferris wheel?” he asked.

She looked up at the towering wheel. Thoughf about being
enclosed in that small car, Jrroppeo| with no way out.

Her chest tightened. But she nodded anyway. ‘I think I'd like
that.”

She needed to try fo prove to herself she could still do normal
Jr|’1ir1gs.

As Jrhey Wo”<eo|, she s|i|o|oed her hand into his. Their Fingers laced

JrogeJrher. Francesco g|cmced down but didn't comment.
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The operator smiled in recognition. “Back ogoin? Sometimes the
best Jr|f1ir1gs are worth doing twice.”

The got into the same car for the same gen’r|e sway as Jrhey rose
info the night sky. But as they climbed higher, Serafina’s breathing
became shallow. The car suo|o|en|y felt too small. She gripped the
edge of the seat, knuckles white.

“Serafina?” Francesco’s voice seemed distant. "Look at me. Just
look at me.”

She forced herself 1o meet his eyes, fo focus on his face instead of
the enclosed space. The +ropped Fee|ing4

‘Breathe,” he said quieﬂy. “You're safe. I've got you‘”

When he put his arm around her, she tried to nestle close and
lean into his warmth. But her body wWas rigid, yet +remb|ing, Fighﬂng
between the need to be held and the terror of being touched. At the
top, with the |igh+s spreod below them, she let out a slﬁoky |oug|’1 that
sounded more like a sob.

"Better this time?” he asked, but she could hear the concern in his
voice.

"‘Much better,” she lied, turning in his arms to face him. Her hands
came up fo frame his face, memorizing the sharp angles, the darkness
in his eyes. "You were wrong, you know.”

“About?”

“You're worth missing.’ The words came out broken with a
suppressed sob. “You're worth every’rhing it costs to love you.”

For a moment, his control s|ipped, and she saw s’rroigH Jrhrough
to the domqged soul beneath. His hands ﬁthrened on her waist.

By the time they climbed out, her whole body shook. He kept her
hand in his, Fingers interlaced, his thumb erroking over her knuckles.
As Jrhey walked toward the beach, the moon cast every’rhing in silver
and shadow.

‘I owe you an apology,” Serafina said as they reached the water’s
edge, “At the museum, when | got angry.. | didn't mean to fall for
you, and I'm sorry. This was never supposed to become..”

"Real?” His Fingers came up to trace her cheek and to brush a
strand of hair behind her ear. Do you think | meant for this? Do you
think | wanted to need you like | need air?’
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She pressed her face info his touch, closed her eyes, and tried to
seer this moment into her memory before it was taken away. I'm
broken, Francesco. Not by you, but I'm broken now, and | don't
know how to be whole again.”

"Look at me.” When she o|io|, his eyes were Fierce, burning.
“You're not broken. You're mine.

She pressed her face against his hand, wanted to feel safe, to feel
onyﬂ']ing other than ruined.

‘| don't want to say goodbye. Please. Not yet.” Her breaths came
in s|’10rp gasps H}rough her teeth.

He pu||ed her against him with sudden desperoJre force, crushing
her to his chest, each breath shuddering She pressed her face against
him, |is’rening to his heartbeat, wi||ing her to beat in time with his. His
hand cradled the back of her head, Fingers +ong|ed in her hair.

“Would you like to go doncing with me next SoJrurdoy?“ he asked
quieﬂ\/.

Her heart |eoped even as her stomach clenched with dread. The
Jrhouthr of strange men, crowded spaces, hands that mithr touch
her... but this was Francesco oﬁ(ering her time beyond Jronighf.

‘I you mean it then yes.“ She pu||eo| back to search his face. "But
Francesco, I.. | don't know how to dance, and | don't know how feel
normal anymore.”

"So+uro|oy.“ His thumb traced her bottom |ip. 11l take you
somewhere beautiful and safe. Il just be us.”

"So we're not saying goodbye?’

"No,” he said rough|\/. “You're in my blood now, Serdfina. |
couldn't cut you out without b|eeo|ing to death.

Then he kissed her.

For one perFed moment, she wasn't the gir| who'd been violated,
and he wasn't the man with blood on his hands. She gripped his coat
|ope|s, pu||ing him closer. One of his hands slid into her hair while the
other presseo| pu||eo| against her back.

Then his hand pressed against the bruises on her ribs, the ones
Mr. Kensington had left when he'd—

Shorp pain coursed H’]rough her. She gosped against his mouth.

Francesco pulled back immediately. 'Did | hurt you?
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‘No. | just=" She couldnt tell him about all the p|oces that hurt.
I'm sorry.”

“Serafina.” His forehead rested against hers. “Tell me who did
this fo you.”

She shook her head, unable to speak it.

I'll make him wish he was dead for |'1ur+ing youf'

A shorp gust of wind swept off the water. She shivered, but not
from cold.

‘Come on,” he murmured, pressing his |ips to her forehead. "Let
me take you home before you freeze’

In the car, his hand rested on her knee. She covered it with both
of hers, ho|ding +ig|'1f But she couldn't stop Jrrembhng, couldn't stop
waiting for his genﬂeness to turn to violence. She forced herself to
breathe. This was Francesco, not Mr. Kensington. Francesco, who
moved slowly now, who asked permission, who pulled back when
she tensed. But her body didn't know the difference. Her body was
still in that hotel room.

W hen Hwey reached her bui|o|ing, he turned off the engine but
made no move to leave.

‘| should go up," she said, Jr|'1ough the Jr|’1ough+ of being alone in
her apartment, surrounded by shadows and memories, made her
want fo scream.

“You should,” he ogreed, but his hand turned beneath hers and
held on. "Will you be dll right?

‘.. | don't want 1‘onig|’1+ to end ’rhoughu

She couldn't tell him that she didn't want to go back to her
apartment, to be alone with the memories, to face another nigh’r of
scrubbing herself raw and sfill Fee|ing o|ir+y.

“Neither do I. Let me walk you up.”

As Hwey climbed the stairs, his posture chonged. He became more
rigid and alert. His eyes darted to corners and shadows. She wanted
to ask what was wrong, but the words stuck in her throat.

As they reached her floor, Serafina’s unease built. The hallway
stretched before them, o|im|y lit. Then she saw it. Her apartment door

stood wide open.
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She gasped. Francesco shoved her behind him. He cocked
his gun.

"5+oy behind me,” he whispered.

They crept forward, Serafina’s heart hammering.

At the threshold, she cougH her first g|impse inside of the
destruction. It was comp|e+e and utter destruction.

When Francesco finally led her in, her knees nearly buckled.

Broken dishes scattered across the floor. Her precious books |oy
broken and bent, spines cracked, pages torn. Her bed had been
s+ripped, the mattress slashed open. Popers were everywhere. Her
stories |oy torn to pieces.

Some of her Jrhings still smoldered from a fire set in the middle of
the room. She knelt, picking up a forn piece of paper, part of a story
about a gir| who believed in hoppy endings.

Her typewriter |oy overturned on the floor, broken, with keys
scattered.

She looked up at Francesco through her tears. He still held the
gun, eyes sweeping the room.

"\)\/hy would someone do this?" she Whispered

He holstered his gun and placed his hands on her shoulders to
drow her close. She collapsed against him. The solid warmth of his
chest was the on|y real H’]ing in this nithrmore. His arms Wropped
around her and she buried her face in his coat.

As the shock begon to fade, she pu||eo| away and begon
collecting papers. These pages had contained her hopes and dream:s.
Now +hey were just paper and ink, as eosi|y desﬂoyed as evererhing
else.

“Serafina.” Francesco's voice seemed distant. “I'm so sorry.”

It was just a s+ory,” she muttered, dropping torn pages onto
burned clothes. "A erupio| romance sfory that meant nojrhing.”

‘It's not stupid,” Francesco said quietly.

All the fear and violation and l’]e|p|essness transformed into rage.
She whirled to face him, tears streaming.

“What do you know about romance or love?” Her voice cracked.
“You don't even believe in itl” She geerured at the destruction. “This
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was my dream, and all my hope for a hoppy ending. And look ot it
now. Look at itl"

Her gaze fell on her sopphire gown, the one from the ball, that
she'd word when.. Not it lay slashed to ribbons.

‘| never felt so pretty in all my life as | did in that.

She went to the broken door latch and knelt, Fingers fracing the
splintered wood. "I'm not sure how fo fix this,” she said, her voice
becoming Jrithr, breathless. “But | need to lock it. | have to lock it so no
one can get in." Her Fingers l<e|oJr tracing the same broken piece. How
am | supposed to fix this? | don't know how. But | need to.. | need to
lock the door...”

She grobbed at her hair, wanting fo tear someJrhing apart, when
suddenly Francesco's arms were around her, pulling her back against
his chest.

She c|ung to him, to this man who claimed not to believe in
romance, but who, in the wreckoge of everyﬂ’ming she'd built, was the
on|y solid H\ing left s+onding.

‘I can't—"she sobbed against him. "I can't do this anymore. |
can't="

‘| know,” he murmured into her hair. “l know.”

‘Everything's destroyed. Everything. And | tried—at Coney Island,
| tried so hard to be okay, to be normal, but I'm not okay. I'm not—"

“You don't have to be okoy,” His arms Jrigmened around her. "You
don't have to be anything right now. Just mine.”

She shook in his arms as all of the past ererﬂ'y—]cour hours Fino”y
broke +hrough. She'd tried to hold it Jrogeﬂwer, tried to give him one
good evening, tried to pre+eno| she could still be the woman she'd

been before, but she couldn't. That woman was gone.
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CHAPTER

Francesco poced the |eng+h of his s+udy, his eye|ids growing
heovy despi’re the adrenaline still coursing Jrhrough him. The
combination of s|eeping |oi||s and brondy had Fino”y he|ped Serafina
fall os|ee|o in his guest room, but for him, the nig|’1+ stretched on, and
he was far from reody for rest.

“What do you want fo do about Giordano sfeo/ing babies to
send to Tennessee?” Ricci asked, |eoning against the desk. "Goddamn,
having one myself now.. I'd do something worse than murder.”

"W hat's worse than murder?’

‘Make him o’isctppeor piece by piece. Start with his fingers, work
up to bigger parts. Let him think about what he's done to those
families while he watches himself come otpctrf.”

Francesco's jaw clenched. "We'll deal with him. But not tonight”
He resumed his pacing. "Right now, | want every man we have
/ooking for whoever desfroyec/ Serafind's apartment. Someone saw
somefhing. Someone knows somefhing”

“You think it was Kensington?”

The name sent a wave of cold fury through Francesco's chest. His
hands curled info fists. 'Kensington is mine. No one else touches him
until | decide what to do with him. When I'm done, he'll wish he'd
never been born.”

Ricci nodded grimly. "The boys won't like waiting.’
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Theyll wait because I'm telling them to wait” Francesco’s voice
dropped to somefhing deod|y quiet. | want this done righf. | want
him to understand exocf/y what he's done. | want him to suffer for
every mark he left on her’

As the sk\/ begcm to |igh+en outside the s+uo|\/ windows, the door
opened. Pou|ie, one of his street bosses, walked in carrying a
typewriter, a stack of papers, and @ Jreo|o|y bear.

“Sir, Paulie said, setting the items carefully on the desk. " grabbed
all the papers | could find that weren't too burned or torn up.” He
poused, a hint of a smile Jrouching his |ips. "And the fec/dy bear. /\//y
little gir/ has one that makes her feel better when she's scared.
Couldn't leave it behind. Thoughf mctybe it makes Miss Silvano feel
better too.”

Francesco's chest tightened. He looked at the teddy bear he'd
won for her, then back ot Paulie. "Thank you. I'm sure it will"

“Can the typewriter be fixed?" Ricci asked, examining the
broken keys.

Paulie shrugged. "Not sure. But | know a guy who works on
them. I'll take it to him first fhing.”

Before Francesco could respond, two more of his men entered.
Their faces were grim. One of Jrhem, Morco, held @ key between his
thumb and Forefinger.

"Boss,“ Moarco said. “We searched the whole bui/o’ing like you
asked.”

"And?’

“Third floor. Apartment 3A." Marco set the key on the desk.

“There's a smell coming from under the door. Bad smell

"W hat kind of smell?”

‘Death.” Marco's expression was stone. 'We found this key on the
welcome mat righf outside the door. Used it to get in.

The room went still. Francesco s+opped pacing.

“There's a boc/y,” the other man, Sal, said quieHyA “Woman. Red
hair. Looks like she was sfrcmg/ed Been dead a few c/oysA Starting to

c/ecompose,”

Third floor. One floor up from Serafina. The killer had been in
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her bui|ding, had murdered someone in her bui|o|ing, had left the
body there.

"Miss Silvano lives on the second f/oor," Ricci soio|, voicing what
Francesco was o|reody Jrhinking‘

‘| know." Francesco said, roughly.

"Could have been her,” Marco added. "Could have been
Miss Silvano we found up there instead.”

The Jrhouthr made Francesco’s vision narrow. His hands gripped
the eo|ge of his desk hard. Serofina could have encountered the killer
in the stairwell. She could have been the one s+rong|eo| and left to rot.
She could have been the body his men found.

Or she could have gone upstairs for some reason, to borrow
some’rhing from a neighbor, fo investigate a sound, and found the
corpse herself. Another trauma |oyered on top of evererhing else
Kensinngon had done to her.

“The door's open now,” Sal continued. "We left it that way. Let
the smell out. Someone will find her soon and call the cops.’

“The woman have a name?’ Francesco asked.

‘Don't know. Didn't go fhrough her fhings But she's young.
/\//oy/oe fwenty. Looks like she was coming home when it hoppenec/.
Still wearing a robe.”

Francesco's mind raced. A young woman in a robe. Probably
coming home late at nigH. Wrong |o|oce, wrong time. Or—

"Was she the target? he asked. "Or was she just in the way?”

Marco and Sal exchanged glances.

‘Hard to say, boss,” Marco admitted. ‘But the way it was done...
professiono/ and clean. The kind of kill that's proch’ced.”

Francesco closed his eyes, pressing his Fingers against his +emp|es.
When he opened them again, his gaze went to the ho”woy that led
to his guest room.

"The apartment was destroyed when we found it," Ricci said
slowly, following Francesco's thought process. "Someone broke in and
tore it apart. But fhey didn't wait for her to come home. Didn't

ombush her.“

‘Because she wasn't the primary forgef,” Francesco said, the
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pieces Fo”ing into p|oce4 “The destruction was a message. A threat. But
the woman upstairs—"

"\)\/rong p/oce, wrong h’me,u Paulie finished. "/\//oybe she came
home while he was in Miss Silvano's apartment. Maybe she heard
something. Maybe she just had the bad luck of being there.

Or moybe, Francesco Jrhougm dork|y, the killer had been waiting
outside Serafina's door and the redhead had im‘errupfeo/ him. Moybe
she had saved Serafina’s life without knowing it, and poid for it with
her own.

‘I want fo know everyfhing about apartment 3A," Francesco said,
his voice shorp with command. "W ho she was, who she lmew, if she
had any connection to Miss Silvano. | want to know if anyone saw
onyfhing unusual in that bui/o’ing. And | want to know—"He poused,
his jaw working. "I want to know if Miss Silvano knew her.”

If she did, if H’]ey'd been Frieno”y, if H’]ey'd chatted in the l’10||woy
or borrowed sugar from each other, then Seraofina would have
another death on her conscience. The victim mig|’1+ be another person
deerroyed by her proximity to Francesco's world.

‘On it, boss,” Marco said.

"And get the typewriter fixed,” Francesco added, |oo|<ing at Paulie.
‘| don't care what it costs. Get it fixed.

The men filed out, |eoving Francesco alone with Ricci.

“You can't tell her,” Ricci said aofter a moment. “About the boc/y,”

Francesco didn't answer. He stared at the key on his desk, the key
that had been left outside a dead woman’s door.

"She's been fhrough enough," Ricci presseo|. “You fell her there's
a corpse one floor up from where she lives, and she'll never sleep
again.

‘| know." Francesco's voice was barely above a whisper.

So?

"So | don't tell her. He picked up the key, rolling it between his
Fingers. ‘Not yet. Not until | know more. Not until | know who did
this and Why,"

But even as he said it, Francesco knew the truth. Someone had

been in Serafina’s bui|o|ing. Someone domgerous enough to kill
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without hesitation. That someone who mighf come back.

ko

Serafina sat on the sitting room sofa, so close to Francesco that
their legs touched. She wore one of Lucia’s borrowed dresses. Her
hands were folded in her |op, fremb|ing s|igh+|y despi+e her attempts
to still them. Every sudden sound from the tick of the clock to
Mr. Ricci's FooJrereps in another room made her flinch.

Francesco's arm rested o|ong the back of the sofq, his Fingers
occosiono”y brushing her shoulder. Each time, she leaned into the
touch like it was the on|y H’]ing keeping her calm.

“Serafing,” Lucia said genﬂy from the armchair across from them,
‘can | get you anything? Tea? Something to eat?”

Serafina shook her head. The Jrhougl'ﬁr of food made her
stomach turn.

"She needs to rest,” Francesco said, his voice low. "She bore|y s|ep+
for what she’s gone through.”

“The pills helped,” Serafina whispered, though her voice sounded
hollow even to her own ears. “Thank you for those.”

"Of course. | just wish..” Lucia trailed off.

The silence stretched. Serafina stared at her hands, trying to
ignore the faint marks visible on her wrists where the rope had been.
She'd tried to position her sleeves to cover them, but +hey kep’r
s|io|ing up.

“Serafina,” Lucia began carefully, "You're safe here, and you
can stay as long as you need. | have plenty of dresses you can
borrow, and—"

“Thank you. You're very kind."

Lucia g|onced at her brother. "Frankie, it... it looks like your
arrangement has chonged, that you‘re not just..

She didn't finish, but Serafina understood what she was asking.

“We're not pre+ending onymore," Francesco said quieﬂy, his hand

seH|ing on Serafina’s shoulder. “If that's what you're osking.“
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‘I can see that Lucia said gently. "I'm glad. | thought—well,
| hoped some+hing mithr de\/e|op between you. But Serafing,
are you—"

A sharp knock at the door inferrupted her. Francesco's posture
shifted immedio+e|y, his hand moving Fu”y to Serafina’s shoulder. Ricci
oppeored from the kitchen, o|reoo|\/ moving toward the door.

“That should be Miss Randolph,” Francesco said.

Serafina’s stomach Jrigl'ﬁrened When she'd called Clara that
morning and told her about the apartment, Clara had said she was
coming immedio+e|y and that Serafina would stay with her Fomi|y.
But Serafina wasn't reody to leave Francesco. He was the on|y Jrhihg
that felt sofe.

Mr, Ricci opened the door. Clara s+e|o|oeo| inside, her face po|e
with worry, her usudal composure crocking at the edges.

“Serafinal” Clara rushed toward her, then stopped short when she
took in the sig|f1+ of Serafina sitting so close to Francesco, wearing
borrowed clothes, |ool<ing exhausted and broken. "Oh my God, what
hoppened to you?”

Serafina stood on unsfeody |egs. “Clarg, |="

Clara pu||eo| her info a JrigH embrace. Serafina stiffened af first,
then collopsed into her friend's arms. The familiar scent of Clara’s
perfume was too much. Tears spilled down her cheeks.

“Sera, you look terrible. W hat hoppened?" Clara murmured into
her hair. She pulled back, searching Serafina’s face. “This looks like
more than a break-in.”

I'm fine.”

“You're not fine.” Clara'’s eyes were fierce now, protective. Then
her gaze shifted to Francesco, who had risen to his feet. "W hat did
you do to her?”

"Clara,” Serafina said weoH\/. “It's not="

‘| didn't hurt her,” Francesco said. | would never hurt her.”

“Then why does she look like she’s been through hell?” Clara’s
voice rose. "\)\/hy is she here in your house, wearing someone else’s
clothes, |ooking like she hasn't s|ep+ in doys?"

‘Because her apartment was deerroyed,” Lucia interjected,

S'i'Oﬂdiﬂg as We” AHCI she |’10CI nowhere €|S€ to gO
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"She has somewhere to go.” Clard’s chin lifted. "She's staying with
my Fomi|y. We insisted when | told them what hoppened.”

“She's safer here,” Francesco said.

"Safer?” Clara’s laugh was sharp, bitter. "With you? A man
who—"She s’ropped herself.

“Soy it," Francesco said quieﬂy, dongerous|\/ quiet. “A man
who what?”

"A man who kills people.” Clara’s voice didn't waver despite the
threat in his tone. ‘| know exocﬂ\/ who you are, Mr. Romano.
Everyone in New York knows the Romano family, and everyone
knows what that means violence and dcmger and death.”

“Clarg, p|eose,” Serafina whispered

"And yet you brougH her into your world anyway.” Clara's eyes
blazed. "Whatever arrangement you had with her—and I'm starting
to understand it was never about co+o|oging books, was iJr?—you
made her a target. Someone desfroyed her apartment because
of you

Francesco's jaw clenched, but he didn't argue.

“That's not fair,” Serafina said, her voice bredking “It's not his
fault.”

‘Isn't it?" Clara turned to her. “Sera, look at yourself. You're
terrified. You're exhausted. And you're sitting here in a mobster’s
house like you have nowhere else to turn.”

‘I don'tl” The words burst out of Serafina. I don't have anywhere
else. My apartment is o|es+royed4 Every’rhing | own is—" Her voice
cracked. "Everything's gone.”

“So you live with us,“ Clara said Firm|y4 “My Fomi|y sees you as
family, and you'll be somewhere safe and respectable and-"

“She won't be safe.” Francesco's voice cut Jrhrough "W hoever did
this knows where she lives. He could find out where your Fomi|\/ lives
just as easily.”

"And he certainly knows where you live,” Clara shot back. "She'’s
in more danger here than anywhere.”

‘I 'have men and resources. | can protect her.”

‘From what? From the enemies you/ve made? From the violence

that your Fomi|y condones and initiates?” Clara’s voice soffened
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slightly. "Mr. Romano, | understand you care about her. | can see that.
But don't you see”? The best way fo protect her is to let her go. End
whatever this is between you before she gets hurt worse than she
already has been.

Serafina looked at Francesco.

s that what you want?’ he asked Serofina quieﬂ\/. To leave?”

‘| don't=" She couldn’t finish. Didn't know what she wanted. "I
don't want to be a burden.”

“You're not a burden.’

‘But Clard’s right” The admission hurt. 'I'm not safe near you.
I'm not..” She wrapped her arms around herself. | don't belong
in your world.”

“Serafina—"

Tl 'go with Clara.” She couldn't meet his eyes. "Her family is
expecting me. I would be rude to refuse.’

The silence that followed was suﬂfocoﬁng.

‘Fine,” Francesco said finally, his voice flat. “If that's what
you want.”

The Fino|i+y in his words made her chest ache.

‘Il pock some dresses for you,“ Lucia said quieHy, breoking the
painful silence. "You can't go in just what you're wearing.”

‘I should—" Serafina looked around the room helplessly. I should
get my Hﬂngs. But | don't have onyﬂqing. Evererhing was—"

Clara waited by the door, giving her space but reoo|y to leave.

“Thank you,” Serafina whispered to Francesco. "For everything.”

He nodded but didn't speok Couldn't, moybe. His jaw was
clenched so Jrig|’1+ she could see the muscle working

She took a step toward the door. Then another.

Then she stopped.

She couldn't leave like this. Couldn't walk away without—

She turned and ran back to him, Jrhrowing her arms around his
neck. He cougH her immedio+e|y, his arms wrapping around her
waist, pu||ing her close. She buried her face in his chest, breoﬁrhing in
his scent, memorizing the feel of his heartbeat against her cheek.

I'm sorry,” she Whispered ogoiner his shirt. “I'm so sorry.”
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His arms Jrithrened around her. "You're still mine. That's not
chonging.“

She pulled back just enough to look at his face. Her hand came
up, +remb|ing, to touch his cheek. Her Fingers traced the line of his
jaw, the scar above his e\/ebrow she’'d memorized. His eyes closed ot
her touch, some+hing like pain crossing his features.

Neither of them spoke. There were no words.

Finally, she dropped her hand and stepped back. His arms
released her s|ow|\/, re|uc+on+|y.

She turned and walked to Clara on unereody |egs before she
could chonge her mind.

As Clara led her out into the cold morning air, the world
suo|o|en|\/ felt too big, too dongerous, too empty. And now she was
walking away from the only person who made her feel safe, because

staying would desfroy them both.

R C< 2 0%

Serafina had bore|y s+eppeo| Jr|’1rough the door of the Romdo|p|’1
mansion before Mrs. Randolph pulled her into a hug. For a moment,
Serafina’s spine stiffened. Tropped. Then she forced herself to relax, to
lean into it. Normal. She had to be normal.

"M\/ dear gir|,” Mers. Rcmdo|ph soid, pu||ing back to look at her.
The concern in her eyes deepened. "Clara told us what happened.
How are \/ou—“ She s+0|o|oeo| mid-sentence, her hand coming up to
cup Serafind’s cheek. "Oh, sweetheart. You look exhausted.”

I'm fine. Just tired. | didn't s|eep well”

She had to be fine. Had to prove she could handle this.

Mrs. Randolph exchanged a look with her husband.

Clard’s older brother George stepped forward, his face grave.
“Serofino, do you have any idea who mithr have done this? Any
enemies? Anyone who mig|’1+ wish you harm?”

She shook her head.

"George,u Ms. Rcmdo||o|’1 said Firm|\/, "give the poor gir| a moment

to breathe before you interrogate her.
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I'm not interrogating, 'm="

“It's all righjr,” Serdfina said. ’l appreciate the concern, but | reo”\/
don't know who did it."

Mr. Rondo|ph studied her for a |ong moment, his eyes shorp.
“You're wearing borrowed clothes.”

Serafina looked down at Lucia’s dress. Heat rose in her cheeks.
Yes. Everything | owned was destroyed. | don't have anything left”

“Then we'll remedy that immedio’re|y,” Mrs. Rondo|p|’1 said. "Clara
and | will take you shopping this afternoon. You'll need clothes,
toiletries, every’rhing”

"Oh, | couldn't,” Serafina proJreered, her voice coming out too l’]igh.
“The expense—I| can't ask you to—"

“You're not asking. We're offering.” Mrs. Randolph'’s tone left no
room for argument. "Consider it settled.”

‘But | have savings, | can—" She stopped. Did she? Her bank book
had been in her apartment. Was it desﬂoyed? She didn't even know.
‘| 'can manage.”

“Serafing,” Clara said genHy, Jroking her hand. “Let us he|p you‘”

Serafina wanted to argue, but being just a broken Jrhing being
passed from house to house because she couldn't take care of herself
drained the Fig|’1+ from her.

“Thank you. You're very kind."

“Nonsense,” Mrs. Randolph said, though her eyes were
suspicious|y brighf “You're Fomi|y, dear. Now, let's get you settled.
The housekeeper has prepared the blue room. You remember it,
don't you?”

Serafina nodded. The blue room. Pretty and pristine and noHﬂing
like her small apartment had been.

Tl need to go to the bookshop tomorrow,” she said suddenly.
‘Mr. Thompson will be expecting me.”

Everyone stared at her.

“Serafina,” Mr. Randolph said carefully, “surely Mr. Thompson
would understand if you took a few doys—”

‘No. | need to work. | can't just—I need to be useful. | need to..”

Need to pre+end this didn't happen.
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"Dear, you‘ve been ’rhrough a terrible ordeal,” Mrs. Rondo|p|’1 said
genHy. “No one would blame you for Jro|<ing time to recover.’

I'm fine. Really. | slept last night, and Il sleep tonight. By
tomorrow |1l be perfectly capable of working.”

Clara squeezed her hand. “If you're sure..”

“I'm sure. Besides, staying busy will he|p. Give me somefhing to
focus on besides..” She gestured vaguely. "Besides everything.”

George frowned. “Is it safe? If someone JrCJlrgeJreo| your apartment,
they know where you live. They might know where you work.”

“The bookshop is public. Lots of people around. I'l be fine."

"Well,” Mrs. Rcmo|o|ph said ofter a moment, "if you're determined
to work tomorrow, then you should rest this afternoon. Clara, show
her to the blue room. We'll have lunch sent up. You look like you
haven't eaten in days.”

"That would be lovely. Thank you.”

As Clara led her up the grond staircase, Serafina keer her back
s’rroithr and her face composed. One foot in front of the other. That's
all she had to do. Keep moving. Keep Funcﬁoning Keep pre1‘eno|ing4

At the door to the blue room, Clara poused “Are you reo||y all
right?”’

“Yes.” The lie came easier each time she did it. "I'm just tired.”

“You know you can tell me onyﬂ'ﬂng, rithr? W hatever
happened—"

“Nothing happened.” Serafina’s voice came out flat. "My
apartment was destroyed. That's all.

“That's not all.” Clara’s voice was soft but insistent. | saw how you
looked at Mr. Romano’s house. | saw how you looked at him, and |
saw how hard it was for you to leave.”

Serofina’s chest tightened. "Clara, please—"

‘I ' won't push. But when you're ready to talk about it, 'm here.’
She squeezed Serafina’s hand. "W hatever it is. I'm here.”

Serafina nodded, not trusting herself to speok. Clara opened the
door to the blue room, and Serafina ereppeo| inside.

The room was beautiful. Pale blue walls, white furniture, a

canopy bed with pristine linens. So clean. So perFech. So uHer|y

241



wrong. The door closed sofﬂy behind Clara. Serafina stood in the
middle of the perrcech blue room and tried to breathe.

She was fine. She had to be fine. Tomorrow she'd go to work.
She'd smile at customers and shelve books and prove that she was
still Copob|e of |ivir1g a normal life.

She just had to make it through tonight first.

She sat on the edge of the bed, her hands folded in her lap. They
were shoking again. She pressed them JrogeJrrrer harder, trying to
make them stop.

Fine. She was fine. She'd be fine.
She just had to keep Jre||ing herself that until it was true.

Francesco's Fingers ached. He'd been sitfing on his s+uo|\/ floor for
hours, surrounded by scraps of paper. Some pieces were no bigger
than his thumbnail. Others had burned edges that crumbled when he
touched them. All of them had to be sorted, matched, o|igneo|, and
corefu”y ’rcrped back JrogeJrr]er.

The work was fedious. His back hurt from hunching over, his eyes
strained in the |omp|igh+, and his hands cromped from the precise
movements required to match torn edges without obscuring the
words.

Another piece. He held it up to the |igh+, squinting at the por+icr|
words. ..loved him o/espife... He set it aside, then searched Jrhrough the
scattered pieces for its match.

The Whiskey g|oss beside him had been emery for over an hour.
He'd s+oppeo| drinking around three. He needed ereod\/ hands for this.
The s’ruo|y was silent except for the soft sound of tfape being pu||eo|
from the roll, the rustle of paper, and his own breoﬂﬁing

Four hours ago, Paulie had brought him a box of hundreds of
torn and burned pieces of her manuscripf, collected from the
destruction. Francesco had looked at the box and known immedio+e|y

what he was going to do.
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He picked up another scrap. ...c/cmgerous man... He matched it to
another piece, 0|igned the edges, and Jroped them Jrogeﬂﬂer.

Someone had torn these pages. Ripped them apart. Burned them.
Destroyed what she'd created with her own hands.

His jaw clenched so hard it ached.

Another piece. ..she knew better than to want.. He matched it,
aligned it, and taped it. Her words. Her story. Someone had tried
to erase.

Francesco smoothed another piece of tape across a mended tear,
his fingers more forceful than necessary. These pages were hers, which
meant Jrhey were his to protect. His to restore.

He s+oppeo|, a piece held between his Fingers.

When had he started Hqinking of her Hqings as his?

Francesco set the piece down corefu”y and reached for another.
His hands begon to shake s|ig|’1+|yA

The front door opened.

‘Frankie, Ricci's voice. "Any word from—""He stopped in the
doorway. "Christ. W hat are you doing?’

Francesco didn't look up. "W hat does it look like?”

‘It looks like you've been sitting on the floor for hours faping
together scraps of paper.”

“Then you answered your own question.”

After o |ong pause, Francesco found a match for the piece in his
hand, o|igneo| the edges, pu||eo| off a strip of fape.

"How long have you been at this?" Ricci asked.

"W hat time is it?"

"Almost five.

Five hours. Francesco had started around midnight, affer Serafina
had Fino”y fallen os|eep in his guest room with the he|p of s|eeping
pi||s4 Five hours of this while she s|e|o+ down the hadll, drugged and
Fighﬁng a nervous breakdown.

Because of Kensington.

Francesco's hands stilled. The piece in his Fingers cru mp|eo| s|igh+|y
before he forced himself to smooth it out.

A ny word from the boys?”
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"/\/ofhing solid. We're still canvassing the bui/c/ing.”

‘Someone saw somefhingsu Francesco set down the page, picked
up another. ‘Keep looking.”

“You still think it s Kensington?”

| know if's Kensingfon"

Francesco's hands c|encheo|, crump|ing the piece he was ho|o|ing.
He forced his Fingers open, tried to smooth out the domoge. His
hands were shoking harder now.

"And when we confirm if?" Ricci asked.

“Then | kill him."

Ricci watched him for another moment. "Boss, you should sleep.”

‘Close the door on your way out.”

After Ricci had been dismissed, Francesco sat alone in
the silence.

He stared at the paper in his hands. ...never felt so safe..

She'd felt safe with him.

And he loved her. He loved her |ough and her stories and the
way she looked at him like he could be good He loved her innocence
and her |'10pe and the way she'd touched his face before |eoving this
morning. He loved her so much that sitting here faping +ogefher the
shreds of her o|es+royed manuscript felt like the on|y Jr|’1ir1g keeping
him in his rithr mind.

She was his. And someone had hurt her. They were going to die
for that. Slowly. Painfully.

But first, this. First he had to put her words back together. Had to
restore what Jrhe\//d tried to oleerrO\/.

Another Frogmen’r in his hands. ...be/ongec/ fogefher...

By the time the sun rose, Francesco had finished another dozen
pages. His Fingers were cramping bod|\/ now, his back screaming
when he fino”y shifted position.

He didn't care.

He picked up another Frogmerﬁr and searched for its match.
Hours of work still ahead. He'd finish every sing|e page if it took him
days.

Because Serafina was his. And Francesco Romano proJreched what

be|ongeo| to him.
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He sat alone in the darkness of his erudy, ovoiding the electric
|igh+s. The g|ow of the sfreeﬂomp cut Jrhrough the blinds, painting
|ong bars of |igh+ across the table. Just enough to see.

Twelve phoJros, prinJred matte. Gloss made the skin too p|os+ic4 He
wanted to feel like he could touch her.

Serafina smiled in three of the pho’ros She walked alone in nine.
Her skirts were O|WOyS modest. Her goze turned down or to the side.
Never at him.

She never looked at him.

He picked up the one where her Fingers brushed her co||o|rbone,
couthr mid-motion. That mouth, porJred s|igh+|y, as if she migH speok
his name if he watched |ong enough His thumb traced the eo|ge of
the phoJrogroph.

Evererhing had chonged since Clara had brougl’ﬁ Serafina into
his poJrh. Sudden|y all his careful |o|o1ns for the socialite seemed foolish.
Why settle for Clara's brittle sophisﬁcoﬁon when he could have
Serafina’s genuine sweetness? Clara was beautiful, yes, but she was
also sharp-tongued and willful. Serafina was soft, vulnerable,
everything a woman should be.

He'd been \NO+C|’1]I’19 Clara for months, |eorning her routines,
planning his approach. He'd even broken into the Randolph house—
+hrough the kitchen window when the staff was out, Jr|f1rough Clard's
own bedroom window on a nig|’1’r when the Fomi|y was af the opera..
He'd memorized every room, every hallway, every creak in the
floorboards. He'd stood in Clara’s bedroom, touched her Jrhings, and
imogined how she'd look tied to her four—poerer bed.

Sercfina staying with the Randolphs now was fortuitous. She was
no longer alone, no longer vulnerable, but much easier to reach. And
Romano..

Romano had claimed her. The newspapers had made that clear.
And she'd thrown herself at the first dangerous man who'd shown
her attention. But that didn't matter. Mr. Rondo|ph wouldn't trust the

mobster.
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He sat there, Fingering one of the phorogroph& He could have
done this differenﬂy. Would have, if she'd just come o|ong quieHy
and Wi||ing|yr

She'd been given every opportunity. The notes. The waiting. He
didn't want to Frigrﬁen her. He wanted her to understand. He could
take care of her. Give her everything she needs. His resources were
more than odeqqure

But she had to make it difficult.

He reached for the whiskey. The glass clinked as he poured it. He
downed it in one swallow, chosing the bitterness that rose from his
gut. He didn't want to hurt her. That was never the plan. But some
women only understand force. Some women have to be reminded.
She wasn't |eoving him a choice. W hatever hoppened now..her fault.
All hers.

Goddammit, she had no rigrﬁ to ignore him! No rig|’1+ to act like
his eyes hadn't followed her. Like she didn't know exactly what she
was doing in that skirt, brushing past him without opo|og\/. She knew.
Girls like her O|W0y5 knew.

She was osking for it. He knew what to do now. Peace washed
over him. Soon..soon.

And so the Randolph house wouldn't be challenging at all. The
blue gueer room, where Serafina would |il<e|\/ be sroying, had a
window that faced the alley. Same side of the house as Clara’s room,
same floor, just three rooms down the hall.

