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| brought her into my world with blood on my hands.
Her brother's blood she knows nothing about.
With a ring and a deadly secret.

Despite our mutual distrust, we found something unexpected.
Power.

Passion.

A fragile alliance.

But it was all built on a foundation of lies.
A hitman's calculated deception.

She made me question everything...
While hiding a truth of her own.

I'll defend what's ours, no matter the cost.
Then I'll uncover why Aria guards her belly so fiercely...
Before she discovers the truth that could destroy us both.
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ARIA

Marry a man ten years older than me to save my family's businesses and bring peace?
| wouldn't be doing this unless | believed it was the only way.

| stand outside the dining room door listening to my father speak. | know he means
well, but he's overselling me. I'm not going to be someone's model wife and soften
their rough edges, least of all a man who's probably slept with more women in the
past year than men I've dated my whole life. | scowl and press my ear to the pocket
door, hoping to hear something worth listening to. I'm not happy, but | have no
choice.

"Yes, well, Tito needs a good feminine influence to soften those rough edges, if you
know what | mean." The older man, Mr. Donatello Ramiro, chuckles, and | hear the
effects of the brandy they’ re drinking on his words.

My father invited this man into our home only after | agreed to the arrangement.
Melody is much too young to be married off to a man so old, so the obvious choiceis
me. | don't relish the idea, but marrying for love in this family is out of the question.
Mom says the day | was born, | became a bargaining chip for myfather to ensure his
legacy stays alive and well. With the money struggles we've had lately, it became
apparent to everyone that it was time to start bargaining.

S0 you understand my situation." My father's voice is grave, full of solemn emotion.
| know he loves me so much, and he hates what thisis doing to me. It's not so cut and



dry as some folks may like to think. I'm not just a pawn. | have my father's heart. But
I've been raised with loyalty and honor in my blood. It was my idea.

"I do, and I'm sorry to hear how you're struggling. Our Families have cohabited Los
Angelesfor so long. It's such a shame to hear how your businesses are shutting down.
Strange, the way a global health crisis can really cripple an economy.” Mr. Ramiro
does sound sympathetic, and he's right. We've lived side by side in peace with the
Ramiros for a long time, though Father's influence has always been dwarfed by the
larger family. We coexist by diversifying, offering services and goods not already
supplied.

"So, the dedl is a good one? You receive my daughter's hand in marriage and forty
percent of the decision-making power in our business. Of course, the latter is for a
period of ten years while we get back on our feet. And we receive your financia
backing as we rebuild."

My heart squeezes inside my chest as | think of it—marrying a man | don't even
know, let aone love. | aways dreamed of my wedding day as being specia and
romantic. | hoped to have a horse-drawn carriage, white roses, and a honeymoon for
the ages. This will be a smple ceremony followed by a polite dinner and probably
first-time introductions. If I'm lucky, they'll let me see a photograph of the man
before | have to walk down the aisle.

"It's areasonable dedl. | believe we should have our lawyers look into things in more
detail, but my son will do as | say. I've taught him right. He will respect your
daughter, and maybe as you have with your wife, this will grow to mutual respect,
and someday, to love."

Mr. Ramiro speaks as if he knows what I’'m going through, what emotions I'm
wrestling with. How will | ever grow to respect a man who will never have an inborn
sense of loyalty to me? I'm not going to be the center of his life, a woman he adores



and worships. | will be a tool to produce offspring for his name. Though my father
says he will write into the agreement that my firstborn son will be in line for his
throne first, not the Ramiro throne. I'm not sure that matters much. Jasper will take
my father's place long before any child | birth is old enough to think about it.

"Then we have an arrangement?' | hear my father's chair squeak, and | cringe. | know
they're shaking hands even though | can't see them. And a handshake in this family
may as well be a blood oath. | press my eyes shut and will the tears not to begin yet.
I'm doing this for my family. | have to remind myself over and over. It will be okay.