He still had the ladder he'd made for Clara. All he needed to do
was shift fargets, shift rooms. His p|cms could proceed almost exocHy
as before, just with a much more deserving prize atf the end.

He opened the drawer. The fabrics were folded just like delicate
treasure. Her bras curled inward. Her panties, some from her hamper,
|0y nestled between s|ips and srockings. He pu||ed out the lilac pair,
silk with a little lace. T|’1ey were worn.

He pressed them tfo his face. The scent was faint now, bore|\/
there, but his cock stirred anyway. He closed his eyes and inhaled
again. There. A trace of her. Soop, a little powder, somerhing sweet
that lived in the fibers that had touched her.

He unzipped, pulled himself free. It was already half-hard,
Jrhickening with every heartbeat. He wropped the panties around it.
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Slow at first. A twist of fabric, a hint of pressure. His fist stroked in
time with a Jr|'1oug|'1+ he hadn't said aloud yet.

Don't make me hurt you.

He didn't want fo.

But she was forcing his hand.

In his mind, she was spreod out on her own mattress, tied open
with those useless little arms stretched above her head. Her mouth
gogged, of course. Couldn't have her ruining the moment with her
shrieking. She'd be crying, of course. Fighting. The way they always
did at first.

But eventually she'd stop.

They all did.

He squeezed hard, just below the head, and hissed Jrhrough his
teeth. The lace drogged against the tip. His other hand o|rop|oeo| to his
balls, cupping them, ro||ing them with firm pressure.

He imogined the moment he pushed inside her. Her |egs
kicking...her hips squirming.,.+ho+ Jrithr little voice begging behind the
gag.

“You made me do this,” he murmured, stroking harder now. "You
made me.”

His breath came rogged, his body jerking as he edged closer. The
room swam in silence except for the slick sounds of his fist moving
and the low rasp of his breath. He Jrhouthr of her hair stuck to her
cheeks, her mascara streaked down to her jaw. ThougH of her trying
to turn her foce away as he forced her to see him.

He came with a grunt and a pu|se that spi||eo| across his hand,
the lace, his |opA His hips bucked up once more, then went still. His
heart thudded in his ears.

He Wipeo| himself off with the panties and held them for a |ong
moment, then folded them genﬂy and set them back in the drawer,
on top of the clean ones.

Soon, she'd be his. One way or another.

And if she was a gooo| little gir|.4.he/d give her every’rhing she
ever dreamed of.

But if she was a bad little girl...
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CHAPTER

Serafina stood at the window of her blue room at the Rondo|p|’1
estate, WoJrching the gordeners rake the fallen mop|e leaves into neat
pi|es on the manicured lawn. The October sky threatened rain as
pedes+rions hurried o|ong the sidewalk beyond the estate walls with
their collars turned up against the autumn chill.

George knocked sofﬂy before erﬁering, o|reoo|y dressed in his dark
wool coat and carrying his leather briefcase.

‘Ready?” he asked.

"Yes, but you reo”y don't need to stay all doy. 5ure|y you've got
importfant Jr|'1ings to do.”

‘Dad and | discussed it last night. We think it's best if I'm there
with you this week, just in case.” His expression was serious. “If the
break-in ot your apartment was persono| rather than random, | want
to make sure you're safe.”

‘But what about your work?’

George held up the briefcase. “It's a week of |ego| briefs. | can
read those at the shop and take the notes | need there just as eosi|y
as at the office.”

Serafina felt a wave of groJriJrude wash over her. “Thank you,
George. [l feel a bit better with you there.

The automobile ride possed in comfortable si|ence, George

occosiono”y pointing out chonges in the neighborhood as Jrhey drove.
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When they arrived, he parked along the curb and came around to
open her door. The morning air was crisp, carrying the scent of
autumn leaves and the distant smell of fresh bread from the bokery
down the street. Serofina s+eppeo| onfo the sidewalk, odjusﬁng her
burgundy dress and gathering her courage for whatever the day
mighf bring.

They had bore|y token three steps toward the bookshop when
Domny oppeored, seeming|y from nowhere. His usual Frieno”y smile
was rep|oced with someJrhing wounded, hurt.

‘Good morning, Serafina.” His voice was soft, careful. *I waited for
you Fridoy eveningf'

She stopped walking, confusion creasing her brow. "Friday
evening?’

At six o'clock. | fold you I'd meet you.” Danny's eyes searched
hers as if |ool<ing for some exp|ono+ion that would make sense of her
absence. "When you didn't come, | +|'10ugh+ moybe you'd
misunderstood which day. So | came back Saturday evening, just
in case.”

Serafina’s stomach dropped Had she ogreed to meet him? She
couldn’t remember. Every’rhing from the past week was a blur of fear
and exhaustion. ‘Danny, I'm so sorry. | don't think I=I must have
misunderstood. I'm so sorry you waited.”

George s+eppeo| closer, his posture shh“ring. “Where e><0c+|\/ were
you p|orming to meet her?”

Donny's attention moved to George, and someH’]ing flickered in
his expression before smooH’]ing away. ‘At her apartment. She'd given
me her address a few weeks ago when | helped her home after an
evening out. I'm a gentleman. When | tell a lady I'll meet her, | don't
stand her up.”

"And you went to her apartment? Both nigHs?” George's voice
carried an edge Serafina had never heard before.

"Of course | did.” Dcmny's tone grew more defensive. ‘| waited
outside her door Frido\/. When she didnt come down, | Jrhoug|'1+
perhaps I'd gotten the day wrong. So | returned Saturday evening,

Before | went info the bui|o|ing, for neor|y an hour | could see
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shadows moving behind her curtains, so | knew someone was home,
but she never came to the door.”

Serafina felt guiH wash over her. He'd come back a second nithr
looking for her, and she hadn't even known. ‘Danny, I'm so sorry. |
should have—| don't remember anything. Everything's been so
com(using |o+e|\/4”

George moved s|igh+|y, positioning himself between them. "You
saw movement in her apartment Saturday night and didn't think to
check if someJrhing was wrong when she didnt meet you?’

‘I didn't want to appear pushy.” Danny’s jaw tightened. "I respect
Serafina’s privocy‘”

‘Funny kind of respect,” George muttered. "W atching someone’s
windows for an hour.”

‘I don't appreciate your implications.” Danny's voice dropped
lower, harder. “I've never been onerhing but resped‘Fu| toward
Serafina. We have a re|o+ionship—”

A re|o+ionshi|o?" George's free hand curled into a loose fist at his
side. ‘Based on what? Lurking around her apartment?”

The hos+i|i+\/ between them crackled like e|ec+rici+y before a storm.
Both men moved closer to each other, their shoulders squored, their
stances aggressive in a way that made Serafina’s heart pound in fear.

USJropA” Her voice came out small, breathless. “Please, both of youA”

Neither man seemed to hear her. They had moved close enough
that she could see the fension in George‘s jaw, the vein pu|sing in
Domny's Jrem|o|e.

"Moybe you should mind your own business,” Donny said quieH\/,
dongerous|y. “You don't know ony’rhing about what Serafina and 1=

“Stopl” Serafina pushed between them, her hands pressing
against their chests. Her whole |ooo|y was shoking "Please stop, you're
scaring mel”

A few possersby had s+opped to watch. The pub|ic attention
seemed fo break whatever had overtaken both men.

Donny immediofdy erepped back, his entire demeanor shhoring.
When he looked at her, his eyes held noJrhmg but genHe concern.

“Serafing, I'm so sorry. | never meant to frighfen you. That was
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inexcusable.” He reached out slowly, carefully, and when she didn't
pull away, he drew her into a hug.

She let herself lean into the warm embrace and mino||ess|y
Wropped her arms around his waist.

‘I think | know who might be responsible.” Danny's said, his chest
rumb|ing s|ig|f1+|y under Serafina’s ear. "Richard Kensinngon has been
pressuring you about business matters. And Francesco Romano—"He
poused. “I've seen him around the neigl’lborhood Both men have
reputations for getting what Jr|f1ey want, regoro”ess of who gets hurt”

George's eyebrows drew together sharply. “Francesco Romano?
The mobster?”

Serafina raised her head from Donny's shoulder, but didn't step
away from the embrace. Her heart dropped into her stomach. "He
just buys books sometimes. Poetry. That's all.’

“Poetry?” George echoed.

Then someJrhing in the window of the florist shop coughf her
eyes. "Dcmny,“ she said, "what's that sign?”

He followed her gaze to the "For Sale” sign propped in the
disp|oyA His expression shifted to someﬂwing almost opo|oge+ic I've
been a florist for so |ong | can hord|\/ remember how to be ony’r|’11ng
else. | suppose | decided it's time to pick up and try new adventures.

‘But where will you go?” Serafina asked. Sudden alarm rose
within her at the +houg|ﬁ+ of |osing a friend. "W hat will you do?”

Dormy shrugged, his eyes driﬂing toward the busHing street, then
back to her. "“Somewhere with horses. |'ve 0|Woys loved them. Besides,
the flower business isn't what it used to be onywoy.” He poused, then
added quieHy, "A man has to do what he thinks is rig|’1+ to protfect the
people he cares about, even if they don't understand it at the time.”

Tl miss you when you're gone,” Serafina said softly. "You've been
a cheerful part of the mornings.”

Danny’s expression grew more earnest, almost hopeful. "This will
probob|\/ be the last fime | ask, but are you sure you don't want to
get some coffee with me? To talk, as friends? Moybe this evening,
aofter you finish ot the bookshop?”

Serafina hesitated, but there was noJrhing more than Friendship in
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her heart for him, and it wouldn't be fair to let him nope otherwise.

I'm sorry, Donny, but no,” she said genﬂy but Firm|\/i ‘| can't”

Just coffee,” he pressed, his voice sfill i(riend|y but carrying a note
of disappointment. "I'd really like to—"

“She said no,” George inierrupied, his tone firm.

Donn\/'s jaw iigniened as he looked ot George, then back to
Serofina. After a long moment, he nodded. 'l see. Well, | suppose
that's that, then.” He stepped back, hurt flickering across his features
before he masked it. "Good luck with everyining, Seraofina.”

As they walked toward the bookshop, Serafina said quietly, “You
didn’t have to be so rude to him. He was just worried about me.”

George's expression was unreadable. "Was he.” It was a
statement, not a question.

The familiar jing|e of the snopls bell provided a small comfort as
Jrney siepped inside. The scent of old paper and leather bindings
Wropped around her. At least the bookshop still felt like home.

Mr. Tnompson stood behind the counter, but instead of his usual
neat appearance, he looked harried and stressed. His tie was askew,
his hair mussed as if he'd been running his hands Jrnrougn it.

"Good morning, My, Tnompson,“ Serafina said soFH\/‘

He looked up with a distracted expression. "Oh, Serafina. Good
rnorningi” His gaze skimmed over George without reo||\/ regisiering
him. “I'll be in my office most of the morning. Some matters fo
attend to.”

George settled himself in the comfortable reoding chair near the
front window, |ou||ing out his newspaper and a folder of |ego|
documents.

The morning passed slowly. Few customers came in, and Sercfina
found herself unable to focus on even simp|e tasks. She kepi Jr|'1ini<ing
about Donny's hurt expression, about the way he'd waited for her
two nignJrs in a row. The gui|+ sat neovy in her heart.

She was sne|ving books when the snop's bell chimed with
unusual force. Serafina’s hands froze on the book she was holding,

The room filted.
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"Miss Silvano.” Mr. Kensingfon's voice was genHe, sooH’]ing, like
someone trying to calm a Frigh’rened animal. "Please don't distress
yourseh(. I'm here on pure|y business matters Jrocloy.”

His goze shifted to George, who had set aside his newspaper and
was WoJrching with sl’]orp attention. *| don't believe we've been
intfroduced. Richard Kensington, of Kensington Publishing.”

George rose from his chair. ‘George Randolph. I'm here as o
friend of Miss Silvano's.”

"Ah, the Rondo|ph Fomi|y.” My, Kensingfon smiled. “Your father's
reputation precedes him.”

Serafina couldn't move. She couldn't breathe. The book in her
hands felt too heovyA

‘| need to speok with M. Thompson about some business
orrongemerﬁs," Kensing+on continued, still in that unno+uro||y genﬂe
tone. "Now, if you‘|| excuse me.” He erepped back with theatrical
courtesy. “Where mithr | find Mr. Thompson?"

Serafina had to force her |egs to move. She led him to the office
door, knocked sofﬂy, and waited for Mr. Thompson's distracted
‘Come in" before stepping aside.

As the office door closed behind Mr. Kensing+on, George moved
closer to her. That's Richard Kensington? The publisher?”

She nodded, unable to speak.

“There's something about him..” George's frown deepened.
“Something that doesn't sit right.”

They waited. Serafina tried to focus on straightening shelves, but
her hands shook foo bod|y. She kepf g|oncing at the closed office
door, straining fo hear what was being discussed, but the voices were
too low and muffled.

The meeting stretched on. Ten minutes. TwenJr\/A ThirerA An
hour. Two.

W hen the door Fino”y opened, Kensing+on emerged with an
expression of deep satisfaction. Mr. Thompson Fo||oweo|, his face p0|e
and drawn.

A p|eosu re o|oing business with you, Mr. Thompson.” Kensing’ron/s
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smile didn't reach his eyes. He turned to Serafing, his gaze ho|ding
hers for a beat too |ong. "Miss Silvano, | look forward to our
continued collaboration this week.”

The words were spoken loud enough for Mr. Thompson to hear,
casual as if he were comcirming a simp|e business appointment.
George's attention shorpened s|igh+|y, but he didn't seem to pick up
on any deeper meaning.

After Mr. Kensington left, Serafina wanted fo scream to break
the silence.

“Serafina,” Mr. Thompson said, his voice strained. "Could you
come fo my office, please? We need to discuss some changes.”

George stood. "Should |-

‘Please,” Mr. Thompson said. “This concerns Serafina directly. You
should hear it as well”

In the office, Mr. Thompson geerured for them fo sit. He
remained s+ono|ing, pacing behind his desk like a coged animal.

‘Before we get to business matters,” Mr. Thompson said, pausing
in his pacing fo look at her, “what was Mr. Kensinngon reFerring to? A
collaboration?”

"Oh, that” Seraofina waved her hand dismissive|y, Forcing her
voice to stay light. "Just some follow-up about my manuscript.
No’rhing imporJronJrA”

Mr. Thompson's brow furrowed slightly, but he nodded and
continued pacing. "There have been some chonges to our business
arrangement with Kensington Publishing.” The words came out
rushed, like he wanted to get Jrhrough them as quicH\/ as possib|e.
“The bookshop will be closed for the rest of this week. All of our
current stock that isn't from Kensington Publishing will be packed up
and removed.’

Serafina’s stomach dropped. "W hat? But why?”

“The Purrfect Tale will now carry exclusively Kensington
Pu|0|ishing titles.” Mr. Thompson couldn’t meet her eyes. “It's part of
the new arrangement.”

"But our other pub|ishers—’rhe poetry collections, the classics—"

“GOI"]G.” MI’. Thompson's hOﬂdS ’rremb|ed as he grlpped H’]e IDOCl(
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of his chair. "And there’'s more. There's a lien being placed on the
bookshop. The title will be held by Kensingfon's company.”

A lien?” George's voice was shorp. ‘On what grounds?"

‘Business security, he called it.” Mr. Thompson finally looked ot
Serafing, and she saw desperoﬁon in his eyes. “If we can successFtu
sell five thousand Kensinngon Pub|is|f1ing books b\/ the end of the year,
the lien will be removed.”

"Five thousand?” Serafina’s voice came out as @ Whisper. “That's
impossib|e. We've never sold onywhere near that many books in
two months.”

I know.” M. Thompson sank into his chair. ‘But it was this or lose
everything immediately. He's already had three of our other
pub|ishers pu|| their contracts. Without inventory, we can't opero’re“

The room spun. Serafina gripped the arms of her chair.

‘I 'want you to know,” Mr. Thompson continued, "you don't have
to come in this week. [l pay you for the full week regoro”ess. This isn't
your burden to—"

“It's not about the week.” Her voice sounded strange, hollow.

‘M. Thompson, has M. Kensingfon been... has he said on\/’rhing else”?
Made any other demands?”

Mr. Thompson's brow furrowed with confusion. "No. Just the
business arrangements. Why would he—" His expression shifted to
concern. "Serafing, is there someJrhing you need to tell me?”

"No." The lie came automatically. “No, it's nothing.”

“You can tell me if—"

‘| said it's noJrhingl” The words came out shorper, louder than
she'd intended. Harsher.

Mr. Thompson recoiled slightly.

George stood, moved closer to her. "Serafina—"

I'm sorry.” She pressed her hands over her face. "I'm sorry,

Mr. Thompson. | didn't mean to—it's just everything with the
apartment, and now this, and | cant="

“It's all righjr.” But Mr. Thompson looked hurt and confused. |
understand you're under a great deal of stress. Perhops you should

fake some time—"

255



"May | use the back room?” The words tumbled out. “Just for a
moment. | need a moment.”

"Of course. Take all the time you need.”

Serafina fled to the back room before either man could say
onerhing else. She closed the door behind her and leaned against it,
her whole body shoking. She sank down ontfo an overturned crate,
Wropped her arms around herself, and tried to breathe.

But she couldn't.

The sobs came suo|o|en|y, \/io|en+|y, tearing out of her chest. She
pressed her hand over her mouth to muffle the sounds, but Jrhey
keer coming.

She was Jrropped Comp|e+e|y, uHer|y ’rropped

If she refused Mr. Kensingbn, the shop would be desﬂoyed.

Mr. Thompson would lose everything his father had built. It would be
her fault. All because she’'d made Mr. Kensington angry, because
she'd attracted the wrong kind of attention, because she'd been
s’rupid enough to—

But if she went to that hotel, if she let him—

Francesco's face filled her mind. Oh, the way he'd looked at her
before she left his house, and when he'd held her at Coney Island. So
careful, and genﬂe And the way his hand had rested on her knee in
the car, that simp|e touch meaning ever\/%ing

He'd want to know wh\/ she went back. He would see it as
be+royo|. Or worse, he'd see how dir+y she was, how used, how
broken. \)\/hy would he want her ofter that?

She loved Francesco Romano, and going back to Kensington
would destroy any chance she and Francesco had.

But not going would destroy Mr. Thompson.

There was no gooo| choice. No rithr answer. Either option
guaranteed pain and loss.

Eventually, the sobs quieted to ragged breathing. She wiped at
her face, then tried to compose herself enough to go back out. When
she finally emerged from the back room, her eyes were red-rimmed,
but dry.

Clara stood near the shelves with a tall, disﬁnguished genHemcm

with kind eyes and an unmis+ol<ob|\/ fond expression as he looked af
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her. George wWas by the counter, and Mr. Thompson was exp|oining
some’rhing about the book removal process.

“Serafinal” Clara rushed over immedio+e|y, pu||ing her into a |'1ug.
‘George told me what happened. The lien—I can't believe it. And it's
all my fault. I'm the one who introduced you fo Kensing+on in the first
place. If I hadn't—"

‘No," Serafina said, fighting to keep her voice steady. “It's not
your fault. Please don't blame yourself.”

The genﬂeman opprooched with Clara, his expression genﬂe and
concerned. "You must be Miss Silvano. I'm Dr. lrving Curtis. Clara’s
told me so much about you.

Serafina shook his hand, immedio+e|y struck by his warmth and
the way his attention kep’r driﬂing back to Clara with such obvious
affection. Despi’re the stress churning in her gut, she found herself
managing a small smile. | can see why Clara’s so faken with you,
Dr. Curtis.

A faint blush colored Clara’s cheeks, and |rving‘s expression
softened even further as he g|onced at her.

I'm Jrerrib|y sorry about the circumstances,” he said. “This seems
rather heavy-handed for a business arrangement.”

‘It is,” George replied, his voice carrying a note of determination.

Mr. Thompson looked up from where he'd been sorting through
a stack of invoices. “I'm going tfo start pu||ing books this afternoon. Get
a head start on what needs to be done.”

Il stay and l’]e|p,” Clara said immedio+e|y. ‘| know the inventory
almost as well as you do, Mr. Thompson.”

Dr. Curtis smiled at her. "Then | suppose I'll stay as well. | need to
discuss a few things with your brother.”

George and Dr. Curtis moved toward the front of the shop, their
voices dropping to a quiet conversation. Serafina cougm Frogmerﬁrs
about |ego| preceden+s and business law, but she was too drained to
focus.

She tried to act normal and |'1e||o M. Thompson iden’rify which
books needed to go, but no+hing felt normal. They were supposed to
add books, not take them owoyl Her movements were stiff, and her

Fingers kepf eri+c|'1ing Clara keer g|oncing at her with concern.
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The affernoon dragged on. They worked mostly in silence,
the on|y sounds the rustle of pages and the soft thud of books being
stacked.

It was nearly closing time when the Western Union boy pushed
Jrhrough the door. "Te|egroph for Miss Silvano,” he announced,
consuH‘ing the address written in careful script.

“That's me,” Serafina said. As soon as the boy was out the door,
she tore open the envelope and unfolded the paper. The message
was brief, almost the same as the one Francesco has sent before, but

this time, he wanted to see her on Thursdoy.

RECEIVED AT 552 FIFTH AVE = NEW YORK NY

TO: MISS SERAFINA SILVANO
THE PURRFECT TALE = 27 EAST 47TH STREET = NEW YORK NY

LA DAKOTA = INGRESSO SU 72A STRADA = GIOVEDI SERA ALLE SETTE

Part of her wanted to smile. He still wanted to see her, and now
she had a chance to see him, to be near him and to feel safe for a
few hours. But it would be the last time before Mr. Kensington
expeched her at the hotel. She felt a tear s|ip down her cheek and
quick|y Wiped it away.

"Bad news?” George asked, rising from his chair.

Serofina quickly refolded the telegram, forcing her expression into

one of disappointment. "Another rejection letter for my manuscript.

258



Publishers can be so cold in their responsesf'

I'm sorry to hear that,” Mr. Thompson said genHy. ‘But don't lose
heart. The rithr pub|isher will recognize your talent everﬁuo”y‘”

George's eyes narrowed slightly. "Why are you getting your
telegrams here instead of at home?’

Serafina met his gaze, keeping her voice s+eoo|\/, relieved to get to
tell the truth about something. "Because this is where | usually am
when telegrams are delivered. It makes more sense than using any
other address when I'm here oll day.”

He seemed to accept the exp|ono+ion, Jrhough someJrhing in his
expression suggeered he wasn't en+ire|y convinced.

But Serafina could |'10ro||y care too much just then. What did it
matter? What did any of it hatter then dll gooo| Jrhings get taken

vy’ o

That evening at the Randolph house, Serafina sat quietly in
M. Randolph’s study while he and George pored over documents
spread across the desk.

‘Under New York law, a lien obtained through froud or duress
can be voided," George soio|, F|ipping Jrhrough a thick |ego| volume.
"But we'd need to prove Kensington threatened Thompson's business
re|oﬁonshi|os unless he ogreed,”

M. Randolph gave a low whistle. “I've seen men ruined by less.
The Court of Appeo|s called it s’rroigH in Adams v. |rving National
Bank, back in eighfeen—nineer. Remember that one? Threaten to
desﬂoy a man's trade and the contract is void for business
compulsion. No ifs, no appeal.”

George nodded shorp|yA "ExocHyA And the United States Supreme
Court doubled down in Dean v. Dovis, just a decade ago. Brandeis
writing: a mortgage given to crush a borrower or to compound a
crime is void ab initio. Public po|icy wipes it off the books the moment
the threat is proved.”

He pu||eo| another volume from the shelf. *I'll also cite our own
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Court of Appeals in Eadie v. Slimmon. "A contract obtained by duress
is void.” And if Kensinngon claims the lien was \/o|un+ory, we hit him
with Clements v. Moore.”

Serofina’s hands tightened on the arms of her chair as she
watched them work.

Mr. Rondo|ph Jrcqopecl the lien document. “So Thompson swears
Kensington threatened to blacklist him with every paper mill from
Ho|yoke to Niogoro unless he signed Two other sl’lop owners give
affidavits Jr|'1e\/ got the same shakedown. You file in Supreme Court,
New York Coun+y, tomorrow morning—verified comp|oin+, order to
show cause, prayer for pre|iminc1ry injunction.”

George nodded. Right. But first we need Thompson's offidavit.
Then we need to track down at least two other s|’10p owners wi||ing
to Jreerhcy Jrhey received similar threats. That's a week of interviews,
minimum. T hen o|rcnoring the comp|oin+, Fi|ing the motion, waiting for
a heoring date—we're |ool<ing at three weeks, possib|y four, before
we're even in front of a judge. And if Kensington gets wind of what
we're doing, he could foreclose immedio+e|y and claim Thompson
defaulted. We'd have to move very quieHyA Very core]cu“yf'

Serafina’s chest JrigHened. Three weeks. Four weeks. She had
four days. Her breathing grew shallow. The voices continued, but she
eropped |is+ening‘ It was all poin+|ess4 By the time Hﬁey built their case,
it would be too late.

"Miss Silvano?”

She opened her eyes to find both men |ool<ing at her with
concern.

Mr. Rondo|ph‘s expression softened. *I know this is difficult to hear.
But | want you to know that we will fight this. W hat Kensington is
cloing is extortion, p|oin and simp|e, and we will do every’rhing in our
power to he||o.“

“Thank you, Mr. Randolph’”

Clara oppeored in the doorwoyA ‘Dad, Mom wanted to know if
—" She s+opped, Jroking in the scene, her gaze moving to Serafina. “Is
evererhmg all rithr?”

Just discussing the |egc1| situation,” Mr. Rondo|ph said. "Come

in, Clara.”
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Clara entered s|ow|y, Jroking a seat near Serafina. Her expression
clouded with gui|f “| still can't believe | introduced you fo
M. Kensington. If I'd known—"

‘But you. couldn't have,” Serafina said quickly. Please don't blame
yourself."

M. Randolph leaned forward. "Now, is there anything else you
need to fell us? Anerhing at all that migh’r he|p us understand the full
scope of what we're dealing with?”

‘No,” she said. “It's just the business arrangements. The lien.

‘Are you certain?’ Mr. Rondo|ph pressed genHy. “Because if there's
more to this, if Mr. Kensinngon has made any inappropriate advances
or threats—"

“There's nothing like that. He's just.. o businessman trying to
expand his influence.”

George exchanged a look with his father, then paused. "There's
some’rhing else that's been boJrhering me since this morning. Danny
mentioned that Francesco Romano has been around the
neighborhood, and stopping in the bookshop.’

Serafina’s heart stuttered. She kep’r her face coreFtu neutral.
"He's come in a couple times to buy books. Poetry, mostly. That's all.”

"Is that really all?” George's tone suggested he didn't quite believe
her. "Francesco Romcmo, boss of one of the five Fomi|ies, just hoppens
to shop at The Purrfect Tale?”

“Lots of people shop there,” Serafina said, forcing her voice to stay
steady. ‘| can't control who walks through the door.”

The silence stretched. Clara's gaze burned into the side of
Serafina’s face, and she didn't need to look to know her friend
was g|oring4

"Poe+ry,” Clara said soFH\/, and there was someJrhing shorp in her
tone. "How literary of him.’

Serafina’s cheeks warmed. She didn't dare look at Clara.

George pressed forward. "Serafing, | need to ask you something,
and | need you to be honest with me. Are you in danger? Not just
the bookshop—you persono”y. Is someone ’rhreoJrening you?’

The room went silent. All three Rcmo|o|phs watched her, waiting.

Serafina’s heart pounded “l.. | don't think so. Not direcHyA”
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‘But you're not certain,” George said.

“I'm not certain of on\/’rhing onymore.” It was the truth, ot
least por’rio”y. "Everyﬂﬂing feels dongerous. Everyone feels like a
potential threat”

Clara leaned forward s|igh+|y, her voice quiet but intense.
"Serafina, we can't keep you safe if \/ou‘re not honest with us.”

Their eyes met, and Serafina sow the plea in her friend’s
expression, and beneath it, the hurt on |oe+roy0|.

“Is there anyone else who mig|’1+ be involved in this situation?”
George asked. "Anyone who could help? Or who might be making
Jrhings worse?’

Serafina g|cmced at Clara, just for a heartbeat.

"No,” Serafina soio|, |ool<ing back ot George “There's no one else.”

Clara’s posture went rigio|. She stood obrupﬂy, her face coreFtu
neutral. *| should go he|p Mom with dinner preporoﬂons‘”

"Clara=" Serdfina started.

But Clara was already moving toward the door. "Excuse me.”

"We'll continue this discussion fomorrow,” Mr. Randolph said, his
eyes Fo”owing his dougHer with concern. "Miss Si|vono, you should
rest. You've had a difficult doy.“

Serofina nodded and left the study, her heart heavy. She found
Clara in the ho”wo\/, s+ono|ing by a window and staring out atf the
dorkening grounds, her arms crossed Jrig|f1jr|\/ over her chest.

“Clara="

‘Not here.” Clara’s voice was Jrigl'ﬁr‘ She g|onced around, then
pu||eo| Serafina info the nearest room, a small sitting room rore|y
used. She closed the door behind them with more force than
necessary.

Clara crossed her arms again. The air between them felt chorged,
dangerous.

You lied to them,” Clara said finally, her voice low and hurt. "You
lied to my father and to George, and even to me.”

| didn't-"

‘Don't” Clara’s eyes flashed. ‘'Don't lie to me again, Serafina. My
Fomi|\/ opened their doors to you. They're trying to he|p you, to

protect you, and you're lying to their faces.”
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I'm trying to protect all of youl” The words burst out before
Serafina could stop them. "You don't understand what's at stake—"

“Then tell me! Make me understand!” Clara s+eppeo| closer, her
voice rising s|igh’r|y before she couthr herself and lowered it again.
“We can't keep you safe if you won't be honest with us.”

"Francesco would keep me scn(e,“ Serafina said quieﬂy.

Clara’s expression hardened. "Francesco Romano. The mobster.
That's who you're counting on? That's who you looked at me about
when George asked if there was someone else?’

"He's not—it's not what you think—"

Isn't it?" Clara’s voice was shorp. ‘Because it looks to me like
you're cougH between a predoJror like Kensington and a dongerous
criminal like Romano, and you‘re |\/ing to the peop|e who OduoHy
care about you and can oc’ruoHy he|p you |ego||y.”

“You don't know him,” Serafina said, Fee|ing tears sting her eyes.
“You don't know what he's—"

‘I 'know he’s dangerous. | know he's involved in things that could
get you killed. And I know you're so blinded by whatever you feel for
him that you can't see it." Clara’s voice cracked. | Jrhoughf we were
friends. | Jr|'1oug|'1+ you trusted me.”

"I do trust you—"

Then tell me the truth!” Clara turned away, pressing her hand to
her mouth. When she turned back, her eyes were brig|’1+ with unshed
tears. Tell me what Kensington did to you. Tell me what Romano’s
involvement is. Tell me Why you're so terrified that you're |\/ing to
everyone who's trying to help you!”

Serafina opened her mouth, but no words came. How could she
exp|oin the phoJrogrophs, the hotel room, the way Kensing’ron had
touched her? How could she exp|oin that Francesco was the on|y
person who made her feel safe? How could she admit that she was
in love with a man who lived in a world of violence and death?

‘I can't,” she whispered. "I'm sorry, but | can't

Clara stared at her for a |ong moment, hurt and frustration
warring on her face. Then | can't help you.” She moved toward the
door, then poused with her hand on the handle. "And neither can my

Fomi|\/A We're Jrhrowing open doors, offering you every resource we
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have, and you're shuHing us out in favor of a criminal who will on|y
drog you further into darkness.”

“Clara, please—"

‘I'love you, Sercfina. You're like a sister to me. But | can't watch
you—"Her voice broke. ‘| can’t watch you o|es+r0\/ you rself like this.
Not when you won't even let us try to save you.”

Clara left, c|osing the door quieHy behind her.

Serafina sank into a chair, arms Wropped JrigH‘ around herself.
The day had stripped her bare. Danny's departure. George's suspicion.
Kensington's threats. The telegram that should have been joy but
couldn't be. And now Clara, her best friend, her sister, was gone too.

The sobs came again, but this time she didn't try to muffle them.

There was no one left to hear.
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CHAPTER

Later that evening, Serafina waited in the ho”woy outside Clara’s
room, pacing nervous|y as she listened for Clara to return from her
date with Irving. When she finally heard Clara’s soft footsteps on the
stairs, Serafina quick|y in’rerceered her at her bedroom door.

‘Clara,” she whispered urgently, her eyes red-rimmed from
crying, ‘| need your help.”

Clara paused, her hand on the doorknob, the glow from her
evening out Foding as she took in Serafina’s appearance. Her
expression cooled. "W hat's wrong?’

‘I need to get out on Thursday night, and back in, without
anyone knowing.”

Clard's jow +igh+eneo|. She s+eppeo| into her room, |eoving the
door open. "‘No."

Serdfina followed her inside, c|osing the door behind them.
Please. | wouldn't ask if it wasn't important.”

"|mpor’ron+.“ Clara turned to face her, arms crossed. “This is about
Romano, isn't it?”

Serafina’s silence was answer enough

"Of course it is.” Clara’s |ough was bitter. “You stood in the sitting
room not four hours ago and lied fo my face about him. And now
you want my help sneaking out to see him?’

“Clara, | need-"
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“What? W hat do you need from him that you can't get from my
Fomi|\/?“ Clara’s voice rose s|igh+|y before she couthr herself and
lowered it again. "My brother is bui|o|ing a |ego| case to protect you.
He's working day and night to find a way to challenge that lien.
We've openecl our home to you, taken you as one of us. But it's not
enough, is it? You'd rather run to o mobster.”

“You don't understand,” Serafina said, her voice breaking. "I just
need fo see him. Just once. Before—" She s+oppeo| herself.

‘Before what?" Clara stepped closer, her eyes searching Serafind’s
face. "What aren't you +e||ing me?”

Serafina locked away. "NoJrhing. | just need to see him.

“Then go during the o|oy, Walk out the front door like a person
with no’rhing to hide.”

‘I can't. Your parents would—George would-"

“Would what? Stop you from making a terrible mistake?” Clara’s
voice cracked. “Serafing, he’s dangerous. The Romano name means
violence. It means peop|e disoppeoring in the nigh’r. And you want to
sneak out to meet him in the dark?”

"He's not what you think he is.”

“Then what is he?” Clara demanded. "Tell me. Make me
understand why you're willing to betray my family’s trust for him."

Serafina’s hands clenched into fists at her sides. ‘He makes me
feel safe

"Safe?” Clara stared at her in disbelief. “Safe? Serafing, listen o
yourself. A crime boss makes you feel safe?’

"More safe than | feel onywhere else. More safe than I've felt
since—" She s’ropped, tears spi||ing down her cheeks.

Clara’s expression softened slightly, hurt mixing with concern.
“Since what? Since Mr. Kensington?" She took a step closer. "Sera,
p|eose. Tell me what hoppened. Let us he|p you proper|y, Jr|f1rough
the law and proper channels.”

“The law takes too |ong,“ Serafina Whispered ‘| don't have |ong to
wait.”

“What does that mean? Long to wait until what?”

Serafina shook her head, unable to answer.

Clara was quiet for a |ong moment. When she spoke again, her
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voice was soft with resignation. "You're going fo go anyway, aren't
you'’? Whether | he|p you or not.

“Yes.”

Clard’s eyes filled with tears. Then | can't stop you. But | won't
he|p you either.” She turned away and moved toward her dressing
table. “If you‘re determined to desfroy you rself, you'|| have to find
your own way to do it

“Clara="

“Please go.” Clara’s voice broke. 'l can't look at you rig|’1+ now.”

Serafina stood there for a moment, wanting fo say some’rhing,
onerhing, that would bridge the Widening chasm between them. But
there were no words. She left quietly.

Alone in the ho”woy, Serafina leaned against the wall and closed
her eyes. She'd have to find another way out. And she would. She
had no choice if she wanted the errenngh to get Jrhrough another

Fridoy nig|’1+.
kP~

Frost settled between Serofina and Clara over the next two o|oys.
They exchonged p|eoson+ries at meals, but noJrhing more. Serafina
coughf Clara wo+c|'1ing her sometimes, her eyes troubled, but neither
of them broke the silence that had formed between them. If anyone
else noticed, Hwey didnt comment.

Tlﬁursdoy afternoon found them in the por|or after lunch, Clara
reoding while Serafina sat b\/ the window, staring out af noJrhing. She
didn't see the manicured gordens or the gray November sky4 She
was seeing the hotel room and feeling Mr. Kensington's hands.

The silence stretched until Clara Fino”y set down her book and
sighed

“Are you p|c1rming to stay home Jronithr?” Clara asked quieHy,
Jrhough her tone suggeered she o|reoo|\/ knew the answer.

Serafina looked up, meeting Clard's eyes for the first time in
days.

“No.”
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Clard’s jow tightened. "Sercfina..”

I'm going, Clara, with or without your he|p.”

‘I 'know.” Clara closed her eyes and pressed her fingers to her
temples. "That's what terrifies me. You'll climb out a window if you
have to. You'll find a way, and you'll get yourself killed doing it."

“Then help me do it safely.”

Clara looked at her. "You're not just going to see him, are you?’
Clara’s voice dropped to barely a whisper. "There's something else.”

Serafina s+oyeo| silent.

Clara stood obrupHy and moved to the window, staring out with
her arms Wropped Jrithr around herself. "l keep Jrhinkmg about what
you said. That the law takes too |ong and you don't have time, not
that the shop doesn't have time.” She turned back, her eyes brithr
with unshed tears. "W hat is that about?”

“Nothing that concerns you.”

‘Everything about you concerns me!” Clara’s composure cracked.
“You're my best friend, and you're Wo|king into some’rhing terrible,
and you won't let anyone l’]e|p you except a man who kills peop|e
for a |ivingf‘

"He's never hurt me.”

“Yet." Clara’s voice broke. "‘But what about everyone around him?
What about the people who cross the Romano family? They
disoppeor, Serafina. They're found in the river or Jrhe\/‘re never
found at all”

‘I know what he is."

Do you?" Clara stepped closer. "‘Because from where I'm
s’ronding, it looks like you're o) despero+e to feel safe that you can't
see you're running toward a different kind of danger.”

"Maybe.” Serafina’s voice was hollow. But at least with him, |
choose it. I.."

Clara stared at |’1er, horror downing in her expression. "Oh God.
M. Kensinngon. That's what this is about, isnt it? He's..”

Serafina looked away.

Clara sank into her chair, her face pale. For a long moment,

neither of them spoke. Then Clara stood again, her movements jerk\/,
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determined. "Come upstairs. If you're going to do this, we're doing it
rithr. You're not getting yourser killed on my watch.

Serafina followed her up to her room. Clara shut the door behind
them and leaned against it, c|osing her eyes.

‘I anything happens to you tonight,” Clara said, her voice
shaking, "Ill never forgive myself. But Il also never forgive him. If
Mr. Romano hurts you, if someJrhing hoppens to you out there, my
Fomi|\/ will know exocﬂy who to blame. Do you understand me?”

Yes.”

Clara moved to the wardrobe and begcm pu||ing out dresses.
“The blue one. It brings out your eyes, and—"Her voice coughf "And
| want you fo look beautiful. Just in case—" She s+oppeo|, pressing her
hand to her mouth.

“Just in case what?” Serafina asked quietly.

“Just in case this is the last time | see you alive”

Serafina took the blue dress from Clara’s Jrrem|o|ing hands. As she
held it up, her own hands shook boo”y enough that the fabric rustled.

Clara noticed. "When did you last eat?”

‘| don't remember.”

"Jesus, Sera.” Clara sat |'1eovi|\/ on the bed. She reached into her
pockeJr and pu||eo| out a small brass key, staring at it for a |ong
moment before ho|ding it out. "This is fo the servants’ entrance at the
back of the house. It's how | used to sneak out to meet Theodore
before we were courting properly.”

Serdfina took the key, the metal cold against her po|m. “Clarg,
you never told me—"

“Promise me you'|| be safe,” Clara in+errup+eo|, her eyes brigh’r
with fears. "Promise me you'll come back home dlive. Promise me |
won't lose your like | lost Theodore. | can't lose you, too. And promise
me that whatever is hoppening with Mr. Kensing+on, thaot \/ou‘|| be
all rithr."

| promise 'l 1‘ryA”

“That's not good enough”

It's all | have.”

Clara stood and pu||eo| Serafina info a fierce hug. “Then make it
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Jrhrough Jronithr. And tomorrow we'll Figure out how to make you
survive another nig|’1+, and another.”

T|’1ey held each other for a |ong moment. Serafina’s chest
tightened as she felt Clara’s shoulders tremble.

"Before o|irmer,” Clara said Fino”y, pu||ir1g back and wiping her
eyes, I'll mention that \/ou‘re Fee|ing poor|y with female troubles.
Mom will insist you not be disturbed, and the men won't ask
questions about such matters.”

"And if someone checks on me?”

Tl tell them you're s|eeping and don't want to be bothered.”
Clara walked to the window, her back to Serafina. "But you must be
back before dawn. The servants rise eor|y, and if you‘re cough’rm if
my parents discover | helped you..

"They won't,” Seraofina promised. I'll be careful”

"Will you?” Clara turned back, her expression grave. "Because it
seems to me that you eropped being careful the moment you decided
Francesco Romano was your salvation instead of your damnation.”

Serafina had no answer for that. The words struck too close to
the truth. Moybe Clara was rithr that she was Jrroding one form of
capfivity for another. But at least Francesco's cage felt like it had been
specio”y built for her alone.

As the Fomi|y go+hered for dinner that evening, Serafina waited
upstairs. She tried to eat the tray Clara had brouthr up to her, but
monoged on|y a few bites before pushmg it away. Her hands
wouldn't stop shoking

She poced the room, going over all the ways the evening could
go wrong. What if Francesco had chonged his mind about her?
What if he saw her desperation and found it pathetic? What if
Mr. Kensinngon was lﬁoving her watched and followed her? W hat if
this was the last time she'd feel Francesco’'s arms around her before
Mr. Kensington o|es+royeo| whatever was left of her?

W hat if she told Francesco the truth about the next nigH‘, and he
walked away?

W hat if this was her last moment of Fee|ing ony’rhing but fear?

An hour later, Clara s|i|o|oed into the room. “It's time,” she said
quieHyA “Everyone's in the drowing room. Dad’s reoding the
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newspaper, Mom's embroidering, George is reviewing case files. We
have moybe twenty minutes before Jrhe\/ start wonéering
where | am.”

She helped Serafina into a dark cloak and led her down the
servants’ stairs. The narrow passage was o|im|y |iJr, and Serafina’s
heart pounded. The\/ reached the kitchen entrance, and Clara poused
with her hand on the door.

‘I ordered a cab, and it should be waiting at the corner,” Clara
Whispered.

"Clara, thank ~"

"Don't.” Clara’s voice was +igh+. ‘Don't thank me. I'm not doing this
because | approve. | don't approve, af all. But I love you, and I'd
rather you be with a mobster who just might protect you than you
sneaking out alone and getting yourself killed.”

She opened the door. The cold November nigH hit them both.

"Please be careful,” Clara whispered, pressing Serafina’s hand one
final time. "And remember—before dawn. If you‘re not back by then,
| won't be able to cover for you.’

Serafina nodded, then s|ip|oeo| out into the darkness.

oo~

Serafina didn't know what to expect when she s+e|o|oeo| ’rhrough
the door. Francesco led her inside to a small table set for two near @
crocHing Firep|oce A pair of tall candles burned low in crys+o| holders.
As she moved closer, a midd|e—ogeo| woman in a crisp black uniform
enfered from a side door and set a silver-domed p|o+e on the table.
Another followed with g|osses of red wine.

The woman nodded to Francesco, and disoppeored without a
word.

Serafina’s gaze |ingereo| on the F|ickering sl’]odows, the careful
attention to detail. *| never would have thought you'd be so romantic,”
she said, almost to herself.

F rancesco pu||eo| out her choir, his Fingers brushing her shoulder
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as she sat. Don't tell anyone,” he said with a faint smile that reached
his eyes. | have a reputation to upho|d.”

She |0ugheo| soFHy, biﬂng her |ip as her eyes spork|eo|4 W hen
Francesco lifted the silver dome, steam rose from a delicate p|o+e of
veal sco”opini, potatoes roasted in duck fat, and green beans
g|is+ening with butter. Her stomach grumb|eo|. She hadn't realized
how hungry she was until now. She waited for him to pick up his
fork before she picked up her own.

“You know,” Serafina said, sipping her wine, “the last time | ate
anything this good, | had to pretend | spoke French.”

Francesco's laugh was warm and genuine. "How'd you get
Hﬁrough it?

“Smiled a lot. Nodded when | hoped it made sense. And prayed |
didn't accidentally agree to marry someone.’

“You would've made a very charming bride.”

“And a terribly confused one.

W hen she finished the last of her potatoes, Francesco refilled their
g|osses and settled back in his chair, WoJrching her with obvious
contentment. The cond|e|ig|’1+ p|0yed across his features as +hey talked,
about books, about a few years eor|\/ in her childhood in Sici|y that
she bore|y remembered, about his sister’s latest endeavors...

“She’s threatening to take up painting now,” Francesco said with
fond exasperation.

“You adore her. | can tell”

“She's the on|y Fomi|y | have left.” His expression grew JrhouthuL
“The on|y person whose mattered to me.” He poused. His dark eyes
finding hers. "Until now.”

Serafina found herself Fu||y re|o><ing for the first time in weeks.
Laughter began coming naturally as Francesco shared stories of his
eor|y, less successful attempts at intimidation.

“You're telling me the great Francesco Romano once got chased
down an alley by a baker's wife with a rolling pin?” she teased.

‘| was fifteen and Jrhoughjr | was much Jrougher than | was,” he
admitted, his eyes crink|ing with amusement. "Mrs. Castellano set me

erroithr fast enough.”
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But even as she |oug|’1eo|, part of her mind remained fixed on
tfomorrow nighf Fridoy at six. Kensingfon's hands. The hotel room.
She forced the quugh’rs away. Not Jronigh’r‘ Tonig|'1+ was hers.

As the evening wore on and the candles burned lower,
Francesco's expression grew more serious. He stood and crossed to a
side fable in the shadows. When he returned, he carried a thick
bundle of pages bound with strips of tape.

Serofina’s breath caught as recognition dawned. "My
manuscript..”

‘Every page,” he said softly. ‘| put it back together the best

| could”

She stared at it for several seconds before reoching out with
shoking hands. Her chest Jrighjrened as she realized the hours upon
hours this must have taken him.

“Francesco..” she breathed.

‘| know how much it means to you,” he said.

A cry of gro+i+uo|e escoped her. She held the pages to her heart.
“This meant ever\/fhing to me. And Mr. Kensinngon has the other
copy, and he's using it to—"

The words broke loose. She couldnt hold them anymore.
‘Kensington, he.. he made me..” The touching, the threats against the
s|'10p, the p|'10+ogrophs, last Fridoy, the bruises, the shame, the way
he'd forced himself on her and left her Fee|ing guHed and o|ir’ry, all of
it tumbled out. And tfomorrow nig|’1’r, she had to go back and had to
let him—

Francesco's hands curled into fists. For a moment, Serafina
g|im|oseo| the lethal, merciless man who had built an empire on fear.
Then he breathed out through his nose. "Tell me his address” he said,
his voice Jrerrhcying|y calm.

‘Francesco—"

‘Tell me." The words came out soft, but deadly. "And I'll make
sure he never fouches you again.”

"Are you going to... to kill him?”

‘I 'won't fell you,” Francesco said sternly "But the shop will be sofe.

And you are never, never gOiﬂg bOCl( to Kensinngon's home. Aﬂd yOL,I
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are not to speak of this to anyone. Not the Randolphs, not Clara, not
a soul. Do you understand?’

Yes, yes, |.." Relief crashed over her so suddenly she became
dizzy. "The shop is...

“Safe”

Si|en+|y, Francesco guided her into his bedroom to the sofa near
the hearth. He goJrhered a handful of kino”ing and a coup|e |ogs, and
in what seemed like no time, he'd built o roaring blaze. Serafina
sniffled. Francesco sat beside her and pu||ed her into his arms.

Serafina had curled against Francesco’s side. Her head came to a
rest on his shoulder, and her body could Fino”y release the last of its
tension. His hand moved in s|ow, sooJrhing circles on her bock, while
his other hand covered hers where it rested on his chest. In the warm
g|ow, with his errenngh surrounding her, Serafina felt someJrhing she
Jrhouthr she couldn't experience again: peace.

I'm sorry,” she everﬁuo”y murmured. "I'm sure a disfrougm
woman wasn't what you intended for ’ronithr.”

‘I planned time with you, without an audience.” His thumb traced
along her cheekbone. "There's nowhere I'd rather be than here,
ho|o|ing youf'

‘I feel so safe with you,” she whispered. 'More than anywhere
else. Does that make me crazy? That a man who—" She eropped.

“Who kills peop|e makes you feel safe?” he finished quieﬂy.
"Moybe Or moybe you understand that the world isn't divided into
good and evil, and that sometimes the monster is the on|y one who
can protect you from worse monsters.”

Serafina shifted s|ig|’1+|y against him, Jri|Jring her head back to look
up at his face. "W hat started all of this? Why did you ever need
someone to act as your girlfriend in the first place?”

Francesco's gaze moved from her face to the flames, and stared
off for a moment. *| was involved in an offair with a married
woman.” He paused, his hand stilling on her back. ‘Brambilia’s wife.”

Serafina's eyes widened.

‘| heeded to convince him that | was devoted to someone else,
and that his wife meant noJrhing to me.’

“Why were you.."
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"Why? Because before that, there was someone | loved for three
years. | was ready to marry her. Then | found out she had a husband
the whole time. | swore I'd never consider marriage again. I'd never
let anyone have that kind of power over me again.”

Do you think.." she hesitated. "Do you think you'|| ever get
married now?"

Then his hand moved to cup her face. Their eyes met in the
F|icl<ering |ig|’1+, and for an infense moment, evererhing else faded
away. “You're mine, Serdfina. Cop/’sci?”

"Copisco. | love you," she whispered, the words escaping before
she could stop them. "Even knowing what you are. Especio”y
knowing what you are.’

“Ti amo onch'io," he murmured back. His voice dropped |ower,
rougher. ‘| mean it. You're mine now, Serafina. Not just tonight, but
always. No one else will ever touch you like this. No one.’

He leaned in, and their |i|os met in a kiss that was soft, fentative,
and everything she'd been hoping for. He cradled the back of her
head as he pu||ed her closer. His thumb stroked a sensitive spot
behind her ear that made her melt. The kiss grew hungrieh All the
tension Jr|'1ey'o| buried, the nig|f1+s Jrhe\/'d lain awake oc|’1ing for each
other's touch, and all the |onging H\ey denied bled out of them.

Without breoking the kiss, Serafina pu||eo| herself up until she
straddled his lap. Her arms wrapped around his neck and tugged
hard enough to draw a low groan from his throat. She kissed him
harder, her fongue doncing with his. Francesco’s hands found her
waist and pressed her down against the growing hardness in his
trousers, moking them both gasp info each other's mouths.

One of Serafina’s hands clutched his shirt while the other traced
the strong line of his jaw. His stubble |igh+|\/ scroped against her
Fingerﬂps. Francesco's hand slid beneath the hem of her dress, his
|o0|m warm and s|igh+|y calloused against the silk on her ’rhigh Her
skin prick|eo|.

His mouth dropped to her neck, beneath her jaw. His teeth |igh+|y
scroped her skin She gosped, her Fingers Jrigl’ﬁening in his shirt, her
hips ro||ing invo|un+c1ri|y against him.

‘Mia bellissima Serofino,” he murmured into her ear. *| dream of
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you, every nithr. | dream of Jrouching you, and tasting you, and
showing you you‘re mine.”

His hand s|ippeo| higher, Fingers +roi|ing o|ong her inner Jrhigh The
backs of his Fingers brushed the eo|ge of her o|reody domp panties,
clrowing a shiver that rolled up her spine. She gosped a few times.

"Francesco...”

He paused for a minute, then pulled back just enough to look
into her eyes ‘Do you want this?” His breath was warm on her |i|os,
his voice tender despife the fire burning in his gaze. ‘Not just Jronight
but forever. | want you to be mine until death. Do you understand
what that means? W hat it would cost?”

Yes,” she whispered, her hands framing his face. | want you,

all of you. Despi+e ever\/’rhing you are, or moybe in spife of it.
And I'm yours.”

“Ti amo,” he whispered.

Her heart soared as desire poo|ed between her |egs. She tried to
unbutton his shirt. Her Fingers trembled enough that she s+rugg|ed
with the top one.

‘Damned button,” she muttered.

Francesco's laugh was low and warm. "Let me.”

He quick took care of them, then pu||eo| his shirt and undershirt
both off over his head. Serofina’s breath cough’ﬁ She'd seen him
undressed, but not like this, not with the chance to reo||\/ look at him.
Shadowed caused |oy the Fire|igh+ defined every muscle by shadow
and bronze.

And the scars.. so many scars.

Her Fingers traced the puckered bullet wound near his shoulder,
and the knife marks across his ribs.

"Those should frighten you,” he said.

"They‘re what you've survived.” She looked up at him. “So Jr|'1ey
don't scare me. You're a survivor.”

"Then you see me for the life | lead.” His hand covered hers,
pressing her po|m flat against a por+icu|or|y ug|\/ scar over his heart.
“I've killed, Serafina. I've broken bones and done terrible things. Il
touch you with noﬂ']ing but genﬂeness, but you need fo know what

| ClmA”
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‘| know.” She leaned forward and pressed her |i|os to the old bullet
wound. “l still want you anyway.’

She shrugged her blouse off her shoulders and let it fall, then
reached for the zipper at her waist. She stood s|ow|y, her hands
Jrrcni|ing down his chest as she rose, and eased the skirt past her hips,
woﬁching his eyes follow every movement. The fabric fell to the floor,
|eoving her in new blue silk |ingerie and erockmgs.

Francesco shcrp|\/ inhaled. Then he stood too, quick|y removing
the rest of his c|o+hing with her he||o. W hen his trousers hit the floor,
she bit her |ip at the sithr of him. He was |orge and Fu”y aroused, his
foreskin drawn back to reveal the flushed head. Though she'd had
him before, the sithr made her nervous. He settled on the sheep's
wool rug and held his hand up to her.

She looked him over as she sank to her knees beside him. His legs
stretched |ong. The corded muscle of his calves led up to his powerFu|
+highs, dusted with dark hair. His hipbones jutted shorp beneath his
skin. His well-defined abdomen led up to the broad span of his chest
and shoulders. She g|once back down. The thick |eng+h of him rested
hard against his stomach, ct|reody g|is+ening at the tip.

Her mouth por’red, fongue dor’ring out to wet her |ips as she
stared. "Francesco, you're.."

“Yours.”

He rolled to his side. His hand slid behind her bock, pu||ing her
close until their skin touched everywhere, chest to chest, hip to hip,
heartbeat fo heartbeat. His mouth found hers again. She melted.

W hen Jr|'1e\/ broke apart, both breofhing hard, Francesco's eyes
searched hers in the firehgh’r. “Show me,” he whispered, his voice
tender. "'Show me what you like. W hat makes you feel good?”

For a moment, she heard his words, but then someJrhing in her
mind fractured. The fhouthr of her own hand moving lower collided
with the memory of cold leather and the click-click of
M. Kensington's camera, his cruel voice directing her like she was a
mechanical doll he was posing. She drew in a ponicked breoﬁh, and
she pulled away from Francesco's warmth as if burned.

‘| =" The word died in her throat.

Francesco's expression shifted immedio+e|yA He lifted his hands
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away from her body, seeming fo understand. "I'm sorry,” he said
quicHy. “Serafing, I'm sorry. We don't have to—"

“It's noHﬁing.” But her voice shook. She forced herself to meet his
eyes, to push past the shame. "Could you.. could you show me first?
What you like?”

Francesco's searched her eyes for a moment. He brought her
hand to his chest. "Start here,” he whispered, guiding her palm over
his heart. He moved her hand across his skin, showing her the p|oces
that made him shiver. The sensitive spot at the base of his throat, the
hollow of his collarbone, the trail of hair that led down his
stomach... Her nerves melted away.

When he finally wrapped her hand around his cock, he pulsed
against her po|m. He was thick and heovy in her grasp, Her thumb
brushed over the tip, s|i|o with his arousal. Francesco grooned deep in
his throat. It rumbled H’]rough his chest and vibrated against her bod\/
where Jr|f1ey touched. His head fell back against the rug, Fu”y exposing
his throat, and she watched his Adam’s opp|e bob when he
swallowed.

“Like this,” he rosped. His hand Wroppe& over hers o Jrithren her
grip almost poinfu”y. He guided her into a slow, twisting motion that
made his hips buck off the rug. Tighter at the base.. Dio—" His words
broke off into a moan as she obeyed.

She experimenfed with different pressures, different speeds,
\NO+C|’1]I’19 his face with an intensity that bordered on her own
possession. She wanted to learn every reaction, every sound, learn
exocﬂy how to unmake him. When she swept her thumb over the
sensitive head, co||ec+mg the moisture there and using it to ease her
strokes, his breath hissed between his teeth. When she varied her
quick, |igh+ touches with firm strokes, his muscles tensed and a flush
spread across his chest.

‘Tell me,” she whispered, her voice darker now, hungrier. "W hat
else do you like? W hat do you think about when you touch
yourself?’

His eyes opened, pupils blown so wide they looked black. “Your
mouth,” he admitted. "I dream about your mouth on me. About you

on your lmees, |OOl<iI’1g up at me Whi'e \//OU—” He SWOHOWQCI hOi’CIA
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‘But not tonight. Tonight | need to be inside you when | come.”

Serafina’s cheeks burned, but the heat poo|ing low in her be”y
was stronger than any shyness. She bit her |ip, eyes ﬂicking up to
meet his.

.. | want to,” she Whispered, the words Jrrembhng yet sure. Her
Fingers traced the rigio| |engfh of him. 'l want.. | want to faste you the
way you taste me. Please. Let me have this. Let me have you.”

His breath hitched, a low, broken sound that made her be”\/
clench and fresh slickness goJrher between her |egs. His cock throbbed
against her po|m, fierce and alive, and it sent a rush of need Jrhrough
her so intense she had to press her Jrhighs JrogeJrher‘

She shifted down his bodyA Her |ips brushed the taut skin of his
chest, tongue dorﬁng out to taste the salt of his skin. She traced the
ridges of his abdomen. The muscles jumped and flexed.

When she seftled between his H’]ighs, she looked up again, her
eyes wide, darkened with want. Her tongue darted out, wetting her
|i|os, and she saw the exact moment his control begon to Froy. His
jaw clenched. His hands fisted in the rug like he was trying to
s+eao|y himself.

"Serafina.. Tesora, you don't have to—"

She didn't wait any longer. She leaned in, breath ghosting hot
over the flushed, weeping head, and then her mouth closed

around him.

"Ah—cazzo-" The ltalian curse punched out of him.

The musky salt taste of him flooded her senses and she moaned
low in her throat, the vibration Jrrove|ing +hrough his shaft. He jerked
against her tongue. His hips rose before he forced them back down
with what looked like monumental effort. His Jrhighs trembled beneath
her palms.

She took him o|ee|oer, cheeks ho”owing, and watched him, eyes
locked on his foce, drinking in every twitch of his jaw, and every
shudder that rolled Jrhrough his big frame. The tendons in his neck
stood out. His chest heaved. He looked like he was |osing himself, and
the power of reducing this experienced, controlled man to Jrremb|mg
need sent a fresh rush of arousal Jrhrough her.

Her hand Wropped around what her mouth couldnt, and God,
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there was so much of him, thick and hot and pu|sing in her grip. She
stroked in time with the slide of her |i|os, twisting s|ig|'1+|y at the base.
She traced the thick vein underneath with the flat of her tongue. His
whole body shuddered. Mmm),” she hummed, feeling him swell
impossib|y harder.

"Crisfo, Sera-" Sudden|y his Fingers were Jr0ng|ir1g in her hair.
"Amore mio, you're perfetta, you're perfect, | can't—"

His breoﬂ']ing had gone rogged His cock twitched and leaked
some of that sweet saltiness onto her tongue. She took him deeper
still re|oxing her throat. Her eyes watered s|igh+|y but she didn't care.
She was too focused on the stretched-full f:ee|ing of him in her mouth,
the obscene wet sounds Fi”ing the room, and his abs F|e><ing and
ripp|ing above her.

‘Nnh—no, bella, stop—" His voice cracked. "Fermati, you

have to—"

His hands Jrig|'1’rer1eo| in her hair pu||ing her genﬂ\/, almost
Fron’rico”y up. His cock s|i|o|oed from her mouth with an obscene|y
wet pop, g|is+ening with her saliva, flushed dark and Jr\/\/iJrching Wi|o||y
in the cool air between them. A string of saliva still connected her
bottom |ip to the swollen head, and she watched it break as he pu||eo|
her higher.

She made a sound of protest in the back of her throat, reoching
for him, wanting him back in her mouth, wanting fo finish what she'd
started. But he was o|reody moving, sitting up and hou|ing her into
his |op4

“Then touch me?” Her words bore|y made it past her |i|os. Her
hand trembled as she brouthr his po|m to her breast, the heat of his
skin louming Jrhrough the thin silk of her brassiere.

Francesco let her guide him. He cupped her breast exocHy how
she posi’rioned it, and when she Jrugged the silk aside to expose her
nipple, already peaked and aching, her fingers covered Francesco’s,
showing him the circ|ing motion that made her breath catch. When

he repeoﬁred it without her guiding him, desperoﬂon unfurled low in
her belly.
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‘Like this, bellissima?” He alternated between gentle teasing and
firmer pressure, wo+ching her face with the same intensity she'd
watched him. "Or this?"

She gasped, then his mouth replaced his fingers. Her breaths
quickened With shoking honds, she guided his other hand down her
bod\/, over her waist to the curve of her hip. She g|0nceo| at him, ot
the man who'd killed for her.

When she s|ippeo| his hand beneath the silk of her panties,
between her thighs where she waos already slick and swollen, a
whimper escoped her that she couldn't control.

"Cristo” His curse was neor|y inaudible. She covered his hand
with hers, guiding him to part her folds.

"Here." She |o|oceo| his Fingerﬁp against her clit. E|ec+rici’ry shot
through her entire body. "Gentle circles, like—oh—"

Her eyes closed. Her toes curled.

"Piu,” she gosped. More. The lalian s|i|o|oeo| out without Jrhoughf
"More, Francesco, please—"

He added another Finger. She stretched to accommodate him. His
thumb continued those mocidening circles against her clit. Then his
control s|ippeo|, just for a heartbeat, and his Fingers curled rougH\/
inside of her, |'1iHing some spot even she didn't know existed.

Stars exploded behind her eyes. She choked out a groan.

‘Cazzo. Did | hurt you?”

“No." She could barely form words. ‘Don't stop. Please, God, don't
stop. | need you. Please, Francesco. | need you inside of me.”

When he pu||eo| bock, his hand |ingered on her cheek. His other
hand traced the fading bruises on her wrist. His jaw clenched. Murder
flashed Jrhrough his eyes.

‘He'll suffer for every mark he left on you,” he said quietly.

Dark satisfaction curled hot and vicious in her be”y. "Good.”

Francesco's gaze held hers for a long moment. His expression
softened at the edges while somehow growing more intense.

“Are you certain about this?” Francesco's voice genﬂed, but still

had a possessive edge. “This isn't like before. Once we do this Jronig|’1Jr,
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you're mine. Comp/efctmenfe. Forever. No matter what hoppens
tomorrow or the next doy or any doy after. You'll o|woys be mine.
Do you understand?”

‘I've never been more sure of anything” She pressed the words
against his |ipsA

He kissed her once more, soft and sweet, then his fingers found
the thin blue straps of her brassiere. He slid them down her arms
slowly, then kissed her shoulder as she arched so he could reach the
hooks and bare her breasts to the Fire|igh+.

His breath deepened. He lowered his head and kissed between
her breasts, his mouth warm and soft, then let his |i|os find one hard
nipp|e while his hand cupped the other. His Fingers stroked the soft
underside, thumb cirding the tip until she was squirming beneath
him, moking despero+e little sounds she'd never made before.

Her spine curved, pressing herself more Firm|y into his mouth,
and his hand slid down her ribs, over her be||y, hooking at the
waistband of her panfies. She lifted her hips. He drogged them down.

One erocking had s|i|o|oed, the garter loose at the top, and he
poused to look at her with her |egs spreod, silk s+od<ings SHill c|inging
to her Jr|’1ig|’1s, comp|e+e|\/ exposed.

W hen she moved to remove them, he couthr her wrist.

‘Let me’

Then he unc|osped each garfer, ro||ing the s+od<ings down inch
by inch. He took his time, kissing every bit of skin he uncovered. The
inside of her knee, her ankle, the arch of her foot...

His hand trailed back up her inner Jrhigh, |eoving goosebumps in
its wake, until he reached the wet heat between her |egs. His Fingers
por+ed her again and She Whimpered, o|reody so sensitive she could
bore|y stand it.

‘| heed..” she breathed, her hips moving res+|ess|\/ against his
hand. "l need all of you.”

He shifted over her, covering her body with his. Her |egs fell
apart. Her hips lifted.

He shifted over me, covering her body with his. The weight of
him, the heat, the hard |eng+h of his cock pressing against her Jrhigh—iJr

wWas overwhe|ming|y perFechA
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Her |egs fell open, her hips |iFJring ins+inc+ive|y. She reached for his
shoulders.

‘Guardami,” Francesco commanded, voice low and rough.

She did, eyes wide and trusting, trained on his, her |ips parting as
she inhaled o|eep|yA He posiﬁoned himself at her entrance and she
could feel him there, thick and hard and reody.

“Ti amo,” he whispered, eyes locked on her as he pushed inside.

She let out a soft cry at the exquisite stretch. Her eyes fluttered,
but eroyed locked on his, |eHing him see e\/er\/’rhing she felt. Her
hands gripped his armes, nails pressing into his skin as he moveo|, inch
by inch, until the full |eng+h of him was inside her, erreJrching her
open, filling every place she'd ever felt empty.

This. This was what it should be. Not Mr. Kensington's brutal
Jrc1l<ir1g, not being held down and used, but this.

When he was Fu”\/ inside her, he s+oyec| still, buried to the hilt,
and for a breathless moment Jrhey lost themselves in each other. His
guord was gone. His coreFtu constructed walls he keer between
himself and the world had crumbled. She saw everyﬂwing in his dark
eyes: the violence he was capable of, the tenderness he showed only
to her, the possessive need that would never let her go, and beneath
it all, someJrhmg raw and almost frithrened. Love, but the dcmgerous
kind, the kind that o|es+royed as eosi|\/ as it proJreched.

A tear s|i|opeo| from the corner of her eye, froi|ing down her
Jrem|o|e.

His thumb cougH the tear. "\)\/hy are you crying, amore?”

‘Because | get to be you rs,” she whispered. "Comp|e+e|y and
uHer|y yours.”

Her |egs came up around his hips, ankles |ocking at the small of
his back. "Please?.

He kissed her cheek, her jaw, the corner of her mouth, then
begon to move—s|ow|y at first, a genﬂe roll of his hips that made her
breath catch. He withdrew almost en+ire|y before fi”ing her again,
and she Whimpered at the loss, at the return. His |i|os found her
throat, the hollow beneath her ear where her pu|se hammered wild.

Almost at once, someJrhing seemed to break someﬂwing loose

inside him. His pace increased. Serafina met him ins+inc+ive|\/, her
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body Finding the rhyH\m of his. Her Fingers traced the ridges of his
spine, the flex and tension of muscle beneath sweat-slicked skin. Her
heart swelled impossib|y full, so full she Jrhough’r it migH burst. This
had to be a dream. This man, this moment, this love was somehow
surviving Jrhings that should have o|es+royeo| it.

"‘More,” she gosped against his mouth. Her nails clug into his
shoulders as he drove deeper, and she arched beneath him. "Harder. |
need—"

He grooned and comp|ieo|, driving into her with more force, the
sound of their joining filling the room along with their breathless
moans. His control was s|i|o|oing4 His movements grew erratic.

"You have no idea what you do to me,” he grow|eo| against her
Jrhroo’r, his |'11|os snapping harder. The civilized mob boss facade
cracked, showing her the real violent, possessive man beneath. "How
much | want you. How much | need you. Mine, Serafina.

You're mine.” His teeth grozed her pu|se point.

His hands couthr her wrists and wrenched them above her head,
pinning them to the rug with one hand while he thrusted harder into
her. “Say it. Tell me who you be|ong to."

“You," she gosped, |'1e||o|ess beneath him, |oving the weig|'1+ of his
control. "‘Only you.”

"You,” she gosped, he|p|ess beneath him, |oving his control over
her. The image flashed +hrough her mincl, of Francesco ering her
wrists, spreoding and tying her |egs apart, keeping her open, Jrc1king
his time... She wanted things with him she'd never imagined she coul
want after.. Yet she did, with him. "On|\/ you, Francesco.”

He kissed her again, slow and tender o|espi+e the brutal pace of
his hips. As his thrusts quickened, waves of heat surge Jrhrough
Serafina's bocly, each movement increasing in infensity. Pulses of
p|eosure radiated from her core, ﬁthrening her muscles around him,
drowing him further in. A F|u++ering sensation danced in her stomach,
esco|o+ing with every powen’:u| push Her skin +ing|eo|, heigl’ﬁrened by
urgency in his kisses.

Francesco's rherhm sent electric shocks Jrhrough her. She needed

release. Each thrust sent her spirc1|ing closer, closer, a crescendo of
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sensation bui|o|ing within her. Tears spi|| from her eyes from the
overwhe|ming connection.

‘Please... I'm so close,” she whispered.

‘Aspetta’” Wait. "Aspettami.”

She mcmoged a nod, vision swimming, drunk on the stretch of
him inside her. He shiﬂed, hips cmg|ing deeper, and his Fingers s|ippeo|
between their joined bodies to find her swollen clit.

The first touch against that bundle of nerves punched a gasp
from her |ungs. Her spine went rigio|. A Whimper tore from her throat
while his Fingers worked her clit in moddening circles. Pleasure built
like a storm surge within her.

Her heels o|ug into the rug. Her Jrhighs quivered against his lﬁips,
Jrrembhng with the effort of |'10|o|ing back the tidal wave ’rhreo+ening
to crash Jrhrough her. The pressure coiled Jrithrer, Jrithrer, a spring
compressed past its limit. Her back arched until on|y her shoulder
blades pressed the floor, her body a drawn bow.

“‘Now.” His |ips brushed her ear, and his Fingers pressed Firmer,
circ|ing faster. "Come for me.”

The spring snopped

Her boo|\/ bowed up into |'ﬂs, every muscle |ocl<ing in a seizure of
pure sensation. The climax ripped Jrhrough her like white-hot |ig|’1+ning4
She c|ompeo| down on his cock in rherhmic pu|ses she couldn't control,
each contraction wringing a shorp cry from her throat. Her cries came
out broken, raw, soaked in love and lust and surrender.

Above her, Francesco groomed from deep in his chest. His hips
snopped Forword, dri\/ing deep, and his whole body went rigid She
could feel him pu|sing inside her, and the tremor that wracked
Jrhrough him as his release poured into her.

His arms shook where they her head. Another shudder rolled
+hrough him, his |f1i|os jerking in short, despero’re thrusts as the last
waves of his orgasm crashed Jrhrough him.

Aftershocks ripp|ed Jrhrough her core, little eorﬂwquokes Jrriggereo|
by each twitch of his cock. Her hands smoothed up his sweat-slicked
back, po|ms mapping the rigio| tension of muscles still locked Jrithr, the
racing +hump of his heartbeat against her breasts.
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For a minute, there was on|y the sound of their harsh breoﬂwing
and the fire crockhng, their hearts groduo”y s|owing from their frantic
pace. Francesco co||opseo| beside |'1er, goJrhering her ogoiner his chest.
Serafina curled into him.

"Anch’io ti amo,” she whispered. "I love you so much it

Frigh’rens me.”

His arms Jrithrened around her until she could |oo|re|y breathe,
and somehow even that felt right. "Good,” he murmured info her hair,
his voice dark and possessive. “You should be frighfened. | would do
terrible Jr|’1ir1gs to keep you. A|reody have.”

His f:ingers drew slow patterns o|ong the curve of her hip. She
pressed closer to the warmth of his boo|y, knowing she was addicted
now, that she'd never be able to walk away even if she wanted to.

She tilted her face up to look at him. "This is the happiest I've
ever been.”

He kissed her forehead, the tip of her nose, then her |i|os. “You're
mine now, Serafina. Forever. There's no going back from this.”

‘I don't want to go back.”

The Fire|igh+ continued to dance in the hearth. Wropped in each
other’s arms, she had his love, and he had hers. A love built on blood
and secrets, on protection and possession, on the kind of devotion that
would burn anyone who tried to come between them.

And love, like fire, warms what it touches, but in the shadows
outside The Dakota, someone waited for her with months of patient

p|orming, knowing that all flames must everﬁuo”y burn out.

286



CHAPTER

Serafina woke fo soft knocking on her door. Her bocly ached in
the most wonderful way, but she didnt mind, not when it was
Francesco's hands and his mouth and the rest of his boo|y that caused
so much p|eosure. Her heart felt |ig|’1+er than it had in weeks.

‘Come in," she called softly, sitting up and wrapping her bed
jacket around herself.

Clara s|ippeo| inside, still in her dressing gown. “Thank God. | was
so worried that some+|’1ing had hoppened, and you wouldn't be here,
and you look exhausted.”

“I'm fine." Serafina couldn't stop the smile that spreod across her
face. "I'm better than fine.”

Clara’s eyes narrowed. Then Hwey went wide. "W hat hoppened
last nigH?”

Serafina cheeks hate. She looked down at her hands, still smi|ing
like a fool. "Well.. um..

"Oh my God." Clara crossed the room and sat on the edge of the
bed. "Did you and he—" She s’ropped, unable to say it exp|ici+|y, her
voice dropping to a whisper. ‘Did you?”

Serafina nodded, biﬁng her |ip.

Clara's mouth fell open. Then she let out a soft breath, reoching
for Serafina’s hands. "Was he.. was he good to you? Did he hurt
you?"’
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‘It was perfect,” Serafina whispered, her eyes shining. "Clara, it
was so different from— He was genﬂe and patient. And he made me
feel..” She struggled for words.