There is some mumbling on the other side of the door before it slides open and Mr.
Ramiro walks out. He stops in front of me and looks a me with a very stern
expression. His eyes rake up and down my body, and suddenly, my loose-fitting T-
shirt and blue jeans don't feel like they cover me enough. He's a handsome enough
man, though aging and sickly looking. If his son takes after him, it wouldn't be the
worst thing in the world. But my heart aches just seeing the way he ogles me.

"Bellissimo pezzo di culo che sei." He cups my cheek and pats it, and | cringe. I'm
not a beautiful piece of ass, not to him or to anyone else. He can take his backward
compliment and shoveit.

But | answer respectfully, "Grazie per la visita" I'm not grateful, though, not even a
little thankful he's visiting. I'm raging inside, warring against my own stupid idea that
to save my family from closing any more of our line of restaurants and bowling
aleys, an arranged marriage would suffice. Believe me, | thought about this long and
hard before even suggesting it. When Dad shut the fourth restaurant this year, | knew
| had to say something.

The man shuffles down the hallway with his smoker's cough and wobbling gait, and |
cover my face and sigh. This is really happening. I'm really obliged to marry a man
I've never even heard of, et alone met.



"Y ou may come in now,mio caro." Father's toneisrigid as usual, but I'm used to it. |
know hislove for me runs so deep, he will call thisall off the instant | show any trace
of distaste for it. Which is why | rub the emotion off my forehead and down out of
my cheeks.

| love him. I'm doing this for our family. Heis my world, and if thisiswhat | must do
to save us, then my lifeis not my own. It's the right thing to do.

My little pep-talk bolsters some of my courage, and | put a smile on my face and
walk into the dining room. He's seated at the table with a glass of brandy in front of
himself. The decanter is over halfway empty, which just goes to show how much Mr.
Ramiro indulged this afternoon. He gestures at the empty seat, and | sit quietly. It's
still warm from the previous occupant, reminding me of how my privacy and the
sanctity of my body will be invaded in this entire thing.

"Papa..." | start, but I'm not sure how to even continue. | see the pain in his eyes. He
hates this more than | do. We've had long talks about this topic many times. There
were even afew times when we discussed specific men whom | may marry, but those
never came to fruition. One way or another, he worked out the situation without need
for this arrangement to happen.

As it turns out, I'm twenty-nine and still single, though | had one serious boyfriend |
thought | might marry. Jasper chased him away when it got too serious and pointed
out how awful the man was. | was grateful but heartbroken at the same time. Now,
things are different, and like it or not, this is what is required of me. | know Jasper
has his thoughts about this new man too, but he hasn’'t shared them with me yet. Only
our father.

"Y ou shouldn't stand and listen to me discuss business,Bella. Y ou will only begin to
feel like an object, and | never want you to think of yourself as an object. Y ou know |
love you more than that."



He reaches for me and places his hand where only moments ago, Mr. Ramiro's hand
touched and made me bristle. But | lean into the warmth of his palm and sigh. Times
like this are few and far between, and | will miss them when they're gone.

"I'll never think that of you, Papa. | know thisiswhat has to happen. I'm here to serve
you." | pat his hand and smile at him, but the tears glisten in my eyes. | just don't
know if he's observant enough to see them.

"It's not too late to stop this." He rubs his thumb over my cheekbone, and his forehead
Creases.

"It's okay, Papa." | remove his hand from my cheek and clasp it between my hands
and smile. "Mr. Ramiro is a good man. Hisfamily is faithful to him and loyal. He
does good business. I'm sure his son is just as good. I'm sure | will be in good hands.
And it will mean that you don't lose this house or our pride... your dignity." The
unlikely alliance is inevitable. If we're proactive, we will retain ownership of our
assets. If we wait, they will take it by force, anyway. In thisway, | can save my father
and mother alot of heartache. And who knows? Maybe it won't be so bad.