Clara’s shoulders relaxed. “Irving and I.. we haven't been able to
wait.” The admission came out quieﬂy, her face tu rning s|ig|’1+|y pink |
know it's wrong, and that we should wait until we're married, but
he's so genHe and patient, and | love him so much o|reoo|y4”

Serofina squeezed her hand. “It's like that for me too, with
Francesco.”

‘But you care for him?"

"More than | should.”

Clara’s expression turned more serious. “We both need to be
careful, Sera. Neither of us can offord to get pregnant before we're
married. | have a diaphragm. | got one months ago. But we should
get you one too.”

Serafina brows knit Jrogeﬂ']er. “Where would 1.7

‘I have a doctor. No, not Irving. She's someone discreet. Her
name is Dr. Brennan. I'm sure she can fit you for one this afternoon.”
Clara squeezed her hand. "We can go +oge+her, [l tell her you need
to be safe.”

"Thank you,” Serafina whispered. 'l don't know what I'd do
without you.’

“You'd be considerably worse off, for one thing.” Clara stood,
smooHﬁing her dressing gown. ‘Get dressed. We'll go to the bookshop
first, check on Mr. Thompson, then to Dr. Brennan's office.”

R CA< 2SO

The Purrfect Tale looked smaller than usual when they arrived in
Clara’s Rolls Royce mid—morning The "Closed” sign still hung in the
window, but Serafina saw movement inside. She tried the door. It
opened.

Mr. Thompson stood behind the counter surrounded by stacks of
books, his face drawn and tired. He g|onced up when +he\/ entered,
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Forcing a smile that didn't reach his eyes.

“Serafina. Miss Romdo|p|’1. | wasn't expecting visitors ’rodo\/f'

“When will you call me ‘Clara?” Clara asked gently. "We wanted
to check on you. How are you managing?’

“"As well as can be expected.” He gestured at the books. "Pulling
everyﬂ’ﬂng that isn't Kensington inventory. Cutting down to on|\/ what
he owns." His voice cracked slightly on the last word. "At least Il have
more room once it's done.’

‘Mr. Thompson, p|eose don't lose heart,” Serafina said, stepping
c|oser, certain Hﬁings would improve as Francesco had promised.
"Things will get better. I'm sure of it."

He studied her for a |ong moment. "You sound very certfain
of that”

She offered a small smile. *l just have faith”

Mr. Thompson nodded s|ow|y, H’]ough he didn't look en+ire|\/
convinced. "Well. Faith is someﬂqing, | suppose.” He turned back to his
books with a sigh “Thank you for stopping by, gir|s.”

Qutside, Jrhe\/ walked down the street toward where Clara’s
driver had parked the Rolls Royce. They'd only gone a few steps
when Jrhey neor|y collided with Dorm\/, who was |ocl<ing up his flower
shop eor|y. He turned at the sound of their voices, his eyes
brigHening when he saw Serafina before quick|y rep|ocing it with
concern.

“Serafina.” He sounded cautious. *| haven't seen you all week.

‘T've been.. busy.”

‘| can see that” He looked her over from head to toe and back
again. "Miss Broo”ey and | are going to dinner Jronighf She's a sweet
girl. Uncomplicated.”

Serafina felt her throat Jrithren. I'm hopp\/ for you, Dcmn\/. She's
lucky, and so are you.”

"Am | lucky?" He took a step closer, his voice dropping. "Or am |
the fool who's seJrHing for second best because the woman | ochuoHy
care about has thrown herself at a monster?”

Danny-"

“It's Romano, isn't it?”
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Serofina’s blood turned to ice, but she didn't deny it. Couldn't,
reo“\/, not when Donn\/ Was |ool<ing at her with hurt in his eyes, and
he deserved to know the truth.

Clara shifted beside her but said nothing.

“You've been such a gooc| Friend," Serafina said quieﬂy, reoching
out to touch his arm. "I'm sorry | couldn’t give you what you wanted.
But | hope things work out with Miss Bradley. You deserve to be
happy”

Donny's expression softened, Jrhough pain still |ingereo| in his eyes.
"And what about you, Serafina? Do you deserve to be hoppy? Or do
you deserve whatever it is that man is going fo do to you?”

‘| know what I'm doingf'

‘Do you? Danny's jaw tightened. “I've heard things about what
he does to peop|e who get in his way, and I've seen the way he looks
at you.” His voice remained genHe, but there was hardness
underneath. "Men like him don't love. They own peop|e before Jrhey
des+roy them. And when Jr|’1ey're done, there's noJrhing left”

The words should have Frithrened her. And part of her knew
+hey were true. Francesco Romano was dongerous in ways that went
beyond the violence he inflicted on others. He was dongerous to her
heart, her soul, even her sense of who she was.

But she'd o|reody given herself to him and loved him. She let him
promise to protfect her.

‘I appreciate your concern,” she said quietly. “Truly. But my
choices are my own.”

But after a moment, Donny simp|y shook his head. " hope you're
right, Serafina. | really do.” He glanced down the street. *| should go.
Miss Bradley is meeting me af the restaurant at six, and | still need to
pick up the flowers I'm bringing her.”

‘From your own shop?" Clara asked, trying to |ig|’1+en the mood.
"The shop you just locked up?”

“Where else?” A ghost of Danny's usual smile appeared. "The
florist business treats me well enough. Better than most peop|e think,
anyway.”

He gestu red toward an e><1'roordinori|y expensive automobile
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porked just beyond where Jrhey stood. A g|eoming black Packard
with chrome fixtures that couthr the afternoon sun.

“That's yours?’ Clara couldn't hide her surprise.

Danny shrugged, almost defensive. "High society pays well for
the righf arrangements. Weddings, balls, and funerals are my bread
and butter. Mrs. Vanderbilt alone spends more on flowers in a month
than most men make in a year. The rithr connections make all the
difference.”

Some+hing about his tone struck Serafina as odd, but before she
could prod, Donny had walked toward his automobile.

He poused with his hand on the door handle and turned back.
"The shop closes for good on Sunday. Kensington's buying my shop,
too. Guess he wants the whole block.” His voice carried bitterness.
"Good luck with everything, Serafina. You're going to need it."

Then he climbed into his Packard and drove away, |eoving
Serafina s+onding on the sidewalk with an uncomfortable knot
Forming in her stomach despi+e her earlier confidence.

Clara’s Rolls Royce waited another twenty feet down the streef,
her driver s+onding beside it. Clara squeezed Serafina’s shoulder.

‘Come on. We still need to get to Dr. Brennan's office.”

oipio~

When Serafina and Clara returned to the Rondo|ph estate in the
late afternoon, George's automobile was o|reody porked in the drive.
Voices drifted from Mr. Rcmdo|p|’1's erudy, his own and his son’s.

Clara started toward the por|or, but Serafina was drawn foward
those voices. Some’rhing in George's fone made her pause in the
hallway.

“Sera?” Clara Whispered "W hat are you doing?"

"Shh.” Serafina pressed closer to the s+ud\/ door, which stood
slightly ajar. Clara hesitated, then joined her.

‘—moving money through shell companies for years,” George was

saying. “Hiding assets, payments to city officials, judges, po|ice
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captains... This is bigger than simp|e extortion. Kensinngon's been
bribing pub|ic servants across the city.”

There was a rustle of papers. "W here did you get these
documents?”

A clerk at the county recorder’s office. T|’1ey're authentic. I've
verified the signatures, cross-referenced the dates.”

“If this is oll true, Kensington could face serious criminal charges.
Racketeering, bribery, conspiracy..”

"He could go to prison,u George said. ‘For a |ong time. It toke
time to build proper|y, We'll need affidavits, corroboroﬁng evidence,
expert festimony on the financial transactions...”

Serofina’s heart pounded.

‘But by George, George, this is solid work. We have enoug|’1 to
start. How long?”’

“Two, moybe three weeks fo file. Then the investigation, the trial..
it could be months before he's oduo”y behind bars.”

Serafina’s heart dropped Weeks. Months. And in all that time,
those phoJrogrophs would hong over her head like a gui||o+ine.

“There's someﬂwing e|se, Jrhough,” George soio|, his voice dropping
‘One of these shell componies—Conso|ido+ed Maritime Ho|o|ings—|'105
been moving signhcicon’r amounts Jr|’1roug|’1 your bank.”

Silence. Then: "M\/ bank?”

“Yes. | didn't think you knew. The transactions are buried o|ee|o,
routed through multiple accounts. But if | prosecute this case, if | bring
chorges against Kensinngon, all of this will come to |ig|’1f The pub|ic
will know that Rondo|ph National has been foci|i+o+ing some of these
transfers.”

"We didn't know-"

‘I know that. But it doesnt matter. The press will have a field day.
Prosecutor’'s Dad's Bank Implicated in Corruption Scandal.” Even if the
bank did noJrhing wrong, even if you had no know|edge of what
Kensinngon was doing, the association alone could be devoeroJring.”

Another |ong silence.

“What are you saying, George?”

I'm saying that if | move forward with this prosecution, it could

deerroy your bank’s reputation, our Fomi|\/ name, and evererhing

292



you've built. Mom's eronding in society, Clara’s engagement—you
know how Dr. Curtis's Fomi|y is about scandal.’

Serafina’s stomach twisted. She pressed closer to the door.

‘Butif | don't prosecute,” George continued, "Kensington walks
free. He continues to hurt people like Serafina and Mr. Thompson. He
keeps deerroying lives. And | become comp|ici+ in that”

‘George..” Mr. Randolph’s voice was heavy. This is an impossible
position.”

| know. But Dad, | didn't become a prosecufor fo protect my
family’s reputation. | did it to seek justice. And if that means our
name suffers, then perhops that's the price we pay for |eHing men
like Kensington operate unchecked for so |ongA"

Serafina pulled back from the door, her stomach churning. Clara
stared ot her, face po|e.

They walked quieﬂy down the hall, not speoking until Jrhey
reached the gorden.

‘Did you hear that?” Clara whispered. “If George prosecutes
M. Kensinngon, it could ruin Dad’s bank and our Fomi|y4”

Serofina wrapped her arms around herself. The affernoon sun felt
cold suddenly.

‘But that's not your fault,” Clara continued. "None of this is your
fault, Sera. Mr. Kensinngon did this. Not you.”

But it felt like her fault. Even if George went forward, it would
take weeks to file the chorges. Months for a trial. And if—no, when—
Mr. Kensinngon realized what was hoppening, he would strike first.
He'd release those pl’]OJrOS to deerroy her credibi|i+\/, to humiliate her,
and to punish everyone who'd tried to |'1e||o her.

She imagined George's face when he saw them. Mr. Randolph'’s
clisoppoinerenJrA Clara’s horror. |rving |ool<ing at Clara diFFerenH\/,
knowing her best friend was...

No. She couldn't let that hoppen.

Francesco's way would be different. It would be quiet and swift.
W hatever he did to Richard Kensingfon, it wouldn't involve courts or
evidence or pu|o|ic trials. The phoJrogrophs would disoppeor o|ong
with their owner. No one would ever have to know what she'd

endured MK Thompson‘s shop WOU'CI be scnfe The ROHdO'phS WOU|C|
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be spored both the scandal of the phoJrogrophs and the scandal of
their bank’s unwitting involvement.

And she...

She would have to live with knowing she'd chosen violence over
justice, and that she'd let Francesco Romano handle her prob|ems the
way he handled all his prob|ems—wi+|'1 methods she didn't want to
think about too much.

..Men like him don't love. They own people before they
o’esfroy them.

But Francesco had been gen’r|e with her last nithr, and so tender.
He'd made her feel safe and wanted. Was that owning her? Or was
it love?

Did it matter?

She pressed her hands against the cold stone balustrade. The
truth was, she'd 0|reody made her own choice, last nithr, when she'd
given herself to Francesco and let him promise to protfect her. She'd
fallen in love with a man who solved prob|ems with violence.

This was just the consequence of that choice.

“Sera?" Clara said sof’r|y. "W hat are you Jrhinking?”

Serafina turned to her friend, Forcing a smile. “I'm Jrhinking that
your family has done so much for me already. And | won't let you
sacrifice every+hing because of my prolo|ems.”

“That's not—"

“‘Clara.” Serafina took her hands. “Whatever hoppens with
M. Kensinngon, it won't fouch your Fomi|y. | promise you that

Clara narrowed her eyes. "How can you promise that?”

Serafina just squeezed Clara’s hands and looked out at the
gorden, at the careful order of it dll, knowing that Francesco Romano
was probob|y o|reoo|y moving to act and hono”ing Jrhings the on|y
way he knew how.

She'd chosen his protfection. And she would have to live with
what that meant. Another consequence.

She's have to let George agonize over whether to prosecute and
let Mr. Randolph worry about his bank’s reputation. It wouldn't

matter in the end. By the time Jrhey were reody to act, Francesco
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would have already solved the problem, and no one would ever
know what she'd chosen.

S+ono|ing there in the foding afternoon sun, with the memory of
Francesco's touch still alive on her skin and Danny’s warning still
eclﬁoing in her mind, Serafina found she could live with it.

W hatever Francesco was p|onning, she hoped he did it soon.

B C< 2 0%

He glanced at the book on her nightstand. W uthering Heights.
He'd moved the bookmark last night, to the page where Heathcliff
talks about wanting fo absorb Catherine into himself and make her
part of his flesh. But he knew she wouldn't see it. He knew she was
out with Romano. He crossed to her dresser, silent as a phantom. His
Fingers trailed over the surface to her hairbrush. He'd counted the
strands coughf in its bristles. Twen+y—+hree. He wropped them
corefu”y in tissue paper to add to his collection.

His goze moved to the bed.

There she was. Serafina. His Serafing, even if she didn't
know it yet.

She |oy on her side, one hand tucked under the pi||ow, her hair
spi||ing across the white linen like go|o|A She looked every bit the
onge| that her name meant. Her new nithrgown had ridden up
s|ig|’1’r|y, exposing the curve of her calf and the delicate delicate arch
of her foot.

He moved closer, each step careful. He knew which ones
creaked. The week she'd been here on its own hadn't been long
enough for him to learn, but he'd first had his eye on Clara, and he
procﬁced coming in Jrhrough this room. Then Serafina couthr his eye.
She saved Clara’s life without knowing it.

5’rono|ing over Serafina now, he watched the vulnerable curve of
her neck. His Fingers ached to press against her pu|se and to feel her
heart rate spike with fear and confusion. Her |ips were s|ig|’1+|y porJred

in s|ee|o, and he wondered what she was dreoming about. The first
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nithr be came here, he'd Whispered to her while she s|ep+, |eHing his
voice become part of her dream:s.

You're mine, he'd told her, his mouth so close to her ear that his
lips nearly brushed her skin. You've always been mine. You just don't
accept it yet.

But fonight was different. Tonight, rehearsal ended. Tonight,
Serafina s|ep’r, unaware that her last moments of ignorant peace were
Jricking away.

But first, he had to make sure the escape route was clear. He
moved Jrhrough the darkened halls, moking sure the quiet floorboards
were sfill quiet. He cracked open the door to the servants’ stairs and
left it ajar just enough Thank God the hinges were o|woys oiled.
T|’1ey never made noise. Then to the side entrance near the kitchen.
The lock clicked softly as he turned it. He eased the door open half
an inch, just enough that he could push H’]rough it quicHy when the
time came.

Back Jrhrough the halls, up the main staircase this time.
Evererhing would be perfech. No o|e|c1ys, no obstacles, no chance for
her fo scream and wake the house. He'd have perhops three minutes
from the moment he opp|ieo| the chloroform until he was clear of the
property. That meant a scant three minutes to carry her unconscious
body down two ﬂithrs of stairs, Jrhrougl'l the prepored doors, and
across the gorden to where his car waited three blocks away.

At her door, he poused, hand on the knob. This was the
moment. Eithr months of preparation distilled into this sing|e action.
Once he crossed this threshold, every+hing would chonge.

His heart hammered against his ribs, but his hands were s+eoc|y.
He pushed the door open and s+epped back inside.

She was still sleeping, exactly as he'd left her. Perfect.

He reached into his pocke+ and pu||eo| out the cloth and the
small bottle. The chloroform had cost him a small fortune. Ob+oining
it had required careful p|orming fo acquire without arousing suspicion.
But it was worth it, and overdll, it was pockeJr chonge. No one knew
who he was or what he did a few fimes a year af the races.

He soaked the cloth coreFtu, the sweet hoy smell Fi”ing his
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nostrils even Jrhrough his shallow breoJrhing. Too much and he could
kill her without meaning to. Too little and she'd wake during
transport. He'd proc’riced the dosoge on random whores no one
would ever miss. He'd calculated weight and lung capacity, and
tested until he'd determine the op+imo| amount to keep her under
without ending her life.

Poo|o|ing to the bedside, he looked down at her one last time as
she was now. Such a sweet, unaware omge|, still be|ieving herself safe
in the Rondo|ph house, still be|ieving Romano could ever care.

You're mine, he thought. Finally, completely, mine.

In one smooth motion, he pressed the cloth over her mouth
and nose.

Serafina eyes flew open ins’ronH\/, wide with shock and
confusion. Her hands came up, grobbing at his wrist, her body
bucking. He pressed down harder, using a leg to pin her down,
keeping the cloth sealed against her face even as she thrashed
beneath him.

He leaned close, his mouth near her ear. "Shh. Don't fight it. This
is meant to be. Just breathe deep now.”

She tried to scream against the cloth. Her nails o|ug into his skin
Jr|’1roug|’1 the g|ove, and for a moment her errenngh surprised him. But
the chemical was o|reody WorkingA He could feel the moment her
struggles began to weaken and her movements became sluggish.

Her eyes were still open, still terrified, staring up at him as
consciousness s|i|opeo| away and her lashes fluttered to her cheeks. He
watched every second of it.

"There,” he whispered as her eyes Fino”y fluttered closed. “That's
my good girl”

He keer the cloth pressed for another JrhirJr\/ seconds, counting in
his heod, moking sure she was Fu”y under. When he fino”y pu||eo| it
away, her breoJrhing was shallow but s+eody.

Working quickly now, he wrapped her in the blanket from her
bed to contain any invo|un+ory movements she mighf make. She was
small enough that he could manage her weigh’r eosi|y, but she could

o|Wc1ys lash out and make noise in her s|ee|o.
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He lifted her, crod|ing her against his chest. Her head lolled
ogainer his shoulder. He pressed his face brieﬂy into her hoir, inhohng
deeply. Finally his.

The escape went exactly as he'd practiced. Through her door,
down the hct”woy, careful to keep her head from |'1iHing the
doorframe. Down the servants’ stairs, Jr|f1rough the door o|reoo|\/
open, Jrhrough the kitchen, past the side entrance he'd unlocked,
out into the gorden.

He carried her around to the gorden gate that he'd oiled three
weeks ago. Through the gate, across the neighboring properer's lawn,
and Fino”y to the street where his car waited.

By the time anyone discovered her missing tomorrow morning,
he'd be long gone. They'd be long gone.

Serafina stirred s|igh+|y as he settled her on the back seat. He
|oose|y droped the cloth over her face to make sure she didn't wake.
He orronged her coreFu“\/, posiﬁoning her boo|\/ so she wouldn't slide.
Then he allowed himself one moment, just one, fo cup her face in
his hand.

"Shouldn't have said no, Seronfino,” he Whispered. “Shouldnt have
said no.’

He closed the door and moved to the driver's side. As he started
the engine and pu||ed away from the curb, he couldn’t stop the smile
that spreod across his face.

Eight months of watching. Eight months of waiting. Eight
months of patience.

And now, she was his. It had all poid off. All of it. All.

Romano would rage when he discovered the theft. He'd
probob|y tear the city apart |ooking for her, promising all the violence
and revenge and all the impotent Fury of a man who'd lost what
never be|ongeo| to him in the first |o|oce.

But it wouldn't matter because Serafina was already gone, in
transit to the secret p|0ce he'd prepored for her.

The city |igh+s blurred past as he drove, and in the passenger
seat, Serafina s|e|o+ on, unaware that her life as she knew it had just

ended, and the life she was 0|Woys meant to live was about to begin.
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kP~

It was like swimming up from the bottom of a deep, dark poo|.
Serafina’s head throbbed with each heartbeat. Her mouth tasted of
some’rhing me’rcn”ic, like |icking copper pennies. The surface beneath
her was cold and um(orgiving. Cold stone, not the soft, warm
mattress.

For a moment, she couldnt move. Her limbs had become both
heovy and disconnected from her body, as if she were still half-
submerged in whatever darkness she had just come from. Her
Jrhouthrs moved s|uggish|y, trying to piece JrogeJrher Frogmerﬁrs that
didn't quite fit.

She'd been in bed, ot the Randolph house. She'd been sleeping,
dreoming about—

Eves above her in the darkness. A cloth pressed over her mouth
and nose. The shorp, overwhe|ming smell. Panic ﬂooding Jrhrough her
as she'd tried to scream, tried to Fight her hands c|owing at wrists she
couldn't see proper|y in the dark, and then.. noJrhing but a void
where time should have been.

Serafind’s eyes flew open.

No’rhing but more darkness. She blinked hard, trying to force her
vision to adjust, but there was on|\/ an oppressive blackness. She took
a deep breath. The air smelled o|om|o and stale, with an uno|er|\/ing
scent of soil and mildew.

She tried to sit up, then immedio+e|y regreH'ed it. The world tilted
vio|en+|yA Nausea churned. She fell back against the stone, gasping,
her heart hommering so hard she could feel it in her +emp|es.

Breathe. Just breathe.

But breoﬂwing was difficult when panic was c|osing her throat,
when her mind was screaming questions she couldn't answer. W here
was she? How long had she been unconscious? Who had taken her?

She forced herself to focus her physico| sensations. The stone
beneath her was rough, unfinished. Cold seeped Jrhrough the thin
fabric of her nigHgown that she still wore. Her feet were bare. She
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could feel the cold stone against her soles when she tried to move
them. The o|om|o mildew smell. But no’rhing to see. Noﬂ'\ing to hear.
She could still faste copper.

Moving slower this time, she monoged to sit up and reached out
with Jrrembhng hands, Fee|ing all around her. More stone. A wall,
perhops three feet to her righf. She turned, e><+ending her other hand.
Another wall on the left. Behind her, more stone, this one domp to
the touch. She crawled forward. Bars.

The realization that she was in a cell sent a fresh wave of terror
Jr|’1rough her. She scrambled back, then turned herself around and
inched forward on her hands and knees, ignoring the rough stone
scraping her palms and tops of her feet. Her fingers wrapped back
around icy cold iron, pu||ing herself up to s+cmo|ing on |egs that shook
so badly she nearly fell.

"Hello?" Her voice came out as a croak. ‘Is anyone there?”

Silence, not even an echo. The darkness seemed to absorb sound.
Wherever she was felt both vast and suﬁoco+ing|y small.

She shook the bars, but Jrhey didn't budge How |ong had
someone been planning this? How long had she been watched?
Studied? Targeted? Why her?

Francesco. The thought came suddenly. Francesco would find her.
He'd promised to protect her. He'd—

But Francesco didn't know where she was. No one did. She'd
been taken from the Randolph house in the middle of the night. By
the time anyone realized she was missing, she could be cmywl']ere
Miles away. States away, even. Buried so deep that—

Nol She couldn't think like that. She couldn't let panic take over.

Serafina sank down, still gripping the bars, her forehead pressed
against the metal. She needed to think, needed to remember
everyﬂ’ﬂng she could about what had hoppened. The more
information she had, the better chance she had of.. of what?
Escaping? Surviving? Understanding who had done this and why?

The face. She'd seen a face above her, just for a moment before
the cloth covered her mouth. But it had been dark, and her eyes had
been blu rry with s|eep and then with tears as she'd s+rugg|ed4 She
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couldn't remember features, couldn’t conjure the image c|eor|y
enoug|’1 tfo—

W ait.

The voice. He'd spoken to her. What had he said?

‘Shh. Don't fight it. This is meant to be. Just breathe deep now.”

That voice had been low and intimate, almost tender, as if he
were comforﬁng a child rather than kidnopping her, as if this was
somehow an act of love.

Her stomach heaved, and she turned toward from the bars just
in time to vio|en+|y vomit +hrough them. NoJrhing came up no’rhing
but bile. When it fino”y subsided, she shook so hard her teeth
chattered.

She wipeo| her mouth with the back of her hand and crawled
away from the mess, back toward what she Jrhouthr mithr be a
corner. The cold stone wall pressed against her back. She pulled her
knees up to her chest, wropped her arms around them, and tried to
make herself as small as possible.

This can't be hoppening. This can't be real.

She was supposed to be sofe at the Rondohoh house. She was
supposed to see Francesco tomorrow. Today? How long had she
been unconscious? Hours? A day? More?

The darkness made it impossib|e to tell. There was no way fo
mark time, no way to know if it was doy or night if she'd been here
for hours or o|oys. The disorientation was almost worse

The sound of faint, distant FooJrs’reps cut H’]rough the silence.
Serofina’s head snapped up, her heart suddenly racing so fost she felt
|igh+heoo|ec| +houg|'1 she hadn't risen from the ground. The footsteps
grew closer.

Then |igh+ spi||eo| Jrhrough a doorwoyA She squirﬁed and shielded
her face. The faint illumination hurt her eyes after so |ong in comp|efe
darkness.

“You're awake. Good. | was beginning to worry I'd used too
much chloroform. I'd hate to have domoged you.’

Serafina’s eyes were still adjusting. She could make out @

silhouette in the doorwoy. Just a shope.
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"Who are you?" Her voice came out steadier than she felt. "What
do you want?’

The man chuckled. "What do | want? Serafing, | want what's
o|woys been mine. | want you fo Fino”y understand what you are
and who you be|ong to.

| don't be|ong to anyone | don't want to be|ong tol” she snopped.

"Oh, but you do." He moved slightly, still silhouetted against the
|igh+ from beyond. “You 0|Woys have. You just ForgoJr. But that's all
rithr. I'm going to he|p you remember.”

“You're insane.”

He |oughed again. ‘Insane”? No, Serafina. I'm the on|y sane one in
this entire situation. They're the ones who've been lying to you,
mis|eoo|ing you, trying to take what isn't theirs. Your Mr. Kensingbn
with his threats, and your precious Francesco Romano with his
profecﬁon" The last word dripped with contempt. "Tl']ey're the

insane ones, thinking they could have you when you were always
meant for me.”

"How long have you been watching me?”

"\)\/oJrching?“ The silhouette shifted. "Oh, Serafina. | haven't just
been wo+c|'11ng4 I've been with you outside your apartment, in your
room at the Randolphs’, standing over your bed. I've touched your
+|'1ings, learned your routines, become part of your life. You just didn't
know it yet.”

The easy admission of invoding her privacy, the nithrs she'd s|e|o+
Jrhinking herself safe while he'd been there, Jrouching her Jrhmgs,
eronding over her... it was too much. Too much! Serofina pressed
herself harder against the wall, trying to disoppeor into the stone.

“You're afraid.” The voice sounded pleased. "Good. Fear is
honest and real. It's better than all those pretty lies everyone's been
telling you. You thought Romano could keep you safe?” The voice
paused. "He couldnt, because I'm the threat he doesn't know exists.
He can't protfect you from because he doesn't even know he should
be |ool<ing.”

‘He'll find me.” Serofina forced herself to say. “Francesco will find

me, Oﬂd Wl’\el’] he o|oes—”
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“When he does what?” The voice turned cold and hard. "W hen
he does, I'l be long gone. And you'll be here, or somewhere else, or
nowhere at all. Do you understand, Serafina? Do you? You breathe
because | allow it. You breathe because | permit it. Everything about
your life right now is my choice.” The silhouette leaned closer to the
bars. 'Romano is nothing. He's a child playing at being dangerous. I'm
the real Jrhing.”

Then he stepped closer and crouched down near the bars, and
the |igh+ from behind fino”y couthr his features.

Serafina’s breath s’ropped.

The recognition that slammed into her was so shocking, o)

impossib|e, that for @ moment she couldn't process it. Couldn't breathe.

Couldn't think.
‘No,” she whispered. "You? Why?”
"Hello, Serafina.” His expression turned gentle and tender. "Would

you |il<€ some CO]C]CQQ, now?”
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CHAPTER

Clara knocked on Serafina’s door the next morning, her knuckles
rapping |igh+|y at first, then more insierenHy. It wasn't like Serafina to
s|ee|o so lafe.

"Serofino, dor|ing, are you awake?”

There was only silence.

Clara frowned and knocked again, harder this time.

“Serafina?”

Still no response.

Clara turned the handle. Toking a shaky breath, she slowly
pushed the door open.

The room was in disarray. Serafind’s bed was empty. The sheet
and a blanket |c1y strewn across the floor. Clara’s heart skipped a
beat. Moybem moybe Serafina had left eor|y? But someJrhing just felt
wrong. She quick|\/ made her way downstairs.

She approached the first maid she saw. "Have you seen Sercfina
this morning?” Clara asked, trying to keep her voice calm.

The maid shook her head. "No, Miss C|oro1, | haven't seen
her ot all”

Clara’s anxiety spiked. She asked several other staff members, but
none had seen Serofina. Then she heard the gordener's voice at the

back door, speoking urgenﬂy to one of the cooks.
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"What's going on?” Clara asked, her voice tight with worry.

The gordener looked at her. *l need to speok to M. Rondo|ph
immedio’re|y."

"Why? What's happened?”

“There's a ladder,” he said.

‘A lodder? What do you mean? Where?” Clara’s pulse
quickened.

"Outside, going up to Miss Silvano's window,” the gcrdener
exp|oineo|.

Clara's eyes widened in horror. Without another word, she bolted
Jrhrough the door and around the side of the house. Her breath
couthr in her throat when she saw the ladder |eoning against the
wo||, reoching up to Serafina’s window. Panic surged Jrhrough her as
she started screaming, "Dad! Dad!”

She sprin+eo| back inside, her heart racing mod|y as she Fronﬁco”y
searching for her father. "Dadl Where are you? Dad! Dad!l”

Her screams echoed Jr|’1rough the house, piercing the morning
calm. "Dad! He|p!” She tore Jrhrough the ho”woys when fing”y her
father rushed down the hall toward her, his face etched with concern.

“Clara, what's wrong?” he asked.

Clara couldn't get the words out. Her father grabbed her by the
upper arms, trying to s+eoo|y her.

“Clara, breathe. W hat hoppened? Take a o|ee|o breath.”

“Serafina... there's a ladder... to her room and... someone’s taken
her..” Clara stammered, her words coming out in a rush before she
burst into tears.

Her mother came up behind them and pu||eo| Clara into a Jrithr
hug Clara c|ung to her mother, horo”y oble to stand.

Her father didn't waste a second. He turned and darted up the
stairs, Jr01|<ing them fwo at a time. He was back quicHy. Without a
word, he strode to the phone and grobbed the receiver. "Operofor,
connect me to the po|ice. It's an emergency... Yes, it's an emergencyl
One of my gir|s is missing. We found a ladder up to her window —
No, we don't know where she is. Please send someone quickly.”

C'OI’O l’WOd never been SO scored in her |n(e The news OIQOL,I'I'
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Theodore had come quickly. But who knew about Serafina?’

Her father |'1ung up the phone and turned to face his wife and
douthrer. "The po|ice are on their way, and I'm going to find George.
We'll find her, Clara.”

Clara nodded, trying to hold onto his words, but the dread
drowned her. She held onto her mother, sobbing, as the minutes

streftched into an eternity.

The po|ice officers took the ladder down and started going
Jr|’1rough Serafina’s room seorching for any clue that mithr give them
a lead. Clara sat on a chair in the parlor, her eyes red and swollen
from crying, with her mother |oy her side. An officer, kind-faced, but
serious, sat across from her, a notebook in hand.

"Miss Rondo|p|’1, | need you tfo fry and talk to me,” he said.
"Anerhmg you can remember mithr he|p us.”

Clara nodded, but when she tried to speok, the words got couthr
in her throat. Her head hurt. Her face hurt. Her chest hurt. “I'm sorry,”
she whispered, her voice breoking “It's so hard..”

‘I understand,” the officer said softly. Take your time. Do you
know anyone who migH have wanted to take her? Anyone she's
had trouble with?”

Clard’s throat tightened. "Mr. Richard Kensington, of Kensington
Pub|ishing4 He's been.. there's been trouble there. And Dormy—| don't
know his last name, but he owns the florist shop next to the bookshop
where she works.”

The officer's pen scratched across paper. "Anyone else?’

Clara’s hands twisted in her |O||o and quicHy g|cmceo| at her
mother, then up at her father, and back to the officer. "She's been
seeing Francesco Romano.”

The officer's pen stopped. "The gangster?”

M. Randolph’s face had gone white, then flushed deep red.
“What?”

"Yes." Clara’s voice grew stronger, more insistent. "It was the
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mob. It has to be them. His world—the mo|o—+hey did this. | know
they didl"

Mrs. Randolph's arms went rigid around Clara. “Clara, are you
certain?”

“Yes." Clara’s voice was fierce despife her tears. “| warned her this
would hoppen. | told her noﬂqing gooo| comes from getting involved
with men like that.”

The officer sighed, rubbing his +emp|esA “Miss Rondo|ph, we can
question Mr. Kensinngon and the florist, but opprooching the mob...
Jr|’1ey don't cooperate with po|ice. Even if +hey know someJrhmg, Jrhey
won't soy.”

“Then what's the poinJr?” Clara’s voice broke. “If Hﬁey took her and
you can't even ask—"

"We'll do what we can,” the officer said gently. ‘But you need to
understand the limitations we're Working with.”

M. Randolph’s jaw was clenched so tight Clara could see the
muscle jumping. She'd never seen her father this angry.

Mers. Rondo|ph stroked her dough’rer's hair. "“Come on, dear. Let's
get you upstairs. You need rest.” She led Clara up the stairs.

"Mom, please... call Irving for me,” Clara managed to say, her
voice bore|y above a Whisper.

"Of course, sweetheart. Il call him right away,” her mother
promised, guiding her into her room. She he|peo| Clara into bed and
handed her a small pill to help her nerves. “Try to sleep, dear.”

Clara took the pi|| and |oy down. The exhaustion and fear pu||ed
at her. Her mother s+oyeo| by her side, continuing to stroke her hair
until the pi|| begon to take effect. Clara's eyes fluttered shut, and
despi+e the turmoil inside her, she begon to drift off.

As she |C|y there, her mother’s genﬂe presence a small comfort,
Clara’s mind swirled with Jr|f1ough+s of Serofina. This was the mob’s
domg. It had to be. Tears s|i|o|oed down her cheeks as she Whispered
a silent prayer for her friend's soFeerA In a short while, the s|eeping pi||
took hold, and Clara Fino”y cried herself to s|eep.

oo~
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Clara woke to |rving sitting beside her bed, elbows on his knees,
lost in Jrhoughf

"Dor|ing?” she said sofﬂy, her voice still hoarse from crying.

|r\/ing broke from his Jrhouthrs and turned to her, his face grave.
"How are you doing?”

“Serafina’s missing,” Clara said, her voice trembling. "They took
her. The mob took her.”

“Your father told me.” Irving's jow tightened. "The officers plan to
question Kensington and the florist.”

“But not Mr. Romano. Because the mob is untouchable. Even
when Jrhey do this, no one can touch then.”

“Clara, listen to me. If gangsters took her, then Romano needs
to know.”

Clara gawked at him. "W hat?”

“Think about it. If another gangster took Her—moybe trying to get
leverage over Romano—he'd want to know. He has resources the
police don't. Connections. and ways of finding information.”

“But it's his fault.” Clara’s voice cracked. "His world did this to her.’

"Maybe. Or maybe someone’s trying to hurt him by faking her.’
|rving took her hands. ‘Either way, if she means someH’]ing to him,
he'll tear the city apart to find her. Isn't that what we want?”

“You really think we should tell him?”

| o|o,” he answered Firm|y, o|reoo|\/ rising from his chair. ‘Do you
know where he lives?”

"At The Dakota.”

Let's go.”

Clara jumped up, quick|y checking herself in the mirror. She
grobbed a hat and rushed out the door. As she possed the por|or, she
saw George had arrived, but didn't stop. She only yelled, "Il be back
shortlyl’

Irving drove almost fast enoug|’1 to be reckless. "W hat did you tell
the po|ice?”

"About Mr. Kensington, and Danny, and..” She swallowed hard.
"And Mr. Romano.”
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"And your father?”

"He's furious. I've never seen him that angry.’

When they arrived at The Dakota, Clara’s steps slowed as they
opprooched the bui|ding. For once, she was overwhelmed at the
+|’10ugh+ of opprooching someone. 1 his wasn't a ball with formalities.
This was |'1eoo|ing info a mobster’s home to ask for his he|p4

‘I don't know which apartment. | know which one is his sister’s,
Jrhough”

“A man like him would have the perﬁhouse," |r\/ing said affer a
moment.

The elevator opercd‘or's eyes widened when |rving made his
request, but he pu||eo| the brass gate closed and threw the lever.
Rising to the fop seemed to take an efernity. Clara’s hands were still
shaking. She clasped them together. but it didn't help.

The ho”woy of the top floor was corpeJred in o|ee|o bu rguncly,
mufﬂing their FooJrereps. Wall sconces cast warm |igh+ on cream-
colored walls. Everything was hushed and elegant, he kind of place
where violence seemed impossible, except Clara knew better now.
Clara raised a Jrrembhng hand to knock.