"I love you, Aria. You know that, right?"

| turn into his palm and kiss it, then lay his hand on the table. | have to get out of here
before | break down crying. "1 know you do, Papa. I'm going to go plan my wedding
with Melody. She has a knack for selecting flowers."

| stand and leave without asking permission to exit, and he says nothing. It's like he
can see the pain in my eyes and knows | have to leave to cry. | pass silently through
the halls, ascending the stairs before the first tear streaks down my cheek, but it isn't
sadness | fedl. It's anger. I'm not angry with my father. I'm angry with the world, with
the situation, with how helpless| feel in this mess.
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| slip into my room and shut the door, hoping to be alone, but Melody comes in first,
then Jasper. | sob into my pillow as my younger sister rubs my back. She has no
words to say to me, nor does Jasper, but they are present, and that's enough. It's this
unspoken grief we all bear together, the things we do to make our family strong,
though none of them as severe aswhat | will go through thistime.

"Hey," Jasper coos. He climbs onto my bed and pulls me toward him. | lay my head
on his lap, and he pulls my hair back around my ear. "Remember that time we got
into Dad's bourbon when we were just preteens?' He speaks with a hint of nostalgia
in histone. It's a good memory. He was twelve. | was ten. Melody was only eight
years old and far too young to be drinking with us, but we all had a few sips and
giggled for hours.

"We thought it was laughing juice,” she says fondly, and her hand continues to
smooth circlesinto my back.

Gone are the days of childhood fun and games. We're in the real world now. A world
where whiskey drowns heartache. "I could use a glass or two..." | tell Jasper, and he
nods at Melody, now twenty-five and totally in love with a good man. | would never
take that from her.

“I'll go..." shewhispers, and then she's gone.

"Jasp?' | turn and look up at him and see the anger in his expression too. He hates
that I'm trading myself to save our family as much as| do.

"Yeah, Ari?' He plucks more hair out of my eyes and curls it behind my ear with the



others.

“If this man's a douche bag and turns out as awful as I'm afraid he'll be, you'll rescue
me, right?' I'm barely holding it together now. Jasper has rescued me more times than
| can count. More times than | care to admit.

"Aria Elaine, if this man doesn't treat you like the queen you are, | will dlit his throat
myself and burn down his whole empire."

And | believe him. The minute he takes command of our family, things will change,
but all in good time. Dad has a few more good years in him, and we have to get the
financia situation we're in sorted or there will be no organization for Jasper to take
over. | nod at him, but the tears continue to flow.

Now where is Melody with that drink?

TITO

Ican't get enough whiskey in my body fast enough. I've been listening to my father
ride my ass for years about getting married. Thirty-nine isn't too old to be a bachelor.
Besides, tying myself down to one woman seems pointless when | have such God-
given looks. A different woman every week has been my way of living for as long as
| can remember. | don’t have to get attached. | don't have to put money in their hands,
and | don't have to deal with their emotional issues.

“I'mjust saying, | don’'t see why | have to have awoman on my arm in order to lead.”
The idea that a wife will somehow make me more well-rounded or level-headed is
preposterous. My father has lived the past twenty years without my mother on his
arm, though he was happily married for twenty before that. The whores in and out of



his bedroom destroyed that, which is one reason | think this will turn out to be a
sham. Sex with one woman for the rest of my life? Who can ever commit to that?

"Because you're my son and | will not give you the keys to my kingdom unless you
follow my orders." Dad's shout is louder than it needs to be and causes a pointless
coughing fit. His lungsaren't getting any better no matter how many rounds of chemo
and radiation he has blasting through his cells.

Scowling, | set my drink down and walk over to him, one hand on his back, the other
on his hand. | lead him to the couch where he slowly settles in and takes his
handkerchief to cover his mouth as he continues to hack. Blood dots the white cloth. |
know his time is amost up, and I'll be the leader of this family. My attitude and
rebellious nature just come out of me. | can't stop them, though | know | should.

"Dad, you need to stay cam. Getting so worked up that you shout only makes this
coughing happen.” | pat his shoulder as he hunches over, breathing and hacking into
the handkerchief, but he comes up for air and continues his lecture.