‘Let me,” Irving said, stepping forward.

He pounded on the door with the side of his fist, three solid hits
that echoed down the ho”woy like gunshoJrs. The sound made
Clara flinch.

They waited. Irving raised his fist again.

The door opened.

Mr. Romano stood in the doorwoy, pen(ecﬂy dressed despife the
eor|y hour. His expression shifted from mild irritation to shorp concern
the moment he saw Clara’s face.

"Miss Randolph.” His voice was controlled, but Clara could see
something dark moving behind his eyes. "W hat's happened?”

“Serafina.” Clara’s voice broke. "Someone took her. Last night.
There was a ladder to her window and she's gone and-"

She didn't get to finish. Mr. Romano's expression tu rned cold, his
eyes looking murderous.

“Inside. Now.” He turned toward the Jre|ephone. Tell me
everything.”

309



Within minutes of +e||ing him everyH’]ing she knew, Mr. Romano's
perﬁhouse transformed into some+hing that reminded her of @ mi|i+ory
command center. Men appeared from nowhere. To her surprise, she
recognized a few from seeing around the neighborhood. She
understood very little of what was hoppening

Mr. Romano stood |oy his ’re|ephone giving c|ippeo|, cold orders.

A pause. More orders. He hung up and immedio+e|y dialed again.
More orders. He and his men came together and worked like a well-
oiled machine primed to start working.

"Mr. Romano,” Irving said quietly. "What can we do?’

Mr. Romano's eyes snopped to him. "You're a doctor?”

Yes.”

"When we find her, she may need medical attention. Be reodyf'

"Mr. Romano,” Clara timidly began, "do you think the mob
took her?”

‘No." His response was Firm, and he did not elaborate.

Finally, leaving one of his men—Ricci, Clara gathered—to
coordinate from the penﬂ'louse, Francesco grobbed his coat and
headed toward the door.

"Where are you going?” Clara osked, reo|izing now what a small
comfort she had in seeing him in control of the search.

"To your estate to get answers.” His expression was Jrerrhfying in its
cold cerfainty. "Someone took what's mine. The\/'re going fo learn
what that costs.”

Clara and |rving followed him. W hen Jrhey pu||eo| up to the
Rondo|ph estate, the |o|oce wWas crowhng with po|ice. Mr. Romano's
jow Jrig|’1+enec|, but he co|m|y walked toward the open front door with
the confidence of a man who had every rithr to be there.

He knocked once on the doorframe.

"Come on in, Mr. Romano.” Clara erepped +hrough the door
before him.

George oppeored in the Foyer His face went from surprise to Fury
in an instant.

“You." The word came out as a snarl. George moved forward

fast, his fist o|reody coming up.
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Mr. Romano didn't flinch. He simp|y stood there, hands at his
sides, WoJrching George come at him.

Two po|ice officers suo|o|en|y s+e|opeo| between them, grobbmg
George's arms.

‘M. Rondo|p|’1, p|eose," one of them said. "This isn't he|ping‘”

‘Georgel” Clara pressed on his chest. "George, listen—"

George s+rugg|eo| against them and ignored his sister, his face
red. "Get your hands off mel That bastard—his people did this!”

‘No,” Francesco said quieﬂ\/, his voice cutting Jrhrough George's
rage like a blade Jrhrough silk. "They didn't”

"How would you know?" George spat. 'How do we know
you didn't—"

‘I any of the families had taken her, Jrhey‘d have called me by
now fo gloat and to make demands.” Francesco's voice remained
eeri|y calm His eyes were cold as winter.

“Then who?” George demanded, still straining against the
officers” hold.

“That's what | infend fo find out.” Francesco’'s gaze moved past
George "Has anyone spoken with Richard Kensinngon?”

"We're p|orming fo question him this afternoon, sir,” one of the
officers rep|ied4

I'll handle KensinngonA”

‘Now wait just a minute—" the officer started.

Mr. Romano turned to look at him. The officer stop talking.

*| said I'll handle him.” Mr Romano’s word was final.

Mr. Romdo||o|’1 stood in the doorwoy to his eruoly, his face drawn.
“‘Mr. Romano, | appreciate your concern, but we have the po|ice
investigating. Your help isn't needed.’

The temperature in the room seemed to o|r0|o ten degreesA

Mr. Romano turned slowly to face Mr. Randolph. When he
spoke, his voice was quiet, but it carried fhrough the foyer like
thunder.

“With all due respect, My, Rondo|ph, you don't get a say in this.”

M. Randolph’s eyes widened. ‘| beg your pardon?’

"Miss Silvano is mine, not yours. She's mine.” Mr. Romano took a
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step forward. "So he|p me God, when | find out who did this, when |
find out who put their hands on what be|ongs to me, there won't be
enough of them left to question.”

‘I have men searching every inch of this city,” Mr. Romano
continued, his voice never rising above that o|eoo||y quiet. ‘| have
contacts the po|i<:e don't have. | have methods the po|ice can't use.
And | have motivation that makes your concern look like a passing
Jrhouthr.” His eyes locked with M. Ronclo|ph's‘ “So no, sir. M\/ he|p
isn't op+iono|. It's inevitable. You can either work with me or stay out
of my way, but you will not tell me what | can and cannot do to find
her.”

M. Romo|o||o|'1 stared at Francesco for a |ong moment. Then,
slowly, he nodded. "Find her, Mr. Romano.”

‘T will” Francesco's voice carried absolute certainty. "And God
have mercy on whoever took her because | won't”

He turned and walked out, |eoving a room full of stunned officers
and a Fomi|y that sudden|y understood exocHy what kind of man
Serafina had gotten involved with.

Clara watched him go, and for the first fime since Finding
Serafina’s empty room, she felt some+hing other than despoir. She felt

some’rhing very closer to hope.

Francesco loomed over Mr. Kensington in the man’s lavish living
room. He stood with his hands c|ospeo| behind his bock, relaxed in as
if Wo+c|'1ing a coup|e kittens p|oy on|y those. about to p|0|y weren't so
harmless.

Lamp cord bound Kensington velvet armchair. It had o|reoo|y
begun cutting into his skin. Blood welled where he'd s+rugg|eo|. Such a
piJrhCu| sithr. His once—proud face sogged beneath fear and fu ry, his
cheek split open from Francesco's earlier knuckles to his bone. Sweat
and blood soaked +hrough his fine suit.

‘I told you, | know nothing,” he said, voice trembling despite the
effort to sound defiant. His eyes flicked despero+e|\/ between
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Francesco and the pis+o| aimed s+eoo|y at his skull. Bruno, massive and
mute, stood with his finger resting against the trigger, his expression
carved from stone. The gun barrel was close enough that Kensington
could probob|y smell the oil on it.

The silence thickened. Francesco let it stretch until the pub|is|’1er's
breojrhing turned ragged.

Il ask one last time,” Francesco murmured, voice soft. He
crouched down, bringing himself eye-level with his prey. "W here is
she?”

Kensington's bravado collapsed. His eyes widened. I swear to
God, | don't know where she is. She ran, | o|or1"r—|o|eose, I'm Jre||ing
the truth!”

Francesco studied him a moment |onger, then gave the faintest
nod. Bruno slid the gun back into its holster.

The relief on Kensington's face a scant two seconds. Francesco
stepped closer. His shadow swallowed the publisher. When he spoke
again, his voice carried the gravity of a death sentence.

‘Now. The other matter.”

At his gesture, Carlo produced a stack of pages bound with
string. He dropped Serafina’s manuscript onto Kensington's |o|o.

“You've read this?”

“Yes,” Kensington rasped. His chest rose and fell too fast. “It's
brilliant. One of the best I've seen.”

“If she were a stranger—no connection to me—would you have
pub|isheo| it?" Francesco tilted his head s|igh+|y. "Answer honesﬂy.
Was she rejected on her merit, or because she didn't want your
advances? Answering no won't cost you."

Kensington hesitated, then nodded. "Yes. | would have, on ifs
merit alone.”

“Then she earned it." Francesco's expression remained flat and
unreadable. "I am now her agent. We will discuss terms when
Serofina is found, safe, and ready to move forward.”

Relief flickered across Kensinngon's face.

Then Francesco smiles.

‘Now,” he Whispered, |ecming closer, “about those phoJrogrophs

you took. The ones you used fo ensure her..compliance.”
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Every drop of color drained from Kensington's face. "I—| don't
know what you mean.”

‘Don't insult me.” Francesco's smile widened. "You posed her and
orronged her like @ toy. Told her what those pictures were for.
Insurance, you called it. Leverage.”

“That was different, it was just business, it was—"

"Something she deserved?’ Francesco's voice dripped with
venom. For doring to want her words in prirﬁ'? For |oe|ieving you
when you said you'd help her?’

‘I gave her a chance—’

Francesco's hand shot out, gripping Kensinngon's neck. The
pub|isher's words died in a choked gasp.

“You took someﬂwing from her.” Francesco's eyes were black pits,
endless and pi+i|ess. “You took her digni+y and sense of son(eer You
humiliated her” He released Kensington's neck with a shove.

“Bruno. Carlo.”

The two men s+eppeo| forward.

"Whatever Mr. Kensinngon +hough+ fit for Miss Silvano,”
Francesco continued, voice |ig|’1+ now, almost conversational, “is now
fitting for him. Every pose” He straightened his cuffs. ‘Be creative.
Document everything on film.”

Terror dawned in Kensington's eyes. ‘But—| don't have a—"

"Use whatever holes he does |'10ve,” Francesco soicl, examining his
nails. "His mouth will do for a start. Then get creative with the rest”

Bruno cracked his knuckles. Carlo reached for Kensinngon's jaw,
Forcing his head back as the man thrashed against the chair. The
|omp cords cut deeper. Blood ran down his wrists. Pleas spi||eo| from
him in broken sobs, rising higher as their shadows closed in and Bruno
begon unbuckhng his belt.

‘Please —God —please don't—"

F rancesco poused at the threshold, one hand on the doorframe,
|is+ening to the panic unravel behind him. The first real scream tore
+hrough the air. He closed his eyes brieﬂy, savoring it the way another
man migl’]f savor fine wine.

"Art imitates life, Mr. Kensinngon,” he said, voice calm, almost
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genﬂe beneath the sounds of violence. "And you are about to learn
the value of a good performonce. Moake it convincing. My men have

all night”

Francesco moved through Danny’s flower shop like a shadow
given form, his eyes drogging over every detail eyes trained to find
secrets. The air was thick with the c|oying sweetness of roses and lilies.

Funeral flowers, he noted. How fitting.

Donny stood at the counter, trimming rose stems. His hands
trembled just s|igh+|y. Francesco had spent his life stripping masks
from men, pee|ing back |oyers of lies until on|y raw truth remained.
Shy, nervous, sof’r—spoken—fhoJr was the florist Serafina had known.
Beneath this one, someJrhing darker shifted. Francesco knew it.

His gaze traveled to the fall shelves at the back. Vases in ceramic
and g|oss, some heovy enough to crack a skull, lined the them, with
with books on F|oris+ry worn from use, their spines creased and faded.
He noted e\/eryfhing: the pruning shears within arm’s reach, the door
opposite the bookshop that opened into an o||ey, the loose floorboard
near the register that gave s|igh+|y under his Weight. every po+en+i0|
weapon...

“So you know.." Francesco began.

“Absolutely nothing. Serafina’s a good girl. Sweet, you know? She
must be so scared right now, wherever she is” Danny looked up, eyes
wide and earnest. I like her a lot. | just hope she's safe.”

Francesco's eyes narrowed to slits. The concern in Danny's tone
was real enougl’l, but it felt rehearsed. Too smooth, too reody.

"Can you think of anyone who mig|’1f want to hurt her?” he
asked.

Domny hesitated for a fraction of a second. Quick, but not too
quick for Francesco to catch.

“Well, yes,” Danny said. There are a few regulars who come

around.” His hands moved faster over the roses as he arranged them.
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"Mr. Kensington, definitely. He is really intense about her, you know?
And some others too, o|woys honging around, choHing, staying foo
long.”

Francesco's man Bruno wrote names down in a small notebook.
He murmured someﬂwing to Carlo beside him. Carlo s|i|o|oeo| out
the door.

Francesco caught Danny's eyes following Carlo's exit.

Danny tensed, then swallowed hard. "What is going on?”

“Carlo is going to verhcy those men,” Francesco soid, eyes fixed on
Danny. "He will talk to them.”

Domny gave a jerky nod, Adam’s opp|e bobbing. "Okoy.” His
voice came flat.

Francesco narrowed his eyes and let the silence stretch, wo+ching
Danny squirm. Then he shifted tactics.

‘Did you not sell this shop to Richard Kensingbn?”

Donny froze. For a moment, confusion flickered across his face.
Then he smoothed it over.

“Yes. Got a good price for it too. Todoy is the last o|oy | am open,
you know? After this, | am moving on fo a fresh start. You know?”

His tone brought suspicion into Francesco's chest. He took a slow
step closer.

"Why sell so suo|o|en|y?” His voice dropped lower, as infimate as a
lover's whisper. “This s|f10|o is your |ive|ihooo|, your craft”

Danny FidgeJred at the nearness. Stems snopped in his Jrremb|ing
hands. Red pe’ro|s scattered across the counter like drops of blood.

"Been Jrhinking about it a while. You know how it is. Time to try
some’rhing new. Different choerer.“

The words rang false. Floristry was not a hobby. It was a craft
built on years of s+uo|y and practice, shoped by patience and
obsession. It was never something a man abandoned overnight for
vague dreams of someJrhing new. Francesco did not believe any of it.

He s|ow|y pu||eo| a pen from his jacket pockeJr and wrote two
numbers on a scrap of paper, his own and the Rondo|ph's. He slid it
across the counter.

"Call either of these numbers if you remember onyﬂ']ing else,” he

said soFHyA “Anyﬂwing at all mig|’1f he|p us find her.” He leaned closer,
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close enougl’] that Danny had to tilt his head back to meet his eyes.
"And | know you want to he||o her, do you not Donny?"

“Yes, of course | do.” Danny’s voice cracked slightly. ‘It is okay. |
really do.’

Francesco watched him for a |ong moment, gaze s+eoo|y and
unb|in|<ing, black eyes ho|o|ing the younger man’s until Dorm\/ shifted,
breath shallow and quickenmg.

Then Francesco erroithrened and headed for the door with the
casual grace of a man who knew his prey would stay put for as long
as he needed. Bruno followed him.

Outside, rain threatened in the gray sky above. Francesco lit a
cigarette.

“Boss?" Bruno said in a low questioning voice.

‘"He's lying.” Francesco exhaled smoke, watching it curl and
dissipate. "About everything. The sale, the men, and Miss Silvano.

His instincts screamed the same truth, o ereoo|\/ surge of cerfainty.
Dormy knew some’rhing If he was not involved oqurithr, he still knew
more than he let on, and Francesco would find it. He o|woys did.

Francesco looked at the front of the s|’10p again and down the
street. Somewhere in this city, some+hing was off. He was not alone.

He was not alone. He was not alone. He was not alone.

Somewhere in this ci+y, Serafina was scared and alone. And
every man who |f1e|peo| put her there, knowing|\/ or not, would pay

+|’1€ price‘ He WOUlCI persono”y moke sure +|'1e |essons were.. very

B C< 2 0%

Serafina shivered in her cell. The cold pressed into her bones. Her

Jrhorough.

teeth chattered so vio|en+|y that she bit her tongue. Her shoking
Fingers tore a piece of bread and forced it into her mouth. She
swallowed with gu|ps of bitter coffee that scorched all the way down.
Each bite took Wi||power, but she needed sfreng’rh and c|ori+y.

She was certain she had heard Francesco's voice earlier. That
meant he was hu nting, and that Jr|'1outhr gave her hope. She had to

be reoo|y when rescue came, but she needed to find a way fo he|p
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herself in the meantime. She knew Francesco would tear this city
apart to find her, but she could not simp|\/ wait and do noﬂﬂng like
some damsel in a tower.

She examined her prison more coreFtu, running raw Fingerﬁps
over brick. She presumed the walls had been reinforced somehow,
possibly soundproofed. A drain in the corner made her stomach turn
when she ’rhouthr about what it mithr have been used for before.
Domny had c|eor|y built this prison himself, an so doubted the drain
was there for no purpose. How many women had died here in the
few years the shop had been open?

Time drogged. Normal life went on outside while she rotted in
the faint |ig|’1+ of the one dim bulb he'd turned on. At one point she
JrhougH of screaming, even if it meant tearing her throat raw. The
street was not so far, and moybe someone would hear. But what if
no one heard except Danny? She shuddered at the Jrhouthr of what
he migH do. No, what he would do. Her chance had to come
another way.

Then the door opened and the lock of the outer gate opened.
Metal screeched. Donny erepped in, the mask of the timid florist left
behind. His face was set in stone, his eyes flat and dead. He locked
the go+e behind him before opening |’1ers, ensuring no chance for her
to run.

He collected the bucket that served as her makeshift toilet
without comment, then returned with it o coup|e minutes later. Then
he crouched and leaned forward, elbows on his knees, watching her
as if he were examining a possession, an objed he owned.

| on|y asked for a cup of coﬁtee, Serofino,u he said soH|y, as if
Jrhey were discussing the weather.

Serafina swallowed her fear. *l told you | did not want to give
you false hope.”

His eyes flickered with irritation. "You must have redlized | was
attracted to you." His voice shorpened “All those smiles and
conversations—you must have known your feelings would change
evenJruo“y.“

Her pulse pounded in her ears. "That is not how love happens.”

Dormy's hOﬂCI snopped up. The SlOp crocked QAcCross her {OCQ
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with enough force to Whip her head sideways. Pain e><|o|oo|ed white
hot across her cheekbone. Stars burst behind her eyes. Blood filled
her mouth.

‘Do not lecture me about love,” he said, voice cold as ice. "You
belong fo me now. You do what | want, when | want. "He yanked
her jaw to force her to look at him. "Please me and you live a little
|onger. Defy me and | will break you piece by piece until you comp|y.
Or | will take what | want by force.”

Her stomach lurched. She tasted bile.

His thumb drogged across her sp|i+ |ip, smearing blood across her
mouth like |ips+ick. If I do, | cannot promise you will survive it."

‘Danny, please. You are better than this”

He loughed. "That is what they dll say. Every single one.”

A chill ripp|ed Jrhrough her.

“Who are they?" Her voice shook.

"Oh, there was Cora. She Fougm like a wild cat and screamed
until her voice gave out.” He said it the way others migh’r discuss
roses. Calm. Fond. Well, almost fond. "Then there was Samantha. She
cried endless tears, begging and p|eoding for me to take it easy on
her. Caroline gave in within a week, but she was useless ofter that.
Just a shell. A cold body. There is no fun in that. None of them lasted
|ong enough to be interesting. Want to hear more?”

More? Serafina’s throat Jrigmened until she could bore|y breathe.
“Where are they now?’

“Buried at my horse ranch.” He examined his nails with bored
detachment. "There is gooo| soil there. Rich soil. One of my stallions is
running the derby next year, you know. | like to think my gir|s are
contributing something at last.”

Serafina’s blood turned to ice.

“Your.. you ranch?” She foughf rising panic. “Your name is not
Danny, is it?”

He chuckled. "Edward W hitmore. Remember it. Not that you will
live |ong enough to use it much. But | want you to know who owns
you and who will be the last Jrhing you see.’

Her |ungs seized. She could not breathe. The rec1|ier struck like a
fist to her chest, driving the air from her |ooo|y, She knew then he
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intended to kill her, no matter what she did. Comphonce would not
save her. Resistance would not save her. She was o|reao|\/ dead in his
eyes. The on|y question was how |ong he would |o|oy with his tfoy
before breoking it.

Still, Serafina burned the names into her memory.

Edward W hitmore.

Cora. Samantha. Caroline.

If she survived—no, when she su rvived, the po|ice mithr be able
to track down families and give them at least some closure.

‘I you are a gooo| gir|, | will bring you a mattress and moybe a
blanket.” Edward’s voice was almost kind now, mocking inits
gentleness. "A bit of comfort for however long you have left. Now get
on your knees.

He stood and leaned over her.

For one wild second, Serafina drew in a deep breath with the
intention of screaming. But Edward was too close. He could stop her.
She could picture his hand c|ompeo| over her mouth and his other
crusl’]ing her Windpipe She would not survive the hour if she tried.
And she would not give him the satisfaction of ki”ing her just then.
But she also did not want to give him the satisfaction of giving him
what he wanted.

“No.”

Edward’s expression darkened. "Get on your fucking knees.’

She met his eyes and refused to look away. ‘| said no.”

His face twisted info someH’]ing monstrous. He shook the bars
hard. Then he slammed the door and stormed out.

The silence pressed in on her. Suffocated her. She pushed herself
to her feet, her body shoking, but her will hordening like steel.

She searched the walls again, and this time she found one brick
that shifted ever so s|igh+|\/. It was a cruel fease, but it held a small
promise. She scroped at the mortar with her nails, then with a small
piece of jagged stone she found on the ground. She ignored the pain
as her Fingerﬂps sp|iJr open. The scrape of mortar ﬂoking away gave
her purpose, even if only for a moment.

Then she heard the door opening. She dropped to the ground,
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trying to look as Jrhough she had not moved. He balanced bowls of
soup and water as he unlocked the first gate.

“Say my name.”

She stayed silent.

“Soy it" he hissed, crouc|’1ing close on the other side of the bars.
“Say my name.”

Her skin crawled, but she forced herself to speok

‘Edward.”

His grin widened. "Yeah. That is the name you will be screaming
soon, when | am inside you, breokmg you."

He reached Jrhrough the bors, drogging his Fingers down her
cheek. "I am going to toke my time with you, Serafina. Reo”y make
it last.”

Then he left again, |eoving the bowls on his side of the bars.

Serafina had to press her face against the metal to hold the edge
of the bowl to her |i|os. She drank every o|rop of soup and all the
water she could keep down.

W hen she finished, she looked at the spoon. There had been no
reason to bring it when she was able to drink the soup without it. But
still... thin metal edges. Worn, but shorp enough to be a weapon. Or
a tool. Moybe both.

She gripped it with her b|eec|ing hands and returned to the wall,
to that one loose brick.

The eo|ge of the spoon bit into the morfar with a faint scratch.
She pressed horder, cl’]ipping again.

Scrape.

Scrape.

The mortar crumbled in powder\/ flakes that stung her raw
Fingerﬁps The blood made the spoon s|ipper\/, but she Jrigh’rened her
grip until her knuckles b|oncheo|, and she keer going. Pain was good
Pain meant she was alive. Pain meant she was still Figh’ring‘

Hours bled Jrogeﬂweh Time lost all meaning again. Her Fingers
swelled, nails torn back, po|ms blistered. The spoon cut deeper into
the mortar now, |eoving grooves. The brick shifted a little more. On|y

s|igh+|y, but it was progress.
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She drew back and dug again, We|coming the agony. It keer her
shorp. [t keer her from Jrhinking about Edward’s promises, and about
what would hoppen when he decided ’ro”dng was over.

But she would not break, and she would not kneel. She would
not stop.

Every scrape of metal against mortar was a message to herself.

I am here. And | am still fighting. | will endure this until
Francesco comes for me.

And when he did, when he Fino”y tore in with fire and Fury,
Edward would learn what it meant to touch someJrhing precious fo
Francesco Romano.

She smiled ’rhrough the blood and the pain, almost g|eefu| as she

imogined it.
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CHAPTER 20

Time died in Serafina’s prison. The bare bulb glowed dimmer
than it had before. Soon it would probob|y be exﬁnguished en+ire|y.
Her |ooo|\/ ached from the cold and the terror, Wondering if she
would expire before it.

The dreaded sound of a key turning in the lock made her heart
slam. Then Edward unlocked the second set of bars.

‘I have been so patient with you, Serafing,” he said softly. ‘But
you keep making me hurt you.”

She pressed her back against the cold brick wall. "Please, Edward,
do not do this.”

“After we're together, you will understand. You will see that you
belong to me and you always have.”

He erepped closer. She could smell some’rhing sweet. Some+hing
chemical. Maybe chloroform.

‘I have watched you for so long. | have waited. Do you know
how |ong it has been”? Wo’rching that gangster put his hands on
my gir|?"

"Dcmny,” she tried despero’re|y, using the name of the genﬂe man
she had once known. "Remember the white lilies you brougH me”?

You were so kind. That man would not-"
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‘Danny is dead” Edward screamed, lunging forward. "You killed
him every time he smiled at that monster, every time he ignored me.
You drove another nail into his coffinl”

He grobbed her and forced her to the ground. Adrenaline
flooded her system. She kicked and scratched, but he was much
stronger than she had realized. He pinned her arms above her head
with one hand, and yonked her nithrgown up with the other. Then
his hand went to his trousers.

Serafina’s mind went somewhere else, somewhere far away. She
could hear her own breoﬂﬁing, fast and shallow, but it sounded
distant. She could feel the cold stone beneath her back, the Weigh’r of
him, the smell..

This is hoppening, this is reo//y hoppen/’ng, she +houg|'1+.

W hen he shifted his Weithr s|igh+|y, pure su rvival instinct took
over. She brougH her knee up with every ounce of errengHw she had
left and drove it erroithr into his groin.

Edward howled in pain and rolled off her, cursing vicious|y.

“You little bitch,” he spat, his voice contorted in agony.

Serafina scrambled backward, her boo|\/ shoking SO vio|en+|y she
could bore|\/ stand. Her nig|’1’rgown was torn and her |ip bled where
he had struck her. She steeled herself for what he mig|’1+ do next.

| am going to fuck you until you bleed and then | am going to
cut your throat just like | did to the others” Still bent over and hissing
with pain, Edward glared at her. "You are dead in twenty four
hours."

He stumbled back out, |ocl<ing both doors behind him.

Serafina collapsed. For a long time she could not move or even
think. Then her stomach heaved and she vomited into the corner of
the cell. She Wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and tasted
her own blood.

Twenty four hours.

She crawled to where she had been working on the brick and
grobbed the spoon. She had to get this brick loose. She had to. It was
the on|y chance she had left. The on|y chance at a real weapon. She

had to get out. She had to survive this.
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And then the brick shiffed. She pu||eo| it free with a gasp of relief
and peered Jrhrough the small hole into darkness. Wood. She was not
sure if it waos the back of the bookshop wall or if there was more
between her and the p|oce she knew.

She pressed her ear to the opening and listened, but she could
not get close enough to hear onyﬂqing.

She knocked once.

The sound was solid and reassuring. If it had been hollow, her
heart would have sunk. But it was solid. Hopefu”y the sound would
carry Jrhrough

Then she had an idea. She swept the bits of mortar into a small
pi|e and used the back end of the spoon to pu|verize it the best she
could. She tried to spit, but her mouth was too o|r\/. So she squoHed
over it and managed to force out just enough urine to make a paste.
She scooped it up with the spoon and smashed it info the lock
mechanism. It mithr not keep them out forever, but it migH |ouy her
enough extra time.

She went back to the wall and knocked again. Then again.

The rhyﬂqm became ereody, mofching her racing pu|seA

Knock, knock, pause.

Knock, knock, pause.

Please, someone please hear me.

She kep+ knocking.

Knock, pause.

Knock, pause.

A despero+e rherhm in the darkness.

Her eyelids grew heavy. Exhaustion pulled at her. She slumped
against the wall, il knocking, but her movements grew slower and
weaker.

She didn't remember fo”ing os|eep4

oipio~

Edward |O\/ on his bed in his upsco|e apartment, the pain from
the groin kick Fino”y begirming to subside to a dull, Jrhrol:>|oir1<_:5 ache.
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Each breath had been agony for the past hour, but now he could
think c|eor|y again.

He stared ot the cei|ing, his mind rep|oying the scene in the cell.
Serafina beneath him, Fino”y within his grasp after months of
Wokhing and waiting. Her torn nigl’ﬁrgown. The terror in her eyes.
The way she'd fought him. That goddamn kick.

His hand moved to his groin, festing the soreness. Still poimcu|, but
bearable now. And beneath the pain, a twisted heat stirred.

As he pu||ed himself free, he Jrhoughf about going back
tomorrow. About what he'd do differenﬂy this time. Earlier that o|oy,
he'd considered using the chloroform to keep her docile, comp|icm+.
But now? Now that she'd pisseo| him off with her defiance, the
alternative excited him. No chloroform. No easy submission. He'd
make her feel every second of fear, every moment of dread as he
drogged her onto that cold stone floor and took what she'd denied
him. He'd force her to understand that she be|ongeo| to him, and
o|woys had since the first moment he'd seen her in that bookshop.

He gripped himself despiJre the residual pain, and begon to pump
s|ow|yA The friction sent a shorp wince +hrough him as the soreness
flared. He griHed his teeth. The sting fueled his anger at her for
causing this and for Fighﬁng back when she should have surrendered.
The pain made him moo|o|er, shorper, and hungrier. He continued
anyway, s+roking harder now, the ache |o|eno|ing with the bui|o|ing
p|eosu re info some’rhing raw and vicious.

The image crystallized in his mind: Serafina’s face when she
realized no one was coming fo save her. Her boo|y Jrhroshing beneath
him as she fougH in vain. The sounds she’'d make, the gasps, the
whimpers and screams. The way she'd break, her spirit shattering
under his weighh

And ofter.. ofter he'd claimed what was his, Jrhrusﬁmg into her
with all the Fury she'd igniJred.‘.he‘d wrap his hands around her
scrawny throat and watch the |igh+ leave her eyes. Just like Cora. Just
like |_i|\/, Just like Jessica. Just like Elsie and Mabel and Gretchen...

All women who'd rejec’red him, who'd |ougheo| at his love,

spurned his devotion, chosen other men over him.

Well, Jrhey'd all learned their lesson in the end.
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His breoﬂ’]ing quickened‘ The pain meant noﬂﬂng now, overfaken
by the Fanrosy |o|o1ying out behind his closed eye|io|s. Serdfing, Fino”y
his. Serafina, broken and p|eoding. Serafing, uno|ers+ono|ing too late
what she'd thrown away.

He pumped with increasing speed, wincing again as a fresh
wave of soreness hit, but he didn't stop. The violent Forﬁosy and
arousal were inseporob|e now, the throb in his groin a reminder of
her crime against him, eroking his rage even as it drove him closer o
the eo|ge. This was what she had driven him to. This was what
rejection did. It transformed love into something desperate.

W hen he finished, he |oy there brecﬁrhing hard, his hand sﬁcky,
the release tainted by the |ingering ache that on|\/ made him hate her
more. For a moment, just a brief, ﬂickering moment, Dorm\/s voice
whispered in his consciousness: W hat have you become?

Edward crushed it immedio+e|\/4 Danny was weak. Danny had
tried patience and kindness and gotten no+hing but contempt in
return. Edward was what the world had made him.

He cleaned himself slowly as his mind planned. Tomorrow he'd
go back without the chloroform. He'd be smarter this fime. He
wouldn't give her another chance to Fig|’1+, not until he'd savored her
terror.

And when it was over, when she was cold and still and Fino”y
his, he'd feel that same rush of satisfaction he'd felt with the others
and o|um|o her with their bodies. Then moybe he'd go back for Clara
after all.

The Jrhouthr made him hard again.

He touched himself once more, slower this time, savoring the new
images... of Clard’s fear. Clara’s pain. Clara’s submission... Each stroke
brougm a wince, but he embraced i, |eHing it feed the fire, moking
him angrier, more determined, eager fo see what |oy beyond
Serafina.

By the time he was done, Donny was gasping his last breaths. No
more genHe florist with shy smiles and corefu”\/ orronged bouqueJrs.

Just Edward. Just hunger and the need to possess what had been
denied him.

I'm sorry, Serafina, Danny’s voice whispered in his head, the last
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he'd ever hear it before Domny died for good But you left no choice.
Edward smiled. No choice at all.

~&Zkjpio~

M. Randolph, the younger Mr. Randolph, and Francesco sat in
the o|im|y lit por|or, sipping rum from an illicit bottle Francesco had
brough’r that morning. He had been awake for Jr|’1irfy six hours
erroithr. His eyes burned and his hands would not stay still. He keer
reoching for his g|oss, droining it, then reFi”ing it. The alcohol bore|y
touched the edges of his panic. He was not used to ponicking at all,
and now he s+rugg|ed to contain it.

The elder Mr. Randolph broke the heavy silence first. Thank you
for he|ping with the search for Serofina.”

Francesco nodded curtly. He doubted the man’s son knew of his
debts, but none of that mattered now. NoJrhing did except Finding
Serafina.

The Randolphs remained silent for a while. Francesco stayed quiet
as well. His men had been combing Jrhrough every lead, questioning
every confact, and pressing every oolvorﬁoge +|wey had in the city, but
the trail had gone cold.

"There is something we are missing,” Francesco said, more to
himself than to the others. His jow clenched. "Someone does not
just vanish.”

“What about the florist, Danny?” the younger Mr. Randolph
asked.

“The po|ice queerionecJ him," his father rep|ied. "He seemed
genuine|y concerned about Serafina.”

‘I questioned him too.” Francesco glanced at him, then back down
at his g|oss4 For once, he sfrugg|eo| to pinpoint what was off. On the
surface every’rhing seemed to check out, but there was sfill somefhing
wrong.

"Why do you care so much?” George asked suddenly. "About
Finding her. You bore|y know her.”

FI’OHCQSCO’S eyes snopped up. The room went S‘|'I||
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“You are Francesco Romano,” George continued, clearly
uncomfortable but pressing forward anyway. "W hy would you
persono”y involve you rself in”

"Because she is mine,” Francesco said, his voice low and
dangerous.

M. Randolph’s eyebrows rose. George's mouth fell open slightly.
Then he took a o|eep breath, co||ec+ing himself.

Francesco set his glass down.

‘Did anyone \/erh(y the florist's story about where he was the
nigh’r Serafina disoppeored?“

The elder Mr. Randolph recovered first.

‘| do not believe so. The po|ice focused on the more obvious
suspects first."

Sudden|y some+|’1ing clicked. Dormy had not been home during
the time Francesco had been woJrching his apartment. The apartment
was small and very sporse|y furnished, almost enough that it seemed
unlived in. There was no mail in it. No persono| effects. Francesco
stood obrupﬂy and moved toward the door.

Twener minutes later, he pushed +|'1rough the bookshop door
hard enough that the bell jingled violently. Mr. Thompson glanced up
from behind the counter, his face etched with worry and exhaustion.

"Mr. Romano,” he said wearily, ‘any news about—"

‘Danny’s address. What address do you have for him?”

Mr. Thompson blinked ot the harsh tone.

‘I believe he lives on Maple Street. Here, uh..” The man pulled
out his index card file and ﬂipped Jrhough it. "Yes, For+y seven Mop|e.
Top floor.

Francesco was o|reody turning back to the door.

"Mr. Romano, wait. Is Danny a suspect? Should | call the police?”

Francesco did not answer. That was not address the |oo|ice had.

oipio~

Not |ong later, Francesco and Ricci stood outside a rather nice

apartment bui|o|ing on Mop|e Street. Francesco led the way inside,
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up to the top floor, and pressed his ear to the door. There were no
sounds inside. He nodded to Ricci, who picked the lock in @ matter of
seconds.

‘Keep watch,” Francesco muttered before slipping inside.

The apartment was su rprising|y |orge and well oppoinJred for
someone who was supposed fo be just a florist. Francesco moved
Jrhrough it, eyes narrowing, every instinct on high alert. He threw
open drawers and rifled ’rhrough closets. In the bedroom he tore
+hrough the desk until he found a stack of documents, inc|uo|ing a
property fax bill for Sunshine Meadows Horse Ranch, insurance
papers for horses, and ve1‘erinory bills. Every sing|e one had the
owner's name me+icu|ous|\/ cut away with scissors.

He found deeds to a coup|e other properties as well, but it was
what he found in the bottom drawer that made his blood run cold.
A woman's hondkercl’lief, o|e|ico+e, embroidered with small

flowers, with the initials SS. He recognized it as Serafina's.

Next to it were newspaper c|ippings about two missing women
from the past year, and a lock of dark hair tied with ribbon.

And photographs. Dozens of photographs of women who looked
like Serafina. Similar hair color, s|igh’r build, facial features that could
have possed for her at a quick g|once but were not her.

Francesco pockeJred the handkerchief. He wanted to o|es+roy this
|o|o1ce and burn it fo the ground, but he needed more information.
More than he needed catharsis.

He quicHy made sure that evererhing he moved was back in its
p|oce, then went back to the door.

‘Ricci," he said, his voice tight as they locked the door. "Head
back out”

He held up the property tax bill. "Sunshine Meadows Horse
Ranch. A few hours north of the city.”

"W hat kind of florist has horses?” Ricci's eyebrows shot up.

“The kind who has Serofina.”

B C< 2 0%
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The drive to Sunshine Meadows took Francesco and Ricci
+hrough ro||ing counJrr\/siole. Francesco gripped the steering wheel so
hard his hands ached, his foot heovy on the accelerator. Every minute
that possed was another minute Serafina remained in donger.

If she's even still o/ive, a voice Whispered in his head. He crushed
the Jr|f1ough+ immedio+e|y.

‘Boss,” Ricci said quietly, “looks like we should reach the ranch
within the hour.

Francesco pressed harder on the accelerator. The car lurched
forward.