Albeit, this time, his voice is calous and gravelly. "Tito, the Perata girl is the ideal
candidate. Not only does she come with access to a greater reach of territory and
authority, but she also has good genes. She will produce an heir, expand our territory,
and make you more powerful than all of our enemies. And she was raised in the same
life you were. She knows about the business. She won't be frightened when you come
home soaked in blood."

The idea of coming home to someone doesn't necessarily deter me, but it doesn't
sweeten the pot. However, the idea of larger reach, more territory, more money, more
power—all of that has me listening intently as he describes the arrangement. What
can | do, anyway? If | don't marry her, Carloswill, and if that happens, | will lose my
right to lead this family. Carlos isn't the leader we need. Everyone knows | am. But
with this ridiculous stipulation that | be married to ascend the throne, it's the only way



to assume my power. What happens after his death is another story. Divorce isn't off
the table.

"Alright, Pops. Just take a deep breath and try to stay calm.” | pat his back again and
stand to retrieve my drink. The swirl of alcohol in my head only calms me dlightly. |
wonder if Ms. Peralta is okay with this arrangement or if she's being forced. A
woman in her twenties in a family like hers, | bet she's being forced. That brings a
smile to my lips for some reason. Call me a sadist.

The doorbell rings and | know they're here. Mr. Peralta and his daughter whom | have
yet the pleasure of meeting are slated for a visit to make this official. I'm vocal with
my father, but I'm not one to rebel against his direct orders. Until now, his
"encouragement” to select a wise partner for my life has been suggestion. Now it has
become my only option, and because none of the women who frequent my bed suit
me, I'm stuck with the one he has sel ected.

"They're here," | say, finishing my drink. | don’'t bother sitting back down. I'll be
forced to stand when they walk in anyway, but | do head to the liquor cabinet in my
father's office to refill my glass, which | sip on as| wait.

Chris leads them in, and my very first impression of the woman to whom | am now
obligated is shock. She stands a few inches taller than her father, though not at all
towering in height. Her dlender form is hugged by the suit she wears, a dark navy
color that isn't flattering to her warm skin tone at al. But the long, dark braid
dangling over her left shoulder is alluring, making my fingers itch to undo it and see
how that hair would fall around her face as she rides me.

"Ah, Mr. Peralta," my father says as he stands. Only moments ago, his coughing was
so bad he could hardly speak, and now he bolts to his feet with renewed vigor and
strength. I'm aways in awe of how he pulls himself together even in his pain and
misery.I'm learning from him every day. He's the sort of man | want to embody at all



times.

Mr. Peralta reaches out his hand and shakes my father's, but Ms. Peralta only stares at
me. | can't read anything in her expression, either—no fear, no malice, not even a hint
of attraction, pleasure, or uncertainty, for that matter. Intriguing that she's so stoic
when faced with such a harsh punishment. | wonder if her father trained her to be this
way or if she is just that good at maintaining her composure. Either way, it's
impressive.

"Aria, you remember Donatello." Mr. Peralta nods at my father, and Aria reaches out
a hand. Judging by the look in my father’s eyes, if he were ten years younger and in
good health, he'd have her bent over his desk before day's end.

"I remember. Nice to see you again," she says, and her voice is symphonic, setting off
ripples of arousal inside me. | have to wait days to be wed to this beauty? Such a
shame | can't invite her to my bed this evening.

"And thisis my son..." Dad's hand gestures at me, but his eyes stay fixed on her. |
don't blame him. She's exquisite. The way her shirt is dightly too tight makes the
spaces between her buttons bulge, giving me only the faintest peak at the soft curve
of her breasts, but | like the mystery of it. "Tito," Dad says, and | step forward,
extending my hand.

Aria places her delicate fingers on mine, and | bring them to my lips and kiss them
gently. This might not be so bad after all. A woman this gorgeous who is all mine to
do with as | please, who must obey me or suffer consequences—this could be fun.



Page 3

Source Creation Date: June 24, 2025, 8:01 am

"Mr. Ramiro..." Arias tone shifts as she speaks to me, but I'm not foolish enough to
believe it's me who is influencing theintroduction. She watches my lips caress her
skin, but | notice her rubbing the back of her hand when | release her fingers.