The ranch oppeored around a bend in the road like someﬂwing
from a magazine. W hite Fencing stretched for acres, enc|osing
emerald pastures where Jr|'1orot,|gh|orec|s grozed in the afternoon sun.
The main house was a sprow|ing colonial with pristine white columns
and manicured gordens. Stables and ou’rbui|o|ings dotted the property,
all maintained to pencecﬂon.

"Jesus,” Ricci whistled low.

Francesco porked near the main house, but no one came out to
greet them. He strode toward the stables, where he could see severdl
workers +eno|ing to the horses. The closest was @ young man with
nervous eyes who was brushmg down a chestnut mare.

Francesco porked and strode toward the stables, where a young
stable hand was brushing down a mare.

“You." Francesco's voice made the young man jump. "Where's
your boss?’

The worker’s eyes widened. "Mr. W hitmore? He doesn't come
around much, sir. He's usuo||y working in the ci+y.“

“Whitmore?" Francesco exchanged a sharp glance with Ricci.

Yes, sir. Edward W hitmore. Owns this place but hasn't been by
in a month.” The young man shifted nervously under Francesco’s
intense stare. 'Is something wrong?”

"W hat did he do when he was here?’

"Just checked on Thunder. That's his prize stallion. Seemed
ogi+o+eo| about someJrhing. Left within an hour.”
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Francesco eyes’ narrowed. A Weloy man hiding behind the
io|en+i+y of @ poor florist. Someone with resources. With property.
With privacy to do whatever he wanted.

‘Get back to the city,” Francesco ordered Ricci. 'Now."
Francesco drove like a madman, barely bothering to slow at
intersections and ignoring the speed limits. Every minutfe that possed

brough’r Serafina closer to dongeh

Once H’ley reached the city, Francesco pu||ed up to a pay
+e|ephone outside @ drugsfore. He dropped coins info the slot and
dialed his contact at the po|ice deporerenJr.

“It's Romano. | need you fo check your files for an Edward
W hitmore... Yes, I'll hold.”

The minutes crawled b\/ while Francesco poced beside the
Jre|e|ohor1e booth, WoJrching pedes+rions hurry past. Fino”y, the voice
came back Jrhrough the receiver.

"Romano?” The voice came back. "Edward W hitmore is wanted
for questioning in connection with two murders. |_i|y Shaw and
Gretchen Mills. He's not a suspect, but both young women are
known to have turned down his advances. We want to know who
else Hwe\/ both my have known. They were both found dead ofter
being held captive. There are a few others. that look similar. Whoever
killed Shaw and Mills migH have killed them, too.”

Francesco’s vision tunneled. "“Where were Jrhe\/ captive?’

‘Makeshift cells. Basements, hidden rooms. He keeps them
confined for doys before..” The officer’s voice trailed off.

Francesco |'1ung up without another word.

‘Back to the bookshop,” he told Ricci, his voice deadly calm. ‘Right

oifpion

A faint c|icking sound jerked Serafina awake. She sat up,
disoriented, and saw Edward erondmg at the door, turning the

outer lock.
"Miss me?”
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Serafina huddled against the wall, moking herself small. Then,
desperately: "Danny, remember your horses. The ones you loved.
Would they recognize you now? Would they trust the man you've
become?”

For just a moment, just one F|ee+ing second, someJrhing soft
crossed his face. His hands shook s|ig|f1+|y.

Then it wos gone.

He moved to the inner gate and inserted his key. It wouldn't go
in. He jigg|ed it, trying to force it into the keyho|e, but someﬂﬂng was
b|ocking it comp|e+e|y.

“What the—" He peered closer, trying fo see in the dim |igh+. The
keyho|e was pocked solid with someJrhing. He tried scraping af it with
his Fingernoﬂ, but whatever it was had hardened like cement.

Serafina pressed herself against the far wall, her heart pou nding.
The crushed mortar mixed with urine had dried overnigH info a rock-
hard plug.

Edward's face darkened with rage. He rattled the gate vio|en’r|y,
but it held firm. "You clever little bitch,” he snarled. "You think this will
stop me?’

He pu||eo| the knife from his belt and begon digging at the
lock mechonism, scraping and prying. Chunks of the hardened
material fell away s|ow|\/. Each scrape of metal on metal echoed
+hrough the cell.

Serafina’s hands closed around the brick she'd hidden behind her
back. This was taking him fime. Precious seconds. But he was getting
+hrough.

I'm going to make you regret this,” Edward muttered, still
working at the lock. "Every second you've made me wait, I'm going
to make you pay for it.

"More material crumbled away. The knife blade scraped deeper
info the mechanism. Edward’s breo’rhing was heovy with exertion
and fury.

Fino”\/... click. Someﬂﬂng gave way. He ycmked the knife out and
shoved his key in. This time it turned.

The gate swung open with a rusty screech.
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Edward erepped into the cell, knife sfill in his hand, his face
twisted with rage. You think you're so smart?’

Serafina grabbed for her brick, but Edward was already on her.
He couthr her wrist, twisting it vicious|y until someJrhing popped and
she screamed, the brick c|oHering away into the corner.

"You've made this so much harder than it had to be,” Edward
snarled, shoving her down onto the cold stone floor. His Weigh’r
crashed down on top of her, knocking the air from her lungs. ‘But I'm
done being patient.”

‘No! Get off—" Serafina thrashed beneath him, but o|oys of
starvation had left her weak. Her fists beat use|ess|y against his chest.

His hand clamped over her mouth, cutting off her screams. "Shut
up. Just shut up and accept it

She bit down hard on his palm. Edward howled and yanked his
hand back, blood We”ing from the teeth marks. He backhanded her
vicious|\/, her head snapping to the side. Pain e><|o|oo|eo| across her Foce,
her cheek sp|i’r+ing open.

“You want to fight?” His hand went to his belt, fumbling with it.
‘Fine. I'll make this hurt.”

Serafina bucked and twisted despero+e|\/. Her hand shot out,
Fingers scrobbhng across the stone floor until she found the shorpened
spoon she'd hidden. Edward’s Weithr shifted as he s+rugg|eo| with his
trousers. That was her chance. She drove the makeshift weapon deep
into his Jrhigh with all the s+reng+|'1 she had left.

Edward how|ed, his body jerking Blood bloomed dark ogoins+ his
pants. He lurched backward off her, grobbing at the spoon pro+ruding
from his |eg.

Sercfina rolled away, scrambling for the brick in the corner. Her
Fingers closed around it just as Edward yonked the spoon free with a
roar of pain.

She swung

The brick connected with the back of his skull with sickening
thud. Edward sfoggered, spinning toward her. Blood streamed down
his neck, but the blow hadn't o|rop|oeo| him.

“You little whorel” He lu nged for her, |im|oing boo”y, blood
sooking his pants |egA
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She ducked under his grasping hands and swung the brick again,
cofching him across the face. His nose crunched. More blood.

Edward backhanded her so hard she crashed into the wall. Stars
exp|oo|ed across her vision. But she rolled away as his boot s+ompeo|
where her head had been seconds before.

‘I ' was going to make this easy for you,” Edward snarled,
odvoncing on her. His face was a mask of blood from his head
wound, his broken nose, and the gash on his cheek. ‘But you want to
FigH? Fine. I'll break every bone in your bod\/, then I'll fuck you, then
[l kil you‘”

Serafina scrambled backward, but the cell was too small.
Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

‘Danny!” she gasped, her voice breaking. "Please! Remember the
flowersl Remember how—"

"Dcmny is deadl” Edward roared, spiH|e and blood F|ying from his
mouth. “You killed him! Every time you smiled at that gangster, every
time you let him touch you, you drove another nail into his coffinl”

He grobbed her by the throat with both hands, |iF+ing her
porﬂo”y off the ground, His Fingers o|ug into her windpipe, crushingA
No air. No breath.

Serafina clawed at his honds, her vision dorkening.

‘| should have done this months ogo,” Edward W|’1ispereo|, his
blood-covered face inches from hers. His breath was hot and rank.
“Should have taken you the first night | watched you sleep. But | was
kind. And this is how you repay me?’

The pressure increased. Serafina’s lungs screamed for air that
wouldn't come.

‘But that's all right,” Edward continued, almost conversationally.
“After you're dead, I'll find another. Someone who appreciates what |
have to offer. Someone who doesn't throw my love back in my face
like garbage.”

Darkness creptin from the edges of her vision. Her s+rugg|es were
becoming weaker. This was it. She was going to die here.

Francesco, she thought desperately. Please. Please find me.

With the very last of her errengHw, she brougm her knee up

toward his groin, aiming for the injury she'd given him before.
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But Edward was reody this time. He shifted his weithr, and her
knee g|onced use|ess|y off his hip.

He |oug|’1ed a horrible, breathless sound. "A|reody tried that trick,
remember? Not falling for it again.”

The pressure on her throat increased. Black spofs danced across
her vision. Her hands fell |imp|y from his wrists. No s+reng+|ﬁ left.
No’rhing left.

Edward’s face swam above her, distorted and monstrous. “That's
it. Just let go. It1l be over soon.”

Her consciousness was slipping away. The cell faded. Everything
faded.

F rancesco..

Edward released one hand from her throat. Just enough that she
could draw @ tiny, gasping breath, and fumbled with his trousers
again. ‘No, can't have you dead yet. Not until I've had what's mine.
And you're going to feel every bit of it
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CHAPTER 2

Francesco stood outside the flower shop, staring Jr|’1rough the
darkened window. The cheerful o|isp|oy of wilted flowers mocked
him. He s’repped back. The proportions were off.

He walked to the bookshop next door, shoving Jr|’1roug|’1 the door
hard enough that the bell's cheerful chime sounded violent in the
quiet space.

"Mr. Romano,” Mr. Thompson called from behind the counter,
standing quickly. "Any news about Serafina? Please, tell me—"

Francesco ignored him completely. He scanned the shop's
dimensions, walked to the back wall with measured strides, then
returned to the front. T|’1ir+y—+wo paces from front to back.

He sfepped outside again without a word, measuring the distance
between the flower shop and bookshop entrances with his stride. The
bui|o|ings presseo| against each other with no gap between them.

Back at the flower shop Window, F rancesco peered inside more
corefu”y. The space looked shallow, moybe twenty paces o|eep at
most. But the bookshop stretched much deeper, even accounting for
the stockroom he'd g|impsed at the back.

The spaces didn't match. There were at least ten feet
unaccounted for.

Francesco's heart begcm to pound. He burst back into the
bookshop.
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Mr. Thompson opened his mouth to speok, but Francesco raised
a hand shorp|y. ‘Be quiet.”

He moved +|'1roug|f1 the aisles, his eyes fixed on the wall that
divided the two bui|o|ings4 His hands traced o|ong the |o|os+er, Fee|ing
for irregu|ori+iesA Years of breoking into warehouses and safes had
+oug|f1+ him how to read @ bui|ding's secrets.

The plaster felt solid, old. But as he moved along its length, his
trained Fingers detected someJrhing—poJrches. Repoirs. Fresh paint over
old work. As if something had been walled up and someone had
tried fo hide it.

"How deep does this |oui|ding go?” Francesco demanded.

Mr. Thompson blinked. "Well, there's the main shop, then the
stockroom—"

"The flower shop next door. How deep is it?"

‘.. I don't know. I've never been inside. Why would-"

Francesco pressed his ear against the wall.

Silence.

He knocked hard. Three sharp raps.

No’rhing

He knocked again, horder, his knuckles crocking ogoins+ the
p|os+er.

And then—so faint he almost missed it—a shrill scream came from
the other side.

Francesco's blood turned to ice. Then fire.

“Serafina?” he co||ed, his voice rough

The knocking became frantic. Desperate. And then a muffled
scream that tore +hrough his chest like a blade.

‘RICCII" Francesco bellowed, not caring who heard. "Get in herel
She's behind this wall’

Mr. Thompson stumbled backward, his face white. ‘Behind the
wall? But that's impossible—"

‘Get out of my way,” Francesco snarled.

He looked around fronﬁco”y for somefhing to break Jrhrough His
eyes landed on a heovy bookend —solid bross, shoped like a lion. He
grobbed it and swung at the wall with all his s+reng+h.
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Plaster exp|oo|ed‘ Dust filled the air. He swung again. And again.
Each impact sent pain shooﬂng Jrhrough his arms and shoulders, but
he didn't care. He couldn't feel ony’rhing except the desperofe need tfo
reach her.

Ricci burst through the door. ‘Boss—"

‘Get a crowbarl An axel Anyfhing./"

Ricci disoppeored and returned seconds later with a tire iron from
the car. He joined Francesco, both of them oHocking the wall.

More screams from the other side. The sounds of s+rugg|e. Of
violence.

‘Faster!” Francesco roared. Sweat poured down his face. The wall
was thick—reinforced.

The bookshop's front door opened. George Rondo|p|’1 stood there,
staring. "W hat in God's name—"

“Call the policel” Mr. Thompson shouted at him. Tell them we've
found her!”

Francesco’s tire iron pu nched Jr|’1rough the p|os’rer, Fino”y erriking
wood. He Wedged the tool into the gap and prieo| with everyﬂwing he
had. Muscles straining. Hands b|eeo|ing from sp|in+ers and torn skin.

A board cracked. Then another.

Lithr spi||ed Jr|'1rough the opening—dim, artificial |igh+ from
somewhere beyond And with it came sounds that made Francesco’s
vision go red.

Serafina screaming. A man’s voice, guHuro| and enroged.

Francesco tore at the wall with his bare hands, wood shredding
the skin from his po|ms. Blood made his grip s|ippery, but he didn't
stop. Sp|in+ers drove o|eep under his Fingemoi|s. He felt one Fmger
dislocate when he wrenched a board free, but the pain was distant,
meaningless. Behind the wall, Serafina was screaming. That was the
on|\/ Hwing that mattered.

W hen he reached the brick, he begon punching. The opening
widened. Widened more.

And then he saw her.

Serafina |oy crump|eo| on the Fith floor, her nithrgown torn

open, exposing her skin. Blood covered her face. her |i|o sp|i+, her
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cheek gashed open. Her wrists were scraped raw. One of her eyes
was swe”ing shut. Her Fingers were crimson.

And Edward stood over her with a knife, his pants unbuckled,
his intentions clear. He raised the blade high

‘NOr

The bellow come from behind Edward, filled with such primal
rage that even Serafing, half-conscious and terrified, felt it in her
bones.

Francesco Romano burst +|'1roug|f1 the opening in the wall like an
avenging demon. Wood and p|os+er dust covered him. His hands
were b|eeding. His eyes were wild.

The knife descended toward Serafina’s chest—

She twisted aside at the last second, pure instinct. The blade
scroped o|ong the stone wall, Jrhrowing sporks.

Francesco crashed into Edward with the force of a Freigl’ﬁr train,
driving him away from Serafina and into the opposite wall. The
impact was so violent that the knife flew from Edward’s hand,
c|oHering across the floor.

Edward recovered quicH\/ despi’re his injuries, Jrhrowing a wild
punch that caught Francesco on the jow.

Francesco's head snapped back. For a second, stars exploded
across his vision. He tasted blood. The sound that came from his
throat someﬂqing that |oe|ongeo| in nigHmores. He'd killed men before.
Dozens of them. But he'd never wanted to make someone suffer the
way he wanted Edward to suffer now.

He retaliated with a devoero’ring uppercut that lifted Edward off
his feet. The man crashed down hord, the air rushing from his |ungs4

But Edward was desperate now, fueled by the knowledge that
he was Fighﬁng for his life. He rolled toward the fallen knife. His
blood-slicked Fingers closed around the handle just as Francesco
|unged for him.

Edward turned, blade s|oshing in a vicious arc.

Steel sliced deep into Francesco's side, grating against his ribs. He
felt the blade scrape bone. Blood gushed hot and fast, sooking
Jrhrough his shirt. The pain was white-hot and |o|inding His vision
groyed at the edgesA
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But he erOyed on his feet. He had to stay on his feet.

Edward swoyed on his feet, breoﬂwing hard. Blood sfill poured
from his ’rhigh, his face. He'd lost a lot of blood, and it was starting to
show. But he raised the knife again, and his eyes held the despero+e
g|eom of a cornered animal.

“You ruined everything,” Edward gasped. "She’s mine. | cloimed
her first. | watched her. | waited. She's minel”

“She belongs to no one,” Francesco growled, circling carefully
despiJre the pain in his side. Blood soaked Jrhrough his shirt, warm and
wet. ‘But if she chooses anyone, it's me.”

Edward feinted left, then struck rigH. Francesco bore|y avoided
the blade, but it cougH his shoulder, opening another wound. Blood
ran down his arm.

The pain was sharp and bright, but Francesco had been cut
before. Stabbed. Shot. This was noJrhing compored to what he'd
survived. And no+hing—nofﬁing—wou|o| stop him from protecting
Serafina.

‘Francescol” Serofina’s voice, thin and desperate. She'd grabbed
the brick again, c|u+c|'1ing it with shoking hands. Looking for a chance
to he|p.

Francesco g|onced toward her for just a second—just |ong enough
to see she was alive, bloodied but dlive.

Edward saw his opening. But instead of oHocking Francesco, he
dove toward Serafina with the last of his s’rrenngh.

His arm snaked around her waist before she could react, yonking
her against his chest. Edward’s arm c|omped around Serafina. She
gave a have scream as the knife bit into her throat hard enoug|’1 to
draw blood that trickled down her neck.

“Stay back!” Edward shrieked, and Francesco could see in his eyes
that he meant it. This wasn't a bluff. Edward would kill her just to
keep Francesco from having her. ‘Il cut her open right in front of
youl | swear to God, I'll do it!"

Francesco Froze, his hands raised. Blood dripped from his wounds,
pattering soFHy on the floor. "Edward, listen to me. You don't want to

do this.”
“Shut up!l” Edward's grip tightened, and Serafina whimpered as
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the steel bit into her skin, not breoking it, but the threat was clear.
“She was supposed to be minel /V/ine, damn you! | did everyfhing
right! | was patient! | was kind! And she threw it all away for a killer”

Ricci oppeored in the opening, working his way Jrhrough coreFtu.
His eyes assessed the situation in an instant.

"Edward,” Francesco said, Forcing his voice to stay calm o|espi+e
the terror c|owing at his chest. He could see Serafina's eyes—wide
with fear, pleading. "Think about what you're doing. Let her go, and
we can falk about this.”

‘No more talkingl” Edward snarled. His face was deathly pale
now from blood loss, his movements becoming uncoordinated. But
the knife eroyed s+eoo|\/ at Serafina’s throat. “If | can't have her, then
nobody can!”

Ricci caught Francesco’s eye and asked in rapid Italian, "Does he
speak [talian?”

Serafing, even terrified and bare|y conscious, understood what
Ricci was asking. She managed to gasp out, "What are you saying?
Please? We don't speak Italian.”

The message was received. Edward clearly had no idea what
was bemg said.

Ricci moved slightly closer to Francesco, positioning himself. He
coughf Serafina's eye and spoke in a quieJr, ropio| Whispeh "Tre, calcia
e cadi” Three, kick and clrop.

He shifted just enough for her to see the gun in his hand, held
low and behind him.

Serafina's eyes widened s|igh+|y in undereronding. Her Fingers
Jrithrened around the brick she still clutched. She had to trust that
Ricci knew what he was doing.

Francesco keer Jro|l<i|'1g, keeping Edward’s attention on him. "You
loved her, didn't you? In your own way?’

‘Loved her? Edward’s laugh was bitter and broken. "I love her.
Past, present, future. I've loved her since the first moment | saw her.
She just never saw me. Never really looked.”

“She sees you now,” Francesco said quietly.

Ricci begon the count with subtle hand signc1|s. One f:ingeh

Two Fingers
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On three, everything happened at once.

Serafina slammed the brick hard into Edward’s injured Jrhigh—ﬂwe
same spot where the spoon had pundured deep—ond let her |egs
give out, dropping straight down and out of Edward's grip.

Edward howled and eroggered, his arm swinging wide as he
tried to catch her.

The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space.

Edward lurched sidewoys, blood b|ooming across his shoulder
where Ricci's bullet struck. But he didn't fall. Instead, he stumbled,
using the wall for support, the knife still in his hand.

Serafina spun on her knees as Edward reached for her again, his
face twisted in pain and rage and someJrhing that migH have been
heartbreak.

She swu ng the brick one final time.

It connected with his Jremp|e with a sickening crunch. Edward’s
eyes rolled back. His knees buckled. He collapsed.

Silence fell over the chamber, broken only by their labored
brecﬁ'hing and the ringing echo of the gunshof

Francesco stared at Edward’s motionless form on the ground
Blood poo|eo| beneath him from mu|+i|o|e wounds—the Jr|'1ig|'1, the
shoulder, the head. His chest still rose and fell sho||ow|y.

Then Francesco looked at Sercfina.

She knelt on the fith floor in her torn nigHgown, the brick still
raised in her shoking hands. Blood covered her She stared at
Edward’s body, the brick still raised. Her breath came in ropid,
shallow panfs. Then she started shoking—vio|en+ tremors that wracked
her entire frame.

Francesco moved to her, dropping to his knees despi+e the pain
screaming Jrhlrougl'l his wounds. He reached for her s|ow|y, giving her
the chance to pu|| away if she needed to. When he touched her
shou|o|er, she flinched vio|en+|y, scrombhng backward before
recognition flooded her eyes.

‘Francesco,” she gasped. “It's you. It's really you.”

Serafina pressed her hand against his ribs where blood seeped
Jrhrough his shirt. She pu||ed it away and stared at the crimson on

|'19r p0|m
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“You're hu rt, she Wl’]impered, eyes wide with disbelief. “You're
hurt. You're.. Francesco, you're bleeding—"

I'm fine,” he lied. The wounds hurt like hell, but they weren't
fatal. He'd survived worse.

Her hands shook as she touched his Foce, his shou|o|ers, as if she
needed to confirm he was real. "You came. You came, and... you
found me, and..”

"Always,” he said roughly. "I'll always find you.”

Ricci knelt beside Edword, checking his pu|se. “A//’\/e,u he repor’red.
‘Barely conscious.”

Francesco's eyes never left Serafina. She was looking ot Edward
now, her expression growing blank.

‘He's..” she whispered. "He..”

“Alive,” Francesco confirmed. Something dark crossed his face.
Part of him—a |orge por+—won+eo| Edward dead. Wanted to finish
what Jrhe\/‘d started. But Serafina was wo+c|'1ing, and he couldn't
make her see that. Not now. Not after every’rhing she o|reoo|y had.

Ricci pu||ed rope from his coat and begon binding Edward's
hands and feet. The man grooned but didn't regain consciousness.

Mr. Thompson oppeored in the opening, his face white. Behind
him, George Randolph pushed through, taking in the scene with
wide eyes.

‘Dear God,” Mr. Thompson breathed. “Serafina..”

But Serafina couldn't look at them. She kept her face pressed
against Francesco's chest, her hands c|u+ching his b|oody shirt.

“You're safe,” Francesco murmured info her hair, over and over
like a prayer. "You're safe now. I've got you.”

But even as he held her, his eyes remained fixed on Edward's
unconscious form. The man who had terrorized her. Who had
touched her. Who had tried to desfroy her.

Every instinct Francesco possessed screamed at him to finish it. To
wrap his hands around Edward’s throat and squeeze until there was
noJrhing left but a corpse.

But Serafina was shoking in his arms, and that was more

important than vengeance. For now.
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‘Boss? Ricci's voice was carefully neutral, but Francesco heard the
question underneath.

Francesco's vision kep’r +unne|ing. He'd lost more blood than he
realized. The floor seemed to tilt beneath him. But he didn't loosen his
hold on Serafina. Couldn't.

‘Boss, you need to sit down,” Ricci said, more urgenﬂy Now.
"You're going white

‘No." Francesco's voice came from somewhere far away, distant
even to his own ears. "Not until she's safe. Not until she's out of here

He looked at Edward’s bound form, then at Serafina trembling
ogoiner him. He made his decision.

"Call the po/ice," Francesco said, his voice cold as winter o|espi+e
the weakness creeping +hroug|'1 his limbs. “Tell them we've coug/’n‘
their serial killer”

Ricci nodded and moved toward the opening to make the call.

As sirens begon to wail in the distance, Francesco held Serafina
Jrithrer, Fig|’1+ing to stay conscious. His wounds ached. Blood soaked his
shirt, spreoding in a warm, wet stain. But none of that mattered.

She was dlive. Breoﬂwing in his arms. Her heart beoﬂng against
his chest.

She was safe.

“It's over,” he whispered. “It's over now.”

But he knew that it wasn't reo||y over. The nigHmores would
come. The fear would |inger. The scars, physico| and oHﬁerwise, would
remain.

But she was alive. And as Francesco held her close in that dark,
terrible p|oce, he made a silent vow: no force on earth would ever
separate them again.

Whatever it took. Whatever he had to do. Whatever he had to
become.

She was his to profect now. And he would burn the whole world

dOWﬂ before he |€+ anyone hu rt her OgOinA
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The po|ice flooded into the bookshop within minutes, their heovy
boots echoing on the wooden floors. Francesco could hear them in the
main shop, Mr. Thompson's voice raised in exp|ono+ion, other voices
borking orders.

“Through herel” Mr. Thompson called. "Behind the walll”

Francesco didn't move. He eroyed exocH\/ where he was, knee|ing
on the Fith floor with Serafina in his arms. Let them come to him.
He wasn't |eHing her go.

A po|ice sergeant pushed Jrhrough the opening, followed by two
officers. T|’1ey s’ropped short, Jr<:1l<mg in the makeshift cell, the blood,
Edward’s bound form, and Francesco Romano holding Serafina
Silvano.

“Jesus Christ,” the sergeant breathed. His eyes swept the cell—the
bucket in the corner, the chain attached to the wall, the blood
spoHers.A.”|s she—"

“She’s alive,” Francesco said ﬂoﬂy. "He's the one you want.
Edward Whitmore. Check your files.”

One of the officers knelt by Edword, checking his wounds. "This
one needs a doctor. Lost a lot of blood.”

"So does she,” Francesco snopped. “She gets treated first”

The sergeant’s eyes narrowed slightly as he looked at Francesco.
He c|eor|y recognized him, recognized the name Romano and
everyﬂwing it imp|ieo|. But whatever he Hwoughf about a mobster
rescuing a woman from a serial killer, he kep’r it to himself.

"We'll need to fake statements from both of \/ou,” the sergeant
said coreFtuA "And we'll need to bring W hitmore in for questioning
once he's conscious.’

"He confessed,” Serafina’s voice was barely a whisper against
Francesco's chest. "He told me about the others. Cora. Lily. Jessica. He
said he killed them because they rejected him.’

The sergeant’s expression darkened. "Can you repeat that for the
record, miss?”

Serafina nodded weok|y, but she didn't pu|| away from
F rancesco.

More po|ice entered Jrhrough the opening. Some begcm entering
Jrhrough the door Edward hard used from his s|'10p, Jrhough the
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locked gate s eropped them. Someone had brougH a camera.
Flashbulbs begon popping as ’r|'1@y documented the scene. Each flash
made Serafina flinch.

“Stop,” Francesco ordered. 'No more photographs while she’s
in here.”

"Mr. Romano, we need to document the crime scene—"

‘Document it ofter we leave.” Francesco's voice carried enough
menace that the phoJrogropher lowered his camera.

A medic pushed Jrhrough the crowd, a bag in his hand. ‘I need to
examine her. Check for injuries.”

Francesco finally looked down at Serafina. Her eyes were closed
now, her breoﬂ'\ing shallow. She'd been running on adrenaline and
terror, and now that she was safe, her body Was shuHing down.

“Serafing,” he said softly. The doctor needs to look at you.”

Her eyes fluttered open. Don't leave me.

‘Never.” He looked at the medic. "You examine her here. | don't
et go.”

The medic opened his mouth to argue, saw Francesco's
expression, and opporenﬂy decided it wasn't worth the fighf “All
right. But | need space to work.”

Francesco shifted slightly, still holding Sercfina but allowing the
medic access. The man begon checking her injuries, testing her pupi|s,
examining the cuts on her face and hands, genﬂy probing her ribs.

Serafina hissed in pain when he touched her side.

"Possible cracked ribs,” the medic said. “Severe lacerations on her
hands. Looks like her Fingernoﬂs were forn off. 5p|i+ |i|o, facial
contusions. Signs of s’rrongu|o+ion on her throat, but no serious
damage fo the windpipe.” He looked up at the sergeant. "She needs
to go to the hospi’rcd Full examination.”

“We have an ambulance waiting outside.”

I'm taking her,” Francesco said.

"Mr. Romano, protocol requires—"

I'm Jroking her” Francesco's tone left no room for argument.
“You can follow us to the hospi+o|. You can post guords at her door.
You can do whatever you need to do. But I'm the one 1‘oking her out

of here”
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The sergeant and Francesco locked eyes. Some silent
undereronding possed between them, perhops recognition that
trying to separate them rig|’1+ now would cause more prob|ems than
it solved.

‘Fine,” the sergeant said. ‘But officers will escort you.”

Francesco nodded. He tried to stand, but his vision groyed at the
edges. The blood loss. The adrenaline crash. His body was finally
catching up to what he'd put it through.

‘Boss.” Ricci was beside him ineronHy, gripping his arm. "You can't
carry her. Not with those wounds.

| can—" Francesco started, but even as he said it, he knew Ricci
wWas rigHA His |egs shook. His side screamed where the knife had
gone deep.

‘Let me,” Ricci said quietly. He looked at Serafina. "Miss Silvano, |
need to carry you out. Is that all right?’

Serafina's eyes widened with panic. She reached for Francesco.
"No, | need-"

Il be rithr beside you,” Francesco said, Forcing steadiness into his
voice. Every step. I'm not |eoving you. But Ricci's righf I've lost too
much blood. | won't make it ten feet carrying you.”

He hated needmg to make the admission, but it was true.

Serdfina looked between them, then nodded re|uc+on+|yA Ricci
corefu”y lifted her, and Francesco used the wall to pu|| himself
uprighf Pain exp|oo|eo| Jrhrough his side, but he s+oyeo| on his feet
Jrhrough sheer will.

They moved foward the opening, Ricci carrying Serafina with
Francesco s+umb|ing o|ongsio|e them. He kep+ his hand on her
shoulder as much for her comfort as his balance.

As Jrhey reached the opening, she suo|o|en|y tensed. "Wait."

Ricci stopped immediately. "W hat is it?

"Him.” She turned her head slightly, looking back at Edward's
unconscious form. “Is he... will he..”

He'll go to prison,” Francesco said quie’r|y. “Then he'll meet
Sparky. He'll never touch you again. Never.”

Serafina stared at Edward for a |ong moment. Francesco could

feel the tremors running Jrhrough her body,
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‘I want to see him wake up,” she whispered. "I want him to know
| survived, and that | won.”

Francesco looked at the sergeant, who shifted uncomfor+ob|y.
"Miss Silvano, | don't think that's advisable. You should get medical
attention—"

"Please.” Her voice was bore|y audible, but there was steel
underneath. “Just for a moment.”

The sergeant hesitated, then nodded to one of his officers. "W ake
him up.”

The officer grobbed the bucket Serafina had been given as a
toilet and dumped it over Edward’s face.

Edward spuHered and gosped, his eyes F|ying open. For a
moment, he looked comcused, disoriented. Then his gaoze focused on
Serafina in Ricci's arms.

SomeJrhing ug|\/ twisted across his face. "Serafina—"

‘No,” she said, her voice stronger now. “You don't get to say my
name anymore. You don't get to speok to me. You don't get
Onyﬂwing.”

Edward’s face crumpled. For just a second, he looked like Danny
again, lost and confused and broken. ‘I loved you. | just wanted you
to understand—"

“You didn't love me,” Serafina said. “You dont know what love is.
Love doesn't hurt or cage or o|es+roy.”

She turned her face back to Ricci's shoulder. “I'm ready to
go now.’

F rancesco swqyed s|igh+|y, his hand pressed to his b|eeding side.
The brief moment of stillness had made his body realize just how
much doamage had been done.

As Jrhey possed Edward, Francesco poused just |ong enough to
look down at the man who had terrorized the woman he loved.

‘I you ever speak her name again,” Francesco said, his voice soft
and deadly, "Il find you. | don't care if you're in a cell. | don't care if
you're surrounded b\/ guords. | will find you, and | will make you
wish you‘o| died in this room."

Edward'’s eyes widened in fear. Whatever he saw in Francesco’s

face made him shrink back against the wall.
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‘Boss, you need to sit down,” Ricci said urgenHy‘

‘No. Not until she’s out of here” Francesco's voice came from
somewhere far away. ‘Keep moving.”

Ricci carried Serafina Jrhrough the hole in the wall and into the
bookshop be\/ond. Francesco had to brace himself against the rough
edges, |eoving b|oody hondprirﬁrs on the wood. Each step sent fresh
pain Jr|'1rough his wounds, but he forced himself to keep going. The
space had grown crowded with po|ice ofﬂcers, Mr. Thompson,
George Rcmdo||oh, and curiosity seekers who'd heard the commotion.
Everyone stopped and stared as they emerged: Ricci carrying a
broken Serafina, Francesco bore|y staying uprig|’1+, both of them
covered in blood.

M. Thompson's eyes filled with tears. "Oh, my dear gir|.”

But Francesco didn't stop. He pushed through the crowd, one
hand on Ricci's shoulder for balance, the other on Serofina. They
made it Jrhrough and out into the cool evening air.

The sun was setting, painting the sky in shades of orange and
red. Serafina turned her face up to if, Fee|ing real air on her skin for
the first time in o|o\/s.

“The sky,” she Wl’]ispered | Jrhouthr I'd never see it ogoin”
Francesco touched her face with his bloodied hand. He didn't
trust himself to speok He hord|y trusted his |egs fo keep ho|ding him

up much longer.

An ambulance waited at the curb with its back doors open.
Francesco expeded Ricci to head toward his own car, but the po|ice
sergeant oppeored beside them first.

“You're both going in the ambulance,” the sergeant said.

"Mr. Romano, you can barely stand. Miss Silvano needs immediate
medical attention. This isn't nego’riob|e.”

Francesco wanted to argue. But his vision was Jrurme|ing again,
and he knew the sergeant was rigH. "Togeﬂwer,u he monoged. “She
doesn't go anywhere without me.’

"Toge+her,“ the sergeant ogreed.

But the poromedics had two gurneys reoo|y and tried to separate
them, to put Serafina in one ambulance and Francesco in another.

‘No,” Serafina said, her voice gaining s+reng+h despiJre her injuries.

"He stays with me.’
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"Miss, we need to treat you properly—"

“Then treat us in the same ambulance.” Her Fingers clutched ot
Francesco's bloody shirt. "I'm not letting him go.”

The paramedics exchanged glances, then nodded. They crammed
both gurneys into the ambulance the side of one atop the other.
Francesco reached across the tiny space, and Serafina’s bandaged
hand found his.

I've got you,” Francesco said, Jrhough his voice was Fodings “Not
|eHing go.”

“You better not pass outf on me,” Serafina Whispered, seeing his
eyes starting to close. "Francesco? Stay awake. Please stay away.
Don't die”

"Trying.” His grip on her hand Jrigl'lJreneds ‘Not... not |e0ving \/ouA”

The paramedic pressed a hand to Francesco's forehead, then
checked his pulse at his neck, then glanced up at his partner. "He's
going into shock. We need to move. Mr. Romano? Stay with us.’

The ambulance lurched forward, the driver co||ing out fo clear
the way as Jrhey novigcd‘ed the evening streets. Through the back
windows, Francesco could see Ricci Fo||owing in the car, the po|ice
sergeant’s vehicle behind him.

Serafina squeezed his hand. "You found me,“ she said again,
needing him to hear it. "You saved me.’

Francesco's eyes met hers, and despite the pain, despite the blood
loss, despHe everyH’ming, he monoged to speok one word: “A|Woys.”

His eyes finally closed.

The paramedic tapped Francesco's. cheek. "Mr. Romano, you
need to stay with us.’

Serafina watched with tears in her eyes. The poromedic pressed
clean gauze to Francesco's side, trying to slow the |o|eeo|ing, but it
soaked Hwough almost immedio+e|y.

‘He'll be okay, won't he? Tell me he'll be okay.”

The paramedic was too focused on keeping pressure on
Francesco’s Wouno|s, his hands working quick|y to opp|y more
bondoges, fo rep|ys

And as the ambulance raced H\rough the dorkening streets
toward the hospi+o|, the driver shouﬁng warnings fo peo|es+rions and

other vehicles, Serafina held onto Francesco's hand and proyed—Jro a
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God she wasn't sure she believed in onymore—ﬂ']o’r after surviving her
nig|’1+more, she wouldn't lose the man who'd walked +hrough hell to

save |’1€ r.

352



CHAPTER 22

Francesco sat in the back seat of his own car, Serafina curled
ogoiner less uninjured side. Ricci o|rove, his eyes ﬂicking to the rearview
mirror every few seconds to check on them.

They'd spent the entire night at the hospital. The doctors had
worked on Francesco first. Twenty-three stitches in his side where
Edward’s knife had carved o|eep, another twelve in his shoulder. The
blade had missed ony+hing vital, but he'd lost enough blood that
Jrhey'd insisted on keeping him for observation. He'd refused to be
admitted until he knew Serafina was safe.

W hile the doctors examined Serafina in another room, c|eoning
her wounds and documenﬁng her injuries, osking questions in soft,
careful voices, Francesco had sat in a hospi+o| chair and let them stitch
him back JrogeJrherA The procaine had worn off hours ago. Now every
breath sent shorp pain H’]rough his ribs, and his shoulder throbbed
with each heartbeat.

Ricci had shown up at the hospi+o| just before dawn with a clean
shirt and jacket for Francesco. The hospital had cleaned most of the
blood off him, but his clothes had been ruined, torn and soaked
Jrhrough. Francesco had been gro+elcu| for the fresh clothes, even if

putting them on had made his stitches scream in protest.
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But Serafina was pressed against his good side, her bondoged
hand c|u+ching his clean shirt, and that mattered ore than his own
comfort.

The police had been relentless with their questions. The sergeant
wanted Serafina to stay in the hospi+o|, eosi|y available for more
questioning. But Mr. Randolph had arrived just after midnight with his
|owyer, and between |ego| threats and Francesco's bore|y contained
violence—even injured, he was dangerous—they'd reached a
compromise: Serafina would stay af the Rondo|ph estate, and officers
could visit there to take additional statements as needed.

Fino”y, as dawn broke over the city, the doctors had ogreed to
discharge them both. Strict instructions for Francesco: rest, no
strenuous activity, return immedio+e|\/ if he showed signs of infection
or reopened wounds. The nurse had looked pointedly at his bloody
knuckles when she'd said it.

He hadn't told them about the dislocated Finger Ricci had popped
back into p|oce for him. Some Jrhings didn't need medical attention.

‘How much further?” Francesco asked.

"T\/\/enfy minutes, boss.” Ricci poused "You look like hell

‘| feel like hell”

"‘Should've stayed in the hospital”

"She needed to leave. | wasn't /eHing her go alone.” Francesco's
jow Jrighjrened ‘Besides, I'll heal She's the one I'm worried about”

‘But you really should be resting in a hospital bed,” Serafina said
quieﬂy, her voice raspy.

“So should you”

‘| couldn't stay there, not in a room with a lock on the outside.”
She pressed closer to him, and he winced as the movement jarred his
stitches. She immedio+e|\/ pu||ed back. “I'm sorry—“

‘Don't” He corefu”y shifted, wrapping his better arm around her.
‘Come here.”

Tl’]ey drove in silence for a few minutes. Francesco kep’r g|oncing
down at Serafing, needing to confirm she was really there. Really sofe.

"Does it hurt so much?” she asked quietly. "This side?”

"Everyﬂwing hurts. But I'm alive. That's more than | JrhougH I'd be

when | saw that knife coming.”
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Serafina’s hand moved to his bandoged ribs, hovering just above
the wound without +ouching. “You could have died. You almost died.”
‘But | didn't” He caught her hand gently. "Neither of us did”

"He would have killed me,” she whispered. "I you'd been even a
minute later—"

“But | wasn't.” Francesco's voice was firm. "Don't think about what
might have happened. We're both here. We're both alive.”

She was quiet for a moment. "When | heard you breoking
+hrough that wall, | Jrhoug|'1+ that my mind had fino”y broken from
the terror and that | was dreoming it

I'm real” He squeezed her hand. "We're real. This is real.”

‘I 'know.” But her voice shook. "I just keep waiting to wake up
back in that cell”

Francesco pressed a careful kiss to the top of her head. "You
won't. | promise you won't.”

She settled against him more corefu”y this time, her head on his
shoulder. Within minutes, exhaustion overtook her and her breoJrhing
deepened into sleep. Through the rearview mirror, Francesco caught
Ricci's eyes.

"She's out” Ricci observed quieHy.

‘Good. She needs it

Ricci was quiet for a moment, his hands Jrithr on the steering
wheel. "Boss, when we were breoking fhrough that wall.. when we
heard her screaming..” He trailed off.

"W hat?

'l kepf fhinking about Ange/a She's on/y three weeks old. Tiny.
Perfect” Ricci's voice roughened "And someo’oy she'll be a young
woman. Out in the world. And there are men like W hitmore
everywhere.”

Francesco looked at his friend—this man who'd killed 0|ongside
him without hesitation—and saw real fear in his eyes. Fear for his
infant doughfer.

"Yes,” Francesco said honestly. "There are.

"We're bad men, boss. We know what bad men are capable of

because we are bad men.” Ricci's jaw clenched. "‘But W hitmore..
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that's different. W hat he did to those women. W hat he tried to do to
Miss Silvano. That's—"

“Evil,” Francesco finished quietly. "We break bones and kill people
who know the risks. W ho chose this life. W hitmore hunted innocent
women. Caged them. Destroyed them for rejecting him." He paused.
“There's a difference between what we do and what he is.”

‘Is there? To the rest of the world, we're all monsters.”

‘Maybe. But we have lines we don't cross.” Francesco glanced
down at Serdfina s|eeping against him. "He crossed every line
there is."

Ricci nodded s|ow|y. ‘How do | protect Ange/o from men like
him? How do | keep her safe when | can't watch her every second?
W hat if something happens and I'm not there? W hat if I'm too late?

Francesco thought of how close he'd come to being too late. "You
teach her to be smart. To trust her instincts. And you make sure she
/(nows—obso/ufe/y knows—that if anyone ever hurts her, you'// move
heaven and earth to get her back.” He poused “The way you he/peo/
me last night”

“Last nighf you fore fhroug/’: a wall with your bare hands,” Ricci
said quieHy. ‘| watched you break yourse/f getting fo her. I'd do the
same for Angela. But what if it's not enough?”’

“Then you do what | did. You break yourself anyway. You don't
stop until you get her back or you die trying.” Francesco’s voice was
firm. "That's what it means to protect someone you love.

Ricci's jow tightened. "She's lucky. Miss Silvano. That you found
her in time.”

"We both are!

They drove in silence for a few more minutes. Francesco kept his
eyes on Serafina’s face, watching her sleep, grateful beyond words
that she could.

Ricci cleared his throat from the front seat. "“Well, Boss, we're

B C< 2 0%

almost there”
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Ricci brougH the car to @ genHe stop in the circular drive. The
front door opened before Ricci could come around to help.

Mrs. Rondo|p|’1 oppeored on the steps, Clara close behind her. Both
women’s faces showed the strain of o s|eep|ess nithr spent waiting for
news.

Francesco corefu”y shifted, trying noft to startle Serafina. “We're
here,” he said soFHy.

Her eyes fluttered open, disoriented for a moment before
awareness returned. She fensed, then relaxed s|igh+|y when she saw
where Jrhey were.

Ricci opened the car door and he|ped Serafina out corefu”y.
Francesco climbed out on his own, one hand pressed to his bondoged
side, moving erhCﬂ\/.

‘Oh, my dear girl,” Mrs. Randolph breathed as she approached.
Her eyes took in the fresh bondoges, the cuts and bruises on
Serdfina’s face. “Oh, Serafina.”

Clara made a small sound. Her hand flew to her mouth.

Mrs. Randolph's gaze shifted to Francesco. "How are you,

Mr. Romano?”

I'm fine,” Francesco said, though the lie was obvious. He moved
to Sercfina’s side, and she immediately reached for him. His arm
came around her waist, supporting her as ’rhey moved foward the
house.

“We called Dr. Morrison last night ofter we heard,” Mrs. Randolph
said, |eoo|ing them inside. "He said the hospifo| would take good care
of you both, but he wanted to check on you himself. He's waiting in
Serafina’s new room, next to Clara’s. Can't have her in the same room
she was. Dr. Curtis is with him as well”

“That wasn't necessory," Francesco said. “The hospi+o| doctors—"

“It's necessary for our peace of mind,” Mrs. Rondo|p|’1 in+errup+ed
genﬂy but Firm|y4

"Who is here?” Serafina’s voice was thin.

“Just the doctors, George, and Dad,” Clara said quicHy, wo|l<ing

beside them. "No one else.”
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The entry hall was overwhe|ming|y brithr aofter the darkness of
the cell and the harsh fluorescent |igh+s of the hospi+o|. Serafina
blinked against the |igh+ from the chandelier, swaying s|igh+|y.

‘Easy,” Francesco murmured, tightening his hold on her despite
the way it pu||eo| his stitches.

Mr. Rondo|ph oppeored from the por|or, his son behind him. Both
men s+oppeo| short when Jr|’1ey saw them.

"Dear God,” Mr. Rondo|ph said quieﬂy, Hwough his expression held
relief. He looked ot Francesco, and some uno|ers+ono|ing thaot
transcended words possed between them. "Thank you for bringing
her home.”

Francesco nodded once, curtly.

George s+eppeo| forward, his eyes moving between them. "You
both look... better than you did last night.” His voice was tight. "At the
booksl’]op, when H’]ey brougH you out—"He eropped, swo”owing
hard. "l Jrhough’r,.. | wasn't sure either of you would survive.”

“We're here,” Serafina said softly. "We made it

‘| should have been more vigi|cm+,” George continued. "Should
have poid more attention. If I'd noticed someJrhing was wrong with
that florist—"

“It's not your fault,” Sercfina said. | new him better and never
would have imagined.”

“Let's get you upsjroirs,” Mrs. Rondo|p|f1 said genHy, but firm|y,
o|reoo|y ushering them foward the grono| staircase. "Clarg, go ahead
and let the doctors know we're coming.”

Clara hurried up the stairs while Mrs. Rondo|ph and Francesco
guided Serafina up s|ow|y. By the time H’]ey reached the |ono|ing, she
wWas |eoning heovi|y on Francesco, who was s+rugg|ing himself not to
show how much the climb hurt him.

"Almost there,” he murmured. “Just a little further.”

Mys. Rondo|ph took them to a room with po|e lavender walls
with white furniture, and pristine sprigged linens on the |0rge canopy
bed. Serafina eroppeo| in the doorwo\/, her breoﬂwing sudderﬂ\/ ropio|
and shallow.

“The room,” she momoged. “It's... the door. Is there a lock?”
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Ms. Randolph looked confused. "Well, yes, dear. All the
bedrooms have locks.”

"On the inside? Can | lock it from the inside on|y?“

Understanding dawned on Mrs. Randolph'’s face. "Yes. Yes, of
course. The key is rigH here—" She moved to the door, showing
Serafina the key honging from a ribbon on the inside handle. "See?
You can lock it whenever you want. No one can come in unless you
let them.”

Serafina stared at the |<ey for a |ong moment, then nodded. "All
right. That's... that's good.”

Dr. Morrison stood from the chair |oy the window where he'd
been waiting. He was an older man with kind eyes, the same doctor
who'd treated Mrs. Thompson's pneumonia, who'd been caring for
the Randolph family for decades. Beside him stood Dr. Curtis, his own
medical loog in hand.

"Miss 5i|vono, My, Romono,u Dr. Morrison said genﬂy. I'm very
g|oo| to see you both home safe. The hospi’ro| called with their reports,
but I'd like to examine you both mysehC if you don't mind. Just to
ensure everyfhing is |'190|ing proper|y and that you're comfortable.”

Serafina looked at Francesco. "Will you stay?

‘If you want me to.” He looked at Dr. Morrison. ‘Is that
appropriate?”

The doctor g|onceo| between them. ‘Under the circumstances, |
think Miss Silvano should have whoever she needs present. Though
Mps. Randolph should probably stay as well. For propriety.”

Ms. Randolph nodded. "Clara, dear, why don't you go downstairs
with your father and brother? I'l stay here.”

Clara hesitated, looking at Serafina.

“It's all rithr,” Serafina said. “I'm not going omywhere, And you
mother will be rig|f1Jr here.”

Clara nodded and s|ippeo| ouft, |eoving Mrs. Rondo|ph posiﬂoned
cliscreeﬂy near the door.

Francesco |'1e||oeo| Serafina to the bed. She sat on the edge, her
hands twisting in her |op. The bondoges made the gesture awkward,
and she looked down at them as if surprised to find them there.
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| can't feel my Fingerﬁps,n she said sudden|y. “Is that normal?”

Dr. Morrison knelt in front of her, genﬂ\/ Jroul<ir1g one of her hands.
"May 17"

She nodded. He carefully unwrapped the bandage, revealing the
torn and bloody nail beds underneath. Serafina looked away.

“The nerve endings are damaged,” Dr. Morrison explained. "You'll
have some numbness for a Whi|e, possib|y permonenHy in a few
Fingers. But sensation should return to most of them as Jrhey heal”

"And if it doesn't?”

He met her eyes. "Then you'll adapt. The human body is
remorkob|y resi|ien+, Miss Silvano. As, | susped‘, are \/ou.”

He continued his examination by checking the bondoges on her
ribs, |ool<ing at the cuts on her face, and examining her throat where
bruises had started to form in the shope of Edward’s Fingers

Throughom' it all, Serafina remained very still, very quiet. Too
quiet. Francesco watched her face, seeing how carefully blank she
keer her expression, and his chest ached.

“No signs of serious internal damage,” Dr. Morrison finally said,
rewrapping her hands with fresh bondoges "The ribs should heal on
their own in four fo six weeks. The cuts will scar, I'm afraid, but Hwey
should fade with fime." He paused. "Physically, you'll recover. But,
Miss Silvano, | want you fo understand that an ordeal of this nature
affects more than just the body.”

Serafind’s jaw tightened. “I'm fine.”

“You're not fine. And that's all right. No one expects you to be.”

‘| just want to s|eep,“ Serafina said, her voice schcJerﬂy very small.
I'm so tired.”

Dr. Morrison stood. "Then we'll let you rest soon.” He turned to
Francesco. ‘Mr. Romano, would you like me to examine your wounds
as well? Just to ensure the hospi+o| doctors—"

“That won't be necessary,” Francesco said. *I have my own doctor.”

‘Francesco,” Sercfina said softly. "Please. Let him check. It would..
it would |'1e||o me feel better, knowing you're all righjr.”

Francesco met her eyes and saw the p|eo there. After every+hing
she'd been Jrhrough, this small Hﬂng mattered to her.

“All rithr,” he said quieHyA
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‘I should assist as well,” Dr. Curtis said, stepping forward. "If
Mr. Romano is amenable, that is. Two sefs of eyes are better than one
for knife wounds."

Francesco nodded curtly.

He corefu”y removed his jockeJr, then unbuttoned his shirt. The
movements pu||ed at his stitches, and he couldn’t quite suppress a
wince.

When he pee|ed the shirt away, the white bondcges Wropped
around his torso were already showing spots of fresh blood where
he'd strained the wounds during the climb upstairs.

"T\/\/enfy—Jrhree stitches in your side,” Dr. Morrison said, repeoJred
from the hospital report. Twelve in your shoulder. The blade went
deep”

He and Dr. Curtis worked together to unwrop the bandages
coreFtu Serafina watched with wide eyes.

The wound in his side was angry and red, the black stitches stark
against his skin. The knife had carved a po’r|’1 several inches |ong
between his ribs.

“You're fortunate,” Dr. Curtis observed, his voice clinical. "Another
inch to the left and it would have punc’rured your |ung4 As it is, \/ou'||
have significant scarring.”

“I've had worse,” Francesco said flatly.

Dr. Morrison examined both wounds JrhorougH\/, then nodded to
Dr. Curtis. Together they rewrapped the injuries with fresh bandages.

‘No signs of infection yet, which is good,” Dr. Morrison said. ‘But
you need to rest, Mr. Romano. No strenuous activity for at least two
weeks. These wounds need time to hedl proper|y.“

TNl rest.”

| mean it. No |iHing, no Fighﬁng, no—"Dr. Morrison poused
o|e|ic:o+e|y. “No activities that mithr strain the stitches. The wound in
your side went quite deep.”

‘| understand.”

"And someone should check these doi|y.” Dr. Curtis aded. "I Jr|f1e\/
start seeping, if you deve|op a fever, if the area becomes hot or
swollen—those are signs of infection. Don't ignore them.”

‘| won't”
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After the doctors finished, Francesco carefully pulled his clean
shirt. The simp|e act of |h°ring his arms made him grit his teeth, but he
monaged without comp|oin+.

“Thank you,” Serafina said to both doctors. "For checking him, and
for everyﬂ'ﬂng.”

"Of course, Miss Si|\/ono,” Dr. Morrison said kino”y. He closed his
medical bog. Il leave laudanum for the pain, for. both of you Just a
few o|rops in water before bed. And if you need me at any time, o|oy
or nithr—\/ou, too, Mr. Romano—Mirs. Rondo|ph knows how fo reach
me.”

After Dr. Morrison and Dr. Curtis left, Mrs. Rondo|ph |ingered
at the door. Il have Clara bring up some teain a bit. And
Mr. Romano..” She met his eyes. “Thank you for bringing her home.”

“There's nothing to thank me for,” Francesco said.

| disogree.“ She smiled sofﬂy, c|osing the door behind her.

Francesco turned to find Serofina staring at the bed like it mig|’1+
bite her.

"What's wrong?” he asked.

‘| don't know if | can s|ee|o there. In a bed. If's too soft. Too..” She
wrapped her arms around herself. "The cell was hard. Cold stone. If |
close my eyes and feel something soft, | might think I'm dreaming.
and that I'm still there.”

Francesco looked around the room, then moved to goﬂwer severd|
thick blankets from the wardrobe. He carried them to the floor beside
the bed and knelt coreFtu.

He started spreoding the first blanket, but his movements were
s’riff, awkward. The wound in his side ached.

‘Let me help,” Serafina said, lowering herself to her knees
beside him.

“You should rest—"

"So should you.” She took the edge of the blanket and helped
spreod it flat, her loomdoged hands c|umsyA "We can do this JrogeJrherA”

They worked in si|ence, spreoding the blankets one by one.
Francesco had to pause twice when the movement pu||ed too
shorp|y, and Serafina moved s|OW|\/, her cracked ribs moking every

breath poinFu|.
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W hen H\ey finished, Francesco used the bedpos’r to pu|| himself
uprighf, his face gray with effort. Serafina remained on her knees,
staring at the makeshift bed Jr|’1ey'd created +oge+her. Her eyes filled
with fears. "Thank you.”

"We made it JrogeJrher,” he said quieHy. ‘Do you need he|p
chonging?” He ges+ureo| to the nighfgown Mps. Rondo|ph had laid out.
"Or | can get-"

‘I can manage.” She paused. ‘But don't leave. Please?’

Francesco turned his back while she chonged, giving her privacy
while staying in the room. He heard the soft rustle of fabric and her
shorp intake of breath when she hissed in some pain.

“All rithr,” she said Fino”y, I'm decent.”

He turned to find her in a white cotton nithrgown, s’ronding
uncer+oin|y by the makeshift bed on the floor.

Do you want the laudanum?” he asked.

She shook her head. "Not yet. | need... | need to feel real for a
while |onger. The o|rugs will make evererhing Fuzzy."

She lowered herself coreFu”y to the po”ef Francesco grobbed a
pi||ow from the bed and put it under her head.

“s that better?”

Yes." She looked up at him. "Will you... can you lay beside me?
Just for a while? | need to know you're close.”

Francesco hesitated. The chair would be more proper. But
propriety seemed meoning|ess aofter evererhmg Jrhey‘d been ’r|’1rough

“All rigH.”

He lowered himself corefu”\/ to the makeshift bed beside her, his
movements oching|y slow. Even so, the wound in his side +winge<3|,
and he couldn't quite suppress a shorp infoke of breath.

“You're in poin,” Serdfina soio|, her eyes Widening with concern.

“I'm fine." But he wasn't. The blood loss, the stitches, and the
exhaustion all coug|’1+ up fo him at once again. His vision swam
s|igh+|y as he settled onto his back beside her.

“You're not fine,” she whispered. "You're as broken as | am.”

“Then we're broken +oge+her." He turned his head to look at her,
their faces inches apart on the hard floor.

Seron(ino reoched out WIH’1 one bondoged hOI’]CI, Oﬂd FI’OHCQSCO
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took it corefu”y, mindful of her injuries. She shifted s|igh+|y closer,
resting her head near his shoulder—not quite +ouc|'1ing, but close
enough to feel his warmth.

‘I thought | was going to die,” Serafina said info the quiet. "W hen
he had the knife at my throat, when | couldn't breathe—I was certain
I'd die in that cell”

‘But you didn't.” Francesco's voice was rough. "You fought. You
survived.”

‘| survived.” She said it like she was testing the words. "I'm alive.”

“You're alive.”

She closed her eyes, and Francesco Hwouthr she migH be
s|ee|oingA But then she spoke again, so quieHy he almost missed it.

‘I can still smell it. The cell. The damp. The..” She swallowed
hard. "Him."

Francesco's hands clenched into fists. “The doctors said you could
bathe tomorrow. That could he||o wash it all away.’

“Will it wash away? Really?” Her eyes opened, fixing on him. "Or
will | smell it forever?”

‘| don't know,” Francesco said honesHyA ‘But I'll be here while
you try.”

Serofina reached out with one bandaged hand, and Francesco
took it coreFu”y.

‘Don't leave,” she whispered. “Not Jroo|o1y. Not Jronithr. Moybe not
for a while.”

| Wonyf,” he promised. “S|eep now. I'll be rigH here.”

She closed her eyes again, her breoJrhing grocJuo”y evening out.
But even in s|eep, she didn't let go of his hand.

Francesco |oy beside her Jrhrough the |ong hours, fighﬁng his own
exhaustion. His side ached. His shoulder throbbed. The hard floor did
noﬂﬁing to ease the pain. But Serafina was breojrhing sfeodi|y beside
him, alive and safe, and that was all that mattered.

His own eyes grew heavy. The blood loss made everything feel
distant, dreamlike. He Fouthr to stay awake, to keep watch over her.

But even+uo||y, despi+e his best efforts, exhaustion won.

W hen the nigHmores came, when Serafina woke gasping and

c|owing at invisible bonds, Francesco was there beside her, close
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enough that she could feel his presence immedio+e|y4 He Whispered
that she was safe, that it was over, that he wouldn't let onerhing hurt
her again.

Even if he had to lie to make her believe it.

And when she Fino”y fell back into fitful s|eep, Francesco |0y
awake in, one hand still |f10|o|ing hers, the other pressed to his
wounded side, and made a silent vow: no one would ever touch her

again. Not while he drew breath.

R C2 2SO

Francesco must have dozed off beside her sometime. He s|igh+|y
roused to afternoon |igh+ streaming Jrhrough the lace-curtained
windows and Dr. Morrison s+ono|ing in the doorwoy with
Ms. Randolph.

"The\/'re both still s|eeping?” the doctor asked quieHy.

Mrs. Rondo|ph noo|o|eo|, her eyes on the two Figu res |ying side b\/
side on the ground. "She Fino”y settled a few hours ago. And he..
poor man was exhausted.”

‘Let them both rest as |ong as Jrhe\/ need.” Dr. Morrison g|onced
at Mrs. Rondo|p|’1. 1l check on them again this evening. Call me if
anything changes.”

After the doctor left, Mrs. Randolph quietly set a tray with cups
of coffee and sandwiches on the table near the door, then s|i|opeo| out
without Wokmg them.

It was neor|y four when Francesco fino”y Fu”y stirred. His side
screamed when he tried to move. After |ying in the same position for
hours, his stitches had stiffened. He bit back a groan, not wanting fo
wake Serafina.

But she was o|reoo|y awake, WoJrching him with blue
haunted eyes.

“You stayed,” she whispered.

" told you | would.” His voice was rough with s|ee|o and pain.

‘But you hurt. | should have had you take the bed.”

| was where | needed to be.”
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She sat up corefu”y, |ips between her teeth and nose scrunched.

“You need to eat somejrhing,” she said, seeing the tray
Mps. Rondo|p|’1 had left and corefu”y rising to her feet.

"So do you”

“Then we'll eat Jroge+herf‘

They shared the simp|e food that neither of them fasted.
Francesco forced himself to eat despi+e his stomach tu rning and not
wanting onyﬂﬁing The coffee he|ped clear his head, at least, Jrl’]ough it
also reminded him that he did need to call Ricci to take him home
soon, to chonge into clean clothes that weren't bloodstained and check
in about business that couldnt wait. The Romano fomi|y didn't stop
operating just because their boss had gotten himself stabbed.

But not yet. Not until he knew Serafina was settled.

When they finished, Serafina set down her cup. '| need to use
the washroom. And moybe“. moybe try fo clean up proper|y?“

Francesco made his way fo the door and opened it.

Mrs. Rondo||oh was just coming down the hall, and he coug|’1+ her eye.

"Mrs. Randolph, Serafina needs some help cleaning herself.”

"Of course. Mr. Rcmolo|ph would like a word with you downs’roirs,
anyway, if you're Feehng up to it

Within minutes, Clara appeared with fresh water, clean cloths,
and genHe hands to he|p Serafina wash away the worst of the grime
and blood that the hospi+o| hadn't monqged to remove.

When Serafina occupied with Clara, safe for the moment,
Francesco made his way downstairs slowly, one hand on the banister
for balance. Mr. Rondo|ph waited in the por|or with his morning
paper and a con’remp|o’rive expression.

“You stayed with her all night, and today,” the older man said. It
wasn't quite a question.

“She needed me to."

Mr. Randolph folded his paper carefully. "‘But you were on the
floor, beside her. Mrs. Randolph told me.

“She needed to know | was close. After every+hing she's been
through..” Francesco's jaw tightened. "The chair wasn't close enough.’

‘| understand.” Mr. Rcmdo||oh geerured to a seat. "Please, sit. You

look like you're about to fall over.”
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Francesco sat groJreFuH\/, Jrhough he tried not to show his relief.

"Mr. Romano, | think we need to discuss your intentions toward
Serafina.”

Francesco had been expecting this conversation. "My intentions
are fo protect her and care for her, and to make sure noJrhing like this
ever hoppens again.”

“That sounds like the begirming of someJrhing more permanent
than a business arrangement.”

‘It s

‘I see” Mr. Randolph steepled his fingers. "You understand that
Serafina has just been ’rhrough a terrible ordeal. She's vulnerable.
Dependent on you, perhaps, because you saved her. That's not a solid
foundation for—"

"I'love her,” Francesco interrupted. "I've loved before any of this
happened. And she chose me too, before the kidnapping. This isn't
about groﬁ’rude or dependence.”

Mr. Rondo|p|’1 studied him for a |ong moment.

‘I 'want to marry her,” Francesco said bluntly. "When she’s ready.
And I'm osking for your b|essing to do so.”

M. Randolph’s eyebrows rose slightly. “You're asking. That's..
unexpected.”

“Why is it unexpected?”

‘Because you're Francesco Romano.” Mr. Randolph’s voice was
quiet but direct. "You saved her life. You've protected my family on
more than one occasion. The business arrangements we have, the
loans, the investments... I'm in your debt. Considerob|y. You could
simp|y inform me you intend to marry her, and what could |
possibly say?”’

Francesco leaned forward, adjusting his coat to keep pressure off
his ribs. “You could say no. You could refuse to attend the wedding.
You could make her choose between you and me.” He paused. 'l
don't want that for her. She's lost enoughu

"So you're osking out of.. what? Respect?’

‘Because she deserves to be honored,” Francesco said firmly.
“You're the closest Jrhing she has to a father, and | want to do this
right. For her.” His jaw tightened. "Not because | have to, but because
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| want to. | can't imagine my life without her in it." His voice turned
quiet. “She sees me. Not Francesco Romano the gangster, but me, the
man underneath.’

M. Randolph stared out the window for a moment. "And what
of the donger?”

“She was already in danger from a man no one suspected. A
respec+o|0|e florist who brouthr her flowers and smiled. My world
didn't put her in that cell. An ordinory monster did."

‘But your world has monsters too.”

‘It does,” Francesco acknowledged. "But mine | can control. | can
protect her from them. | couldn’t protect her from Edward W hitmore
because | didn't see him coming. That won't happen again.”

“What kind of life can you really offer her?” Mr. Randolph
probed ‘A life where she jumps at every shadow, Wondering if your
enemies will use her to get to you? Where she can never Jrru|y be
safe because of who you are?”

"A life where she's pro+ec’reo|,” Francesco said Firm|y. “Where she
has everything she needs. W here she can write and dream and be
hopp\/." He poused | can't chonge what | am. But | neor|y died for
her. | would do it again without hesitation.”

‘I can see that” Mr. Randolph’s expression softened slightly. "You
do love her.”

"More than my own life.”

The older man was quie’r for a |ong moment, his Fingers
drumming on the arm of his chair. "She’s been through enough
suﬁcering. If you hurt her, if your world touches her in ways that
harm her..”

“Then you'll have my permission fo kill me yourself,” Francesco
said quieHyA

Mr. Rondo|ph‘s eyebrows rose at the blunt hones+y. Then, s|ow|\/,
he nodded. "All right. You have my blessing. But you'll marry her
proper|y. Church Wedding Fomi|y present. Everyﬂwing done rithr.”

"Of course.” Francesco felt someJrhing ﬁthr in his chest loosen
slightly. “Thank you."

‘Don't thank me yet. You still have to convince Serafina. And |
suspect that will be the harder task.”
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Francesco allowed himself a small smile. I it is, then I'm up for
the cho”enge.”

George oppeored in the doorwoy. "Clara say's Serafina is osking
for Mr. Romano.”

Francesco stood immedio+e|\/, Jr|'1ough the movement made his
vision swim lorieﬂ\/. My, Rondo|ph rose as we||, exfending his hand.

“Well, son, welcome to the family,” he said quietly. "Such as it is.”
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CHAPTER )

September 1927

The lilac room had become both haven and prison for Serafina.
Francesco visited every doy, sometimes twice, bringing her books,
flowers, her favorite foods she couldn't bring herself to eat, and little
trinkets he Jrhough’r migH make her smile, or even staying over nithr
to sit with her H’]rough the nigHmores that still came more often than
not. He never pushed her, and never made demands. He was just
there. for her.

But tonight, Clara kept vigil. Francesco had the kind of business in
the city that Serafina didn't ask about and he didn't volunteer.

Clara dozed in the chair by the window, a blanket wropped
around her shoulders. On the floor, Serafina s|ep+ on her makeshift
bed, still unable to tolerate the softness of the actual mattress.

The nithrmore came without warning.

She was back in the cell. Cold stone against her cheek. The smell
of dompness and fear. Edward’s Foo’rereps overhead, getting closer,
closer—

The key in the lock.

The door opening.

His hands on her.
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Forcing her down.

The weight the terror.

This was it.

This was it.

This was—

‘Nol" Serafina woke with a scream, her hands f|oi|ing, sh’iking out
at phorﬁoms on|y she could see. "Get off mel Get offl’

Clara jerked awake, nearly falling from her chair. "Serafinal
You're saofel You're—"

But Serafina couldn't hearing her. She was still trapped in the
nithrmore, still Fee|ing Edward’s hands on her throat. She scrambled
backward, s|omming into the wall, her breoﬂ'ﬂng ropio| and ponicked

‘Don't touch mel Please, please don't—"

“Sercfing, it's mel It's Claral” Clara approached slowly, hands
raised. “You're here at home, ot the Rondo|ph estate. You're safe.
Edward is in prison. He can't hurt you.”

The words pene’rro’red s|ow|y. Serafina b|inkeo|, her vision c|eoring4
Lilac walls. Clara’s worried face. Not the cell. Not Edward.

"Oh God,” Serafina gosped, pressing her shoking hands to her
face. They were always shaking now. “I'm sorry. | didnt mean to—"

"Hush. It's all right” Clara knelt beside her. "The same dream?”

Serofina nodded, wiping sweat from her forehead. *I can sill
smell that p|oce, and feel the cold stone against my cheek, and hear
his footsteps.” Her voice caught. ‘In some ways, | think I'm still there.”

‘But you're not. You're safe now.” Clara moved to sit on the floor.
"And Edward is locked away. He'll never leave prison alive. He can
never hurt you or anyone else again.’

‘I 'know.” Serafina took a shaky breath, trying to slow her racing
pu|seA But my mind doesn't seem to understand that yet. The |ogico|
part of me knows I'm free, but my body still think I'm ’rropped.”

Clara squeezed her hand genHy. ‘Dr. Morrison says that's normal.
That it tokes time for the mind to catch up with reo|i+\/ aofter
some’rhing like that”

‘I wish it didn't take so long.” Serafina’s voice broke. “It's been
three months, Clara. Three months. Shouldn't | be better by now?’

“There's no schedule for heohng from someH’]ing like this.” Clara’s
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voice was genﬂe but firm. "You survived someH’]ing terrible. Give
yoursehc time.”

Serafina leaned her head back against the wall, staring af the
ceiling. "Francesco has been so patient. But | can see it in his eyes. He's
worried. And |.." She swallowed hard. “I don't know if I'll ever be the
woman he remembers, the one who could laugh and tease and feel
safe in the world.”

“You're still that woman. You're just also someone who survived.
Those Jrhings can exist JrogeJrher."

‘Can they?" Serafina looked at her friend. "Because right now, |
feel like Edward took that woman and killed her in that cell. And
what's left is just.. broken.”

“You're not broken. You're healing. There's a difference.’

Serofina didn't answer. She pulled her knees up to her chest,
wrapping her arms around them.

“You know," Clara said quieﬂy, "Mr. Romano's been downstairs
since two this morning. He arrived shorHy before | fell os|eep on the
chair.

Serofina’s head snapped up. "He's here? Now?’

"Waiting for you fo wake.” Clara smiled sofﬂ\/. "Would you like
me to have him ¢ me up?’

Serafina felt tears prick her eyes. "Please.”

“Then mo\/be you should tell him I'll be down in @ moment.”

After Clara left, Serofina stood up an couthr sithr of herself in
the mirror over the dresser. She looked terrible with her hair ’rong|ed,
her nithrgown wrinHed, and dark circles under her eyes. The cuts on
her face had healed to angry red scars. She didn't look like the
woman who'd gone to balls in sopphire silk dresses.

A soft knock came at the door. “Serafina? Moy | come in?

"Yes,” she called. "Come in.”

The door opened, and Francesco stepped inside. He looked tired,
but his eyes lit up when he saw her s+0no|ing, but quick|\/ dimmed.

"Another nithrmore?” he asked genﬂ\/,

"How did you know?’

‘| know you.” He eroyed by the door, not odvoncing until she

invited him closer. Do you want to talk about it?”
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Serofina shook her head. "I want to forget it. All of it." She
poused. “Will you sit with me for a while?”

“As long as you need.

He setftled into the chair by her makeshift bed, and Sercfina sat
back down on the blankets, arms around his legs, head against the
side of his knee. It was how she found the most comfort.

‘Francesco,” Serafina said after a moment. *I need to ask you
something.’

"Anyﬂqing."

“Why do you keep coming? Day after day, sitting through these
nithrmores, Wcﬁching me fall onrJr?” She met his eyes. “You could
have anyone. Someone whole, or at least someone who isn't.." She
gestured at herself. “This”

Francesco leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. 'Do you want
the truth?”

"A|woys the truth from you.”

“When I look at you, | see someone who fought like hell to
survive and come back to me.” His voice became rough. ‘| see the
woman | love. Noﬂﬁing that hoppened in that cell chonges that.”

“You love me? Still?” She asked as she still often did.

“Still. Always.” He reached out slowly, giving her time to pull
away. When she didn't, he took her hand, still |igh+|y bondoged to
protect the still-tender nail beds. "I loved you before any of this
happened. Il love you after. Nothing changes that.”

‘Everything has changed,” Serafina whispered. "I've changed.”

"I love who you are now and who you're becoming.” He brought
her hand to his |i|os, pressing a kiss to her fingers. ‘However |ong it
takes. Whatever you need.’

The tears Serafina had been holding back finally spilled over. "I'm
so tired of being ofroid, and jumping at shodows, and woking up
screaming. | don't know how to stop.’

“You don't have to stop alone.” Francesco's dark eyes held hers.
“Let me |'1@||o carry it

“You already do.

“Then let me do more.” He poused, seeming to goﬂ’]er courage.

"Move in with me, fo the penthouse. Il give you your own room,
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your own space. But I'll be there when the nithrmores come, every
time. You won't have to face them alone anymore.”

Serafina stared at him. "Francesco, | couldn’t possib|y—+|'1e
impropriety—"

‘| don't give a damn about propriety.” His voice was fierce. "l care
about you being safe. About you heo|ing. About you not spending
another nigh’r terrified and alone.”

“What would peop|e say?”

"NoJrhing +hey don't o|reoo|y say about me.” He softened his tone.
“Serafing, I'm not asking you to share my bed. I'm asking you to share
my home. Let me take care of you the way you deserve.”

She wanted to. God, how she wanted to. The Jrhough’r of
Francesco just down the hall, close enoug|’1 to reach when the
nightmares came, was almost unbearably appealing.

But there was someﬂwing else she needed to know first.

"And aofter?” she asked quieﬂy. “After | heal—if | heal—what
then?”

Francesco held her gaze steadily. "Then | ask you to marry me.
Properly. With a ring and a proposal and everything you deserve.”

Serafina’s heart stuttered. "You want to marry me? Like this?”

‘I ' want to marry you exactly as you are. Scars and nightmares
and all” He smiled s|igh+|y. “Though I'd pref:er to wait until you're
reod\/ fo say vyes. So for now, just move in. Let me prove thaot you‘re
safe with me and that I'm not going anywhere.”

“The Randolphs—"

"A|reody know I'm osking. Mr. Romdo|ph has given his b|essing.”
Francesco squeezed her hand genHy‘ “So the on|y question that
matters is: what do you want?”

W hat did she want? Serafina closed her eyes, |eHing herself
imagine it. Waking up in Francesco's penthouse. Writing in a real
office. Not being alone with her terror. Having someone who
understood the darkness because he lived in it too.

‘| want to feel sofe ogoin,u she Fino”y said. I want to stop being

aofraid.”
“Then come home with me and let me he|p you find that scheer.”
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Serofina opened her eyes and looked at this man who'd broken
+hrough walls to reach her, who'd bled for her, who sat poﬁenﬂ\/
Jr|’1roug|’1 her nigh’rmores without comp|oin+.

“All right,” she whispered. "Il go with you.”

Francesco smile softly at her. Thank you.”

"For what?”

‘For trusting me with you.”

He stood and he|peo| her to her feet. And for the first time in
three months, Serafina felt someﬂﬁing other than fear or panic.

She felt hope for her future.

oi{pion
November 1927

Serafina stood outside the flower shop, her hand Jrithr in
Francesco's. The bui|ding looked even more derelict than before. The
windows were sfill porﬁo”y popered over, the “closed" sign faded and
crooked. Police fape remnants fluttered from the doorframe.

Five months. Almost six months... since Francesco had broken
Jr|'1rough that wall.

“Are you sure about this?” Francesco Osked, his voice concerned.
"We don't have to do this.”

Serofina nodded, though her hands trembled. The laudanum-
ﬁnged fog that had surrounded her for months, the nigHmore—broken
nithrs, and the o|oys that bled +oge+her in the blue room had Fino”y
started to lift. She could think again. Feel H\ings again. W hich meant
she could Fino”y do this.

‘I 'know. But | need to see it one last time before it's gone.”

Francesco had o|reoo|y orronged for the demolition. The bui|o|ing
would come down next week, reduced to rubble and carted away.
The lot would be cleared, sold and turned into someﬂwing else.

He'd asked her once, months ago when she could barely string

sentences Jrogeﬂwer, if she wanted it renovated and turned into
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some’rhing brigH and cheerful, children’s |oug|’1+er rep|ocing screams.
A toy shop, he'd suggeered.

She'd looked at him with hollow eyes and said, ‘Burn it. | want to
watch it burn.”

They'cl compromised on demolition instead.

Francesco pu||eo| out a set of keys to use them one last time. The
door opened with a familiar creak that made Serafing’s breath catch.

Just a door, she told herself. Just wood and hinges. It can't
hurt you.

Inside, the front room looked exocHy as it had the o|oy of the
rescue. Dust coated every su rface. Dead flowers rotted in vases. The
bookcase that concealed the first gatfe to her cell stood ajar. She
hadn't seen it open before. She walked s|ow|y toward the back, each
step fee|ing like moving fhrough water. When she reached the wall
where the cell had been hidden, she walked Jrhrough it and to the
cell.

Someone had poJrched the hole Francesco had torn erough
Fresh |o|os+er, unpoin+ed, marked where he'd broken H’lrough to save
her, but the broken brick hadn't been rep|0ceo|A Serafina picked up @
chunk of it. Blood...

And sudden|y she was back there. Cold stone against her cheek.
The metallic taste of fear coating her mouth. Edward’s voice echoing
+hrough the darkness: “If | can't have you, no one can.’ The damn
smell, her own ferror, the Weigh’r of hope|essness pressing down until
she couldn't breathe, Dermy's face, Edward's Weithr— Her breath
came in short, shorp gasps. The room filted. Her vision darkened ot
the edges.

“Serafina.” Francesco’s voice. His hand on her elbow. "You're sofe.
You're with me. You're not there onymore“

She focused on his voice and the warmth of his po|m. Present. I'm
in the present. The cell is gone. Edward is in prison. I'm standing in
an empty flower shop with Francesco beside me.

Her breathing slowed gradually. The flashback receded, leaving
her shokmg but present.

I'm okay,” she managed. I'm okay.”

Not ol(oyA But dlive. That counts for somefhing.
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“You don't have to be okoyf Francesco's hand moved to her back.
“We can leave right now.”

“No. | need—" Serafina swallowed hard. I need to say goodbye to
this place and to what happened here.”

She looked around the empty shop one more time. This was
where Danny had brought her flowers with shy smiles, and where
Edward had watched her Jrhrough the window, a man unknown to
her. This was where she'd almost died.

"When Jrhey tear it down,” she said quieﬂ\/, ‘| want to be here so
| can watch.”

“Are you certain?’

“Yes.” She turned to him. 'l need to see it gone and to know it
can't hurt anyone else ever again.’

"Then we'll both watch.” He squeezed her hand. "Together.”

They left the flower sl’]op, and Francesco locked the door for
the last time. As +hey walked toward the bookshop next door,
some’rhing loosened in Serafina’s chest. | wasn't relief exocHy, but a
step toward it.

Serafina gripped his hand for dear life and turned toward the
door. "Let's go next door. | want to see the bookshop."

The familiar bell chimed as they enfered The Purrfect Tale.
Whiskers immediately wound around Serafina’s legs, purring his
welcome. The sound made her smile a small, but genuine smile.

Mr. Thompson looked up from behind the counter. When he saw
Serofino, his expression flickered Jrhrough several emotions... joy, re|ie1(,
concern, worry... before seH|ing on cautious welcome.

“Serafing,” he said corefu”y‘ “What a.. this is unexpec’red”

Mrs. Thompson appeared from the back room, moving slowly.
She'd recovered from her pneumonia but still looked frailer than
before. Her eyes widened when she saw Serafina.

‘Oh, my dear,” she breathed, but she didn't rush forward.
Instead, she eroyed where she was.

The awkwardness hung thick and uncomfortable. This wasn't the
warm reunion Serafina had imogined during her months of recovery.

I'm sorry to just show up,” Serafina said, her voice smaller than

she'd intended. ' should have sent a calling card first.”
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“No, no, it's not that.” Mr. Thompson came around the counter
but stopped several feet away. "We're just.. we didn't expect to see
you. We Hﬂougm perhops you'd want to stay away from this p|oce
given everything that hoppened.”

‘Given that | was kidnopped and kepf rigH next door?” Serafina’s
attempt at |igh+ness fell flat.

"We wrote to you,” Mrs. Thompson said softly. "Several letters.
We weren't sure if you received them.”

| got them,” she said, guiH knoHing in her stomach. "I'm sorry |
didn't write back. | wasn't.. | couldn't.. read past the first few lines
before the memories became too much. | meant to respond, but didn't
know what to say that would be enougH”

‘Please, don't apologize,” Mr. Thompson said softly. “We only
wanted you to know we were Jrhmking of you.”

Another uncomfortable silence fell. W hiskers, oblivious to the
tension, continued purring and rubbing against Serafina's |egs.

Say it. Just say what you came here to say.

Francesco erepped closer to her side in silent support.

‘| wanted—" Serafina took a breath. | wanted to ask if | could
come back, to work here, if you'd have me.

M. and Mrs. Thompson exchanged a long look. Something
possed between them—some wordless conversation that made
Serafina’s stomach drop.

They're going to say no. They don't want me back.

“Serafina,” Mr. Thompson began carefully, “we would love
noJrhing more than to have you back. You know that. But..” He
poused, c|eor|y s+rugg|ing with how to say some%ing difficult. "Are
you certain that's wise? Being here, so close fo where it happened?”’

‘| heed to,” Serafina said, Heoring the desperoﬁon creep into her
voice. She hated how she sounded so pleading and broken. *I need to
prove to myseh( that | can, and that he didn't take this from me too.”

Mrs. Thompson moved closer, her expression pained. ‘Dear girl,
no one would blame you for never wanting fo set foot in this
neighborhood again. W hat you went Jrhrough—” Her voice couthr.
"We can't imagine. And the Jrhoughf of you being here, l’]oving to
walk past that p|oce every o|o\/m”

378



Too broken. They think I'm too broken...

"The\/‘re tearing it down next week,” Francesco inferjected quieﬂ\/A
“The flower shop. It won't be there much longer.”

‘Even so.” Mr. Thompson looked at Serafina with such gentle
concern it made her want fo cry. "We want you fo be safe and
heloy. We're not certain that working here, where you'o| be
constantly reminded, would be good for your recovery.”

"So you don't want me back.” The words came out flat.

“That's not what we're saying.” Mr. Thompson held up his hands.
“We're saying we want you to be certain. We want you to think
about whether this is Jr|'u|\/ what you need, or if you're trying to prove
some’rhing that doesn't need provingf‘

“We love you like a daughter,” Mrs. Thompson added, her eyes
bright with unshed tears as she slowly walked forward. "We have to
put your We”being first, even if it's not what you want to hear.”

Some+hing crumble inside Serafina. She'd been so focused on
refurning to normal and rec|oiming what Edward had stolen that she
hadn't considered Jrhey migH not want her back and that her
presence mig|’1+ make them uncomfortable.

| make everyone uncomfortable now, even the people who
love me.

‘I 'understand,” she said, though her voice shook. "You're right. It
was foolish to think—"

“We're not saying no,” Mr. Thompson interrupted gently. “We're
saying.. fake more time. Give you rself space to heal proper|y. And if,
after a few more months, you still want to come back, then we can
revisit this conversation.”

"How long?" Serafina asked. "How long until you'll consider it?”

Another exchonged g|once between the Thompsons.

“Six morﬁhs," Mys. Thompson said soFH\/. ‘Give yoursehc six more
months. Work on your recovery. Write your stories. Find your footing
again. And then, if you still want this, come back and we'll talk.”

‘But your posiﬁon will be here,” My, Thompson added quic|<|y.
“You'll always have a place here. We're just asking you to be sure.”

Serafina nodded, not trusting her voice. Six more months. Half a

year more before she could even try to reclaim this piece of her life.
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Francesco's hand found the small of her back. "Thank you for
being honest with her,” he said to the Thompsons. "She needs peop|e
who will tell her the truth, even when it's hard.”

"We only want what's best for her,” Mrs. Thompson said. "We
love her, and we do miss having her here.”

‘| know.” Francesco guided Serafina genﬂy toward the door.
‘Come on. Let's go home.”

Home. Francesco's pem%ouse W hen did that become home?

As Jrhey left the bookshop, Serafina felt tears Fino”y spi|| over as
she redlized just how much Edward had taken from her.

"The\/ don't want me,” she sobbed outside.

“They want you healthy,” Francesco corrected. "There's o
difference.”

‘It doesn't feel different.”

He turned her to face him, his hands on her shoulders. “Serafing,
listen to me. They‘re rigH. You're not reody yet.”

“When will | be ready?” The question came out broken. "When
will | stop being the gir| who got kidnopped? When do | get to be
normal again? When do | get to just be me?”

‘| don't know. Moybe never.” Francesco said, bru+o||y honest.
"Maybe you'll always carry this. But that doesnt mean you can't build
a good life anyway.”

Serafina leaned ogoiner him, exhausted. The fog may have
lifted, but what |oy beneath it was shorp and poimcu|. | just want it to
be over.

‘| know.” He held her close. "‘But heohng works on its own time.”

T|’1ey stood like that for a |ong moment. Fino”y, Serafina pu||ed
back and Wiped her eyes.

Keep moving. One foot in front of the other. That's all | can do.

“We still watch, though?” she asked. "When they tear down the
flower shop?’

"We'll watch it come down JrogeJrherA And then we'll leave this
|o|oce behind and focus on bui|ding someJrhing new.’

"Promise?”

| promise.”
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As Jrhey walked back to the car, Serdfina g|onceo| over her
shoulder one last time at the bookshop. Somedoy, she told herself.
Somedoy she'd be strong enough to walk +|f1roug|'1 that door again
without the Weithr of her ordedl crushing her.

But not today.

Todoy, she just needed to survive, and to keep putting one foot

in front of the other.
<> 508

That evening, Serafina sat at her desk in Francesco's perﬁhouse,
in the office he'd created specifico”y for her. F|oor—+o—cei|ing
bookshelves lined the walls, filled with first editions and her favorite
novels, inc|uo|ing rep|ocemen+s for the poetry books o|es+royeo| in her
apartment. A comfortable recding chair up|f10|s+ereo| in rose velvet
waited by the tall windows with a soft throw droped over its arm.
Her writing desk was posiﬁoned perFecHy to catch the afternocon |igh+.

But it was the typewriter that held her attention now, the same
shining black Underwood number five Francesco had repoired.

She'd begin to write here in the evenings while Francesco worked
in his own office just down the hall. The arrangement suited them
both. He was close enough for her to feel his presence, but separate
enough to maintain the boundaries that keer her safe from his darker
world.

Sometimes she could hear the low murmur of his voice during
Jre|e|o|'1or1e calls, speoking in that serious tone he reserved for business
she didn't ask about. She'd learned not to inquire. Some doors were
better left closed.

Though society would not deem it proper for an unmarried
woman fo be staying with an unmarried man, it worked.

Mr. Romo|o|ph had been surprising|y undereronding, especio”y after
Francesco had Formo”y asked for Serafina’s hand in marriage.

The proposo| had come two months ago, quiet and private. No

grond geerures. Juer Francesco on one knee in this very oﬂ:ice, ho|ding

a ring and osking if she'd spend her life with him.
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She'd said yes without hesitation.

The wedding was planned for spring. It would be a proper
church ceremony as M. Rondo|ph had insisted. Clara was |'1e|pmg
with the arrangements, enJrhusioericoHy |o|orming everyﬂwing from
flowers to music while Serafina tried to work up enthusiasm for
details that still felt overwhe|ming.

But the nithrmores still came sometimes. Not every nithr
anymore, maybe once or twice a week instead of every fime she
closed her eyes. Progress, Dr. Morrison called it. Heo|ing.

W hen the dreams came, when she woke in a panic with her
throat c|osing and Edward’s face |ooming in her memory, there was
nowhere she felt safer than in Francesco’s arms. He never asked
questions about the dreams anymore. He simp|\/ held her until the
terror possed and her breoJrhing steadied.

Serafina g|onced down at the diamond ring on her Fingeh The
|orge stone coughf the |o1m|o|igh+ and threw finy rainbows across her
desk. W hat it represen+eo| still surprised her sometimes. It was not so
much the promise of marriage, but the promise of a future and the
idea that there could be life after darkness, and love after terror.

Tonigh’r, she wanted to write some+|'1ing different from her usual
fiction. The manuscript for Sarah’s next adventure sat beside her
typewriter, but for months she hadn't been able to touch it. The
romantic s+ory|ines she'd once crafted so eosi|y now felt hollow and
dishonest.

She rolled a fresh sheet of paper into the machine and poused,
her Fingers hovering over the keys.

W hat do | write now? she wondered. How do | tell stories about
love when | know what monsters look like? W hen I've seen how
eosi/y scn(efy can be sfrippec/ away?

But even as she Jr|f1ough+ it, she knew the answer. She would
write the truth, not the sanitized version she'd permed before
Edward. Not the Foiry tale where evererhing ended neoHyA

She would write about Sarah, her fictional self, but infuse her
with new o|e|o+h. Sarah would still have adventures, but she'd carry

experience and the know|eo|ge that heroism often came with a cost.
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She would be a woman who survived and carried scars, both
visible and invisible, and learned to live with them, and who found
love not in spite of the darkness, but o|ongsio|e it.

Her fingers found the keys and begon to type.

Safety is an illusion. Terror could wear a gentle face in a world that
contained more darkness than she’d ever imagined. But she had also
learned that she was stronger than she’d known. Survival isn’t just about
enduring, but about choosing again and again to live.

T —

A soft knock at the door in’rerruered her typing. ‘Serafina? May |
come in?”

"Of course.”

Francesco entered carrying two glasses of wine, offering one to
her. "You're writing.”

Trying to.” She accepted the glass, taking a small sip. “It's been so
|ong, | wasn't sure | still could.”

Francesco glanced at the paper in her typewriter. "May 17"

She nodded, and he leaned over her shoulder to read what she'd
written. She felt sudden|y vulnerable, exposed in a way she hadn't
with her earlier work.

“This is different,” he said finally. ‘Darker than your other stories.”

“Is that bad?”

‘No." He erroigHened, his hand coming fo rest genﬂ\/ on her
shoulder.

Sercfina leaned back in her chair, looking up at him. "I can't write
Foir\/ tales anymore. | can't preJrend the world is simp|er than it is.”

“Write what you know, even if it's hard.”

"What if no one wants to read it? What if it's oo dark, too-"

“Then you write it anyway.” He moved around to perch on the
edge of her desk. "You don't write for them. You write for you, to
make sense of evererhing that hoppened."

Serafina considered this, turning the Wineg|oss in her hands. "You

reo“\/ think | can?”
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‘I 'know you can. You're one of the strongest people I've ever
met.

‘I don't feel strong. Most days | still feel broken.”

‘Broken things can be put back together.” Francesco's eyes held
hers. "They might look different ofterward. But sometimes the scars
make them stronger than before.”

‘Is that what you think | am? Stronger?’

“ think you're still becoming sfronger.”

Serafina set down her Wineg|oss and stood, moving to the
window. The city spreod out around them. Somewhere out there,
Edward sat in a prison cell. His trial had been swift. Between his
confession to the po|ice, the physico| evidence, and the testimony from
the previous victims' families and Serafina herseh(, he had an
execution date.

She should feel relief. Some o|0ys she did. But other o|0\/s, she just
felt tired. Tired of being afraid... tired of |ool<ing over her shoulder..
tired of the way her boo|y still flinched at unexpeded sounds...

‘Do you ever regret it?" she asked quietly. "Choosing me? This
comp|ic0+eo|, domoged version of me?”

Francesco came to stand beside her af the window. "Never."

‘Not even when | wake you up screaming? Not even when |
cant="She ges+ureo| vogue|y, unable to finish the Jrhoughf

"EspecioHy not then.” He turned her to face him, his hands genHe
on her shoulders. “Serafing, | didn't fall in love with some perfed,
undomoged version of you. | fell in love with you. All of you. That
includes the parts that are scared and |'190|ing. strong.

l mig|’1+ 0|woys have nig|’1+mores."

“Then Il always be there to hold you through them.’

‘I might never be the carefree girl | was before.”

‘| don't want that gir| back. | want the woman s+ono|ing in front
of me right now.”

Serofina felt tears prick her eyes. "How can you be so certain?’

‘Because |'ve seen you at your worst and it on|\/ made me love
you more.” Francesco’s voice roughened with his own emotion. "You
survived someﬂwing that should have des+royed you, and you're still
eronding and Figl’ﬁring and bui|ding a life worth |ivingA“
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I'm going fo marry you in the spring,” she said against his shirt.
"Walk down that aisle and promise to love you forever. But | won't
wear white.”

‘| know.”

"And I'm going to have nigHmores on our Weo|o|ing nighf”

“Probably.”

"And you're going to hold me Jrhrough them.

"Always.” He pressed a kiss o the top of her head. "That's what
‘for worse’ means.”

They stood like that for a |ong moment, Wropped in each other
while the city g|iHered below. FinQHy, Serafina pu||ed back s|igh+|y.

‘I should write some more, while the words are flowing.”

Francesco smiled. “Then I'll leave you to it. | have some calls to
make anyway.’

As he moved toward the door, Serafina called out, ‘Francesco?”

He turned back. "Yes?”

“Thank you for evererhing. For Findmg me, and staying, and not
giving up on me even when I'd given up on myself”

“You never have fo thank me for |oving you. It's the easiest Jr|'1ir1g
I've ever done.”

After he left, Serafina returned to her desk. She looked at what

she'd written, then continued:

She had found love in the aftermath of darkness, but it wasn't the kind
of love that erased the past or made everything better with a kiss. It was
the kind of love that acknowledged the scars, held endless patience for all the
nightmares, then said "I see all of you, from the strong parts to the
broken parts, and I love you anyway."
That kind of love didn't fix her. But it gave her a reason to fix
herself.
And that, she was learning, made all the difference in the world.

T — "

Contentment bloomed in Serafina’s chest. Hoppiness still resided
too far away, but this was a step, and every step renewed her

purpose.
She l’]OCl survived, She was hechng. AI’]CI ’romorrow, s|’1e WOU'd
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return to the bookshop and take another step forward.
One do\/ at a time. One word at a time.

And one breath at a time.

oo
May 1928

The church weo|o|ing was small and intimate, exocHy what
Serafina had wanted. No grond cathedral, no crowds of strangers.
Just fomi|y and close friends goJrherecl in the warm late spring
sun|igh+ that streamed +hrough stained g|oss windows.

Serafina stood in the back room in a simp|e ivory gown with
delicate lace sleeves that covered the faint scars on her arms. She
couldn’t bring herself to wear white. Clara Fussing with her dress and
her veil. Serafina only wore one at all for Clara’s sake.

“You look beautiful,” Mrs. Rondo|ph said, her eyes brigl’ﬁ with
tears. "Absolutely beauftiful”

Serafina stared at herself in the mirror. The scars on her face had
faded to thin white lines that were neor|y invisible unless you knew
where to look. Her hair was pirmed up with small orange blossoms
woven +hrough. She supposed she looked like a bride, Hwough she felt
like she was preJrending.

"What if | can't do this?" she whispered. "W hat if | get to the
altar and panic?’

Clara took her hands firmly. "Then Mr. Romano will wait. And if
you need fo leave, he'll leave with you.”

“| just..” Serafina took @ shoky breath. "I want to enjoy this. | want
to be Fu”\/ here, not lost in my own fear.”

“Then focus on him,” Mrs. Randolph suggested gently. "W hen you
walk down that acisle, don't look at anyone else. Just the man who
loves you.”

Then the music begon. Serafina had asked for a simp|e violin

arrangement rather than the traditional Wedding march.
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Mr. Romdo|ph sfepped into the doorwoy, |ooking o|is+inguished in
his formal coat. "Reody?”

Clara and Mrs. Rondo|p|’1 s|ipped ahead to take their seats.

Serofina watched them leave, then took a deep breath. "Yes. |
think so.” She took his offered arm, and they walked toward the
sanctuary doors.

“Serafina,” Mr. Randolph said quietly, "you know you don't have
to do this. If you're not ready—"

I'm ready. I've never been more certain of anything. | just don't
know if | can redlly be enough.”

The doors opened, and Serafina bit her |i|o.

The church was perFech, filled with flowers Clara had persono”y
arranged. The guests were so few it could hardly be called a crowd.
Mrs. Randolph and Clara sat with George in the front pew. Lucia,
dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. Mr. and Mrs. Thompson
smiled worm|\/. Even Mr. Ricci, stood off to the side in an impeccob|y
tailored suit with his wife and their infant dough’rer.

But Serafina bore|y saw any of them because Francesco stood at
the altar, and when their eyes mef, the rest of the world faded away.

She neor|\/ gigg|ed at how his dark hair had been s|ig|’1+|\/ tousled,
as if he'd run his hands Jrhrough it a few times, perhops as nervous as
she. The intensity of his eyes made her heart race and feel warm.

M. Randolph led her down the aisle slowly. Serafina kept her
eyes on Francesco, just as Mrs. Randolph had suggested. She watched

his expression shift. from control to the fierce tenderness he saved on|y

for her.

W hen Hwey reached the altar, Mr. Rcmclo|p|’1 p|ocec| her hand in
Francesco's.

“Take care of her,” he said quieHy

“With my life,” Francesco promised.

The priest begon the ceremony, but Serafina bore|y heard the
words. She was too focused on Francesco's hands holding hers and
her disbelief that any of this was real, that he was Jrru|\/ choosing her.

Do you, Serafina Maria Silvano, toke Francesco Antonio Romano

to be your |ow1cu||y wedded husband? To have and to hold, in
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sickness and in helo, for richer or poorer, as |ong as you both shall
live?”

Serafina looked into Francesco's dark eyes and Jrhoug|’1+ about
everyﬂwing that had brouthr them to this moment. The fake courJrship
that became real. The terror and rescue. The long months of healing.
The nigHmores and the patience. The scars Jrhey both carried..

‘I do,” she said clearly. "I absolutely do.’

The reception was held at the Rondo|ph estate, in the gorden
where |igh+s had been strung between the trees. It was beautiful in its
simp|ici+y, noJrhing ostentatious, noJrhing that would draw unwanted
attention to Francesco's |ess—+hon—|ego| enterprises. Just good food,
good wine, and the peop|e Jrhey loved the most.

Serafina sat at the head table. Francesco’s hand rested on her
knee under the tablecloth. Though she was exhausted, she was also
more content than she'd been in ages.

“You're smiling,” Francesco observed, his voice warm.

‘| am, aren't 17" Serafina looked at him. “ls this what happy feels
like? I'd almost forgotten.”

He brought her hand to his lips. "Get used to it. | plan to make
you smile as often as possib|e.”

Clara opprooched their table, her own engagement ring coﬁching
the light. She and Irving would be married in the fall. "May | steal the
bride for a moment?”

Francesco nodded, and Clara pulled Serafina aside to the edge of
the gorden where Jr|’1ey could speok privo+e|y.

"How are you doing?" Clara asked. "Really?”

I'm good” Serafina said it with surprise. I'm oc’ruo”y good I'm
not having to pretend or force it. I'm just.. good.”

I'm so glad.” Clara hugged her tightly. "You deserve all of this.

| still have nigHmores sometimes,” Serafina admitted quieHyA
“Last night | woke up at three in the morning convinced | was back

in that cell”
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"W hat did Francesco do?”

"He held me and sat with me until the sun came up as he O|\/\/O\/S
does.” Serafina smiled softly. "He never makes me feel broken.”

"That's because you're not broken.” Clara squeezed her hand.
“You're brave.”

They stood Jrogeﬂﬂer for a moment, woJrching the party.

Mr. Thompson was deep in conversation with M. Rondo||o|’1.

Mrs. Thompson and Mrs. Randolph were comparing notes on
some’rhing, probob|y recipes. George was atfempting fo engage Lucia
Romano in conversation, Jrhough she seemed far more interested in
the wine.

‘Did you ever think we'd end up here?” Serafina asked. "You
marrying a doctor, me marrying a—"She lowered her voice. "A
mobster?”

Clara |ougheo|A ‘Never in a million years. But life is strange that
way, isn't it?”

“Strange,” Serafina agreed. "‘But good. Sometimes good.”

Francesco joined them for a moment. 'May | steal my wife
back?”

My wife. The words sent a thrill Jrhrough Serafina.

He led her to a quiet corner of the gorden, away from the other
guests. Music drifted from the strings quartet.

"Dance with me," Francesco said.

"Here? With no dance floor? | still don't know how to dance.”

“You don't need to know how. Just follow me.” He pulled her
close. "I've got you.”

Serafina melted in his arms, as Jrhey swoyed genHy to the music.

“Thank you,” Francesco said after a moment.

‘For what?”

‘For spi||ing wine on me that first nig|’1+.” His voice held quiet
amusement. ‘| mithr not have Jrhouthr of you again if you hadn't
made such a memorable impression.”

‘| didn't=" She felt heat rise in her cheeks, then couthr the teasing
warmth in his eyes. “You're never going to let me Forge’r that, are

you?”
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‘Never." His hand moved gently against her back. "And thank
you for saying yes, for marrying me o|espi+e every+hing and trusting
me with your heart.”

Serafina rested her head against his chest, |is+ening to his
heartbeat. "You make it sound like | did you a favor. You're the one
who saved me.”

"We saved each other.” Francesco's arms tightened around her.
“You saved me from a life where | Jrhouthr I'd never feel love again.
I'd convinced myself that caring about anyone was weakness. Now |
know that caring about you is the strongest Jrhing I've ever done.”

They danced until the song ended, then stood there in the
goJrhering dusk, Wropped up in each other.

"We should probob|y get back,” Serafina said re|uc’ron+|\/. "Peop|e
will falk.”

‘Let them talk.” But Francesco led her back to the party anyway.

The evening wore on. My, Rondo|p|f1 gave a Jrouching toast,
speoking about Fomi|y being more than blood. Lucia’s was shorter but
sincere, We|coming Serdfina to the Fomi|y as a new sister.

Then Francesco stood with his wine g|oss and looked direcﬂ\/ at
Serafina. “I'm not gooo| with speeches,” he begon. "And I'm not going
to pretend to be something I'm not. You all know what I am and
what | do.”

A few people shifted uncomfortably. Mr. Randolph looked
concerned.

‘But what you migH not know,” Francesco continued turning to
the others, “is that this woman saved my life, not by Jro1l<ing a bullet or
pu||ing me from a fire, but by showing me that | could be more than
what the world expects, and that | could protect someJrhing instead of
destroy. | didn't know | could love without taking.”

He looked at Serafina again, his eyes suspicious|\/ brithr. “You're
the best Jr|’1ing that's ever hoppened to me. And | promise you, in
front of all these witnesses, that | will spend the rest of my life trying
to be worJrh\/ of you.’

Serafina’s vision blurred with tears. She stood and threw her
arms around him, not caring that everyone was WoJrching. “You

C||Y€Cldy OI’@,” she Whispered "YOU Cl|WOy5 l’lOVQ been”
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As the nithr drew to a close, Serdfina leaned against her husband
and sighed.

‘Ready to go home?” Francesco asked quietly.

‘God, yes.”

In the car, Serofina lay her head back against the seat and closed
her eyes. Francesco's hand found hers in the darkness as he silently
drove.

“You survived your Wedding o|0\/, Mrs. Romono,” he said in a
Fond|\/ teasing tone.

The name sent a warm flutter Jrhrough her chest. Mrs. Romano.
His wife. She couldn't he|p the small gigg|e that bubbled up
within her.

"And you were beautiful, as o|wo\/s,” he continued, his thumb
brushing over her knuckles. He brough’r her hand to his |i|os.

When H\ey reached the penJrhouse, Francesco carried her over
the threshold, p|oying at tradition in a way that made Serafina drop
her head back and laugh

"What?" he asked, setting her down.

“You. Being romantic.”

‘| have my moments.” He smiled too, but his eyes were serious.
“Sercfing, tonight.. we don't have to do anything you're not ready for.
This marriage isn't about expectations or obligations.”

| know,” she said quieH\/. "And | love you for that. But | want o
try. If's been nearly a year, and now.. I'm choosing to."

"On|y if you're certain.”

I'm certain | want to try. | can't promise | won't panic or that it
be what either of us hopes.” She met his eyes. ‘But | trust you to stop
if | need you to.”

“Always.”

Francesco touched her face first. His Fingers traced the thin scar
along her cheekbone. Serafina closed her eyes, focusing on the
genﬂeness of it.

This is Francesco. Not Edward. Francesco, who had broken
fhrough walls to save me.

W hen he kissed her, she pressed c|oser, her hands ﬂs’ring in his

shirt with a hunger that startled her. An overwhe|ming need to prove
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that her body was hers again punched Jrhrough her.

His hands moved fo the buttons of her wedding dress, fumbhng
slightly. “Tell me if-"

T will,” she promised.

Each button opened s|ow|yA Serafina focused in her breoJrhing. In.
Out. This is Francesco. You're safe. You chose this.

The dress slipped from her shoulders. Francesco's hands warmed
her skin. He kissed her shou|o|er, her co||orbone, the hollow of her
throat where Edward’s Fingers had—

Serafina went rigid. Her breath stopped. The room tilted.

Hands on her throat. Pressure. Darkness C/osing in. "If | can’t have
you—"

“Serafina.” Francesco's voice cut +hroug|'1 the memory. His hands
immedio’re|y moved away from her neck, seH|ing on her shoulders
instead. "Serafina, are you all right?’

She gasped, her eyes flying open. Francesco’s face swam into
focus.

I'm sorry,” she choked out. "I thought | could-"

"Shh” He pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her. "We
can stop. It's okay.”

Serafina pressed her face against his chest, Fee|ing his heartbeat.

‘I don't want to stop,” she said affer a moment. | just need... can
you not touch my throat? Or—or hold me down?’

"Of course. Whatever you need.”

She pu||ed back enough to look at him. "Show me where you'||
touch me. Let me see your hands.”

He held them up, po|ms out. She took them, one at a time, and
placed them where she could handle contact. Her waist. Her hips. Her
back. But not her arms. Not her wrists.

‘Here is okay,” she said, guiding him. "And here. But not-"

‘| understand.”

They started again, slower this time. Serafina kept her eyes open,
WoJrching Francesco's face. He was careful to the point of frustration,
stopping to check with her after every new touch.

I'm not going to break,” she said at one point.

392



‘I 'know. But | won't risk hurting you." His hand cupped her face.
‘Not even by accident.

When his weight shifting over her brought a flash of Edward
pinning her down, she froze. Francesco rolled immedio+e|y to his side,
giving her space.

“Sorr\/,” Serafina breathed. “I'm so sorry. It's not you. My body
just... it remembers things | wish it would forget.”

“Then we'll teach it new memories.” Francesco kissed her
forehead, her cheek, her jaw. "As |ong as it takes.”

She guio|eo| his hands again, showing him what she could
tolerate. Some touches were fine. A coup|e she Jrhougm' were made
her flinch instead.

Everﬁuo”y Jrhey found a rhyﬂmﬁ, Jr|'1oug|'1 awkward and FrequenJr
starting and stopping, noJrhing like the passionate encounters of their
earlier times. But there was some’rhing profound in Francesco's
patience and in her own determination to reclaim this part of herself.

When her breo’rhing quickened with panic instead of p|eosure, he
eropped. When she froze, uncertain, he waited. When she Whispered
‘keep going,” he did, but only as far as she could handle.

I'm sorry this isn't=" she started at one point.

"Stop apologizing.” Francesco's voice was firm. "This is exactly
what it should be. We're Jrogeﬂ']er. That's all that matters now.”

Tears s|i|o|oeo| down Serafina’s Jremp|es. Francesco kissed
them away.

‘I want this to work,” she whispered.

It is Working. Moybe not the way you imogined, but it's
working.” He settled beside her, |ou||ing her close. “And we have the
rest of our lives to figure this all out. There's no rush.

She curled into him, exhausted from the o|c1y and the emotional
weig|'1+ of trying. Her boo|\/ ached from tension and from Fig|’1+ing her
own instincts.

“Will it always be this hard?” she asked into the darkness.

‘| don't know. Moybe it gets easier. But Serafina—" He tilted her
face up to his. "Even if it's olways hard, I'm here. Whatever this
looks like, however |ong it takes, I'm not going cmywhere Copisci,

amore mia?”
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Ti amo,” she murmured, already drifting toward sleep.

‘I love you, too,” Francesco replied. "Sleep now. Tomorrow we
start bui|ding the rest of our life.”

And in the sofeer of his embrace, for the first time in neor|y a
year, Serafina fell os|ee|o without o|reoo|ing the dreams that mithr

come.
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EPILOGUE

May 1929

Serafina sat at her desk in the perﬁhouse, the afternoon sun
streaming Jrhrough the windows. Her typewriter clacked s+eoo|i|y as
she worked on the final choerer of her new novel. Not Sarah’s
adventures this time, but someJrhing new and |ighf

This time, it was a mystery about a clever socialite who solved
crimes at speokeosies while her gangster husband provided the
muscle. She'd decided on equal parts danger and wit, with a heroine
who wore peor|s and carried a derringer, who kissed her husband
between car chases and found utter o|e|igh+ in |oving such @
dangerous man.

The book would be pub|isheo| in the fall. Her pub|isher—no+
Kensing’ron Pub|ishing, which had suo|o|en|y and mys+erious|y closed
several months ago— had loved her proposal.

Behind her, the door opened. She smiled without turning around.

"How's the book?" Francesco asked, coming fo stand behind
her chair.

"Almost done. One more clﬁop1‘er and it's finished.”

His hands came to rest on her shoulders, and she leaned back

into his touch. They'd been married for a year now, and she'd
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learned his rhyﬂ’]ms, learned when his touch meant comfort and
when it meant someJrhing more.

“The bookshop called,” Francesco said. "Mr. Thompson wants to
host a reading when it's published.”

“That would be |ove|y.” Serafina saved her work and turned to
face him. "And | was Jrhinking.“ moybe we could Fino”y take that trip
you've been suggesting, to Sicily fo see where | was born.

Francesco's eyebrows rose. "Are you sure?”’

| think I'm reocly." She erooo|, wrapping her arms around his
waist. "l want to see the p|oces my grondmoﬂwer talked about. | want
to make new memories in a new land.”

“Then we'll go.” He kissed her forehead. "Whenever you want”

T|’1ey stood like that for a moment, wropped in comfortable
silence. Then Serafina pulled back slightly.

| had a nigl’ﬁmore last nigH,” she said. "Did you notice?’

‘I did. But you didn't wake up screaming. You just shifted and
reached for me. Then you went back to s|ee|o.”

“That's progress, isnt it?" Serafina smiled. “The nighfmores are still
there, but Jrhey don't control me anymore. And do you know what |
realized ’rodo\/?"

“What?”

I'm l’]oppyA Aduo”y, genuine|y l’]oppyA My heart... I'm just hoppy
ogoin,“

Francesco's smile was brilliant. "Good. You deserve to be.”

"So do you!”

T'am.” He pulled her close. "Every single day with you.”

The nigHmcres would still come sometimes. Moybe Jrhey o|woys
would. But when they did, Francesco would be there to hold her
Jr|'1rough them.

And she carried scars, from the thin white lines on her face to the
missing Fingernoﬂs that had never quite grown back rithr.

But she also carried joy and dreams and love.

This wasn't the Foir\/ tale ending she'd once imogined when she
wrote stories about Sarah and her adventures. This was messier and
more comp|ico+eo|, but it was hers. And it was close enough.

No, closer than enough It was obso|u+e|y evererhing,
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