"Well, well let the two of you chat a bit." My father gestures at her father and starts
toward the door to the hallway. "l have a sword collection you may find fascinating,
Hector. Come thisway." The two head off, leaving us alone, and my body is charged
up. | didn't assume I'd be marrying a beast of a woman, but | never expected this
beauty.

| stare at her, admiring her poise and the curves of her body for a moment, and when
we are alone, | let myself relax a little. She's striking, but so is a pit viper when you
See onein nature.

"Aria, isit?" | ask, bringing my drink to my lipsto sip.

"Itis." She looks around my father's office at the wall of books and the large, chunky
leather furniture. "Your father's house is pleasant." She takes a few steps toward the
books, and | click my tongue. He hates when people touch his books. Arialooks up at
me in annoyance and scowls. "Am | your dog now?"

| chuckle a deep baritone that rumbles into the room, and she scowls harder. "Not
yet," | tell her, and I'd make her my little pet. God, the things I'll do to her. "The
books aren't for touching, but | have something you can touch...” My dirty
insinuation isn't missed by her, and we're off to a good start. I'm riling her up, seeing
what she's made of. | like a challenge, and she proves to be exciting.



"Mr. Ramiro, let me make one thing clear. | am no one's toy. I'm not here to please
you or serve you. I'm here to align our families for success and for no other reason.
While copulation is inevitable, do not think for one second that | will enjoy it." Her
eyes claw their way up and down my body in one swift motion,but the way she
swallows hard as she does it only betrays her. She finds me attractive. In fact, | can
seethelook in her eye that she's turned on by me.

"Hmm," | breathe out in a short, staccato tone. | move toward her and she doesn't
back away. Good, she's not intimidated by me yet. | like that too, the idea that | can
tame that out of her. "Ms. Peralta, make no mistake, you are my toy. And believe me,
you will enjoy it. | will devour that body of yours, drink from your pussy until your
insides shake, and break you down until you beg me for more." | stand too close. My
body thrums with desire for her, but | will contain myself. This is about making sure
she knows who | am and what | expect. | can't marry awoman who isfaint of heart.

"Be careful who you think may break,scemo. And never underestimate me." Now she
has my juices flowing. Trading insult for insult isn't my game, though. She may call
me afool, but | am no one'sfool. | smile and back away. | may have met my match.

"You're intoxicating," | tell her, and she doesn't know | can tell, but she breathes a
sigh of relief. Maybe she bit off more than she can chew with this little arrangement
of ours. I'm happy to help her chew that up and spit it out, though.

"You're a buffoon." Her arms cross defiantly over her chest, as if willing her tits to
vanish so I'll stop looking at them.

"And you're gorgeous when you're angry. We'll make adorable babies, won't we?" |
chuckle at her just as | hear my father's voice up the hall. He's returning, and my

future bride is flustered and red in the cheeks.

| actually like her alittle. She's hot under the collar, fiery, and not afraid to stand her



ground, and if I'm not mistaken, she's here of her own accord. The bold nature of her
personality strikes me the right way. If we met under different circumstances, | may
have been able to tolerate her longer than a week or two. This might not be such a
bad match after al, which is why when my father brings out the contracts, I'm more
than happy to sign my name on the line, right above Arias.

My life just got a whole lot more interesting. Not only will | have more territory and
influence, but I’'ll aso have afoxy new wife to bang every night. The boys at the club
will nut when they hear about this.

ARIA

"Yes, Papa." | kiss my father on the cheek as he grips my head between his thick
palms. His eyes search mine, and while | can't hide every emotion I'm feeling about
this wedding, | can at least reveal the ones | feel toward him. "I give you my word
that I'm okay with this arrangement. It was my idea, wasn't it?" Even as | say the
words, | cringeinside.

My neck is tense. My shoulders so tight | can't relax them. Tito Ramiro is wickedly
handsome, and his scorching good looks may fool some women—they amost fool
me. | just can't see past the way his family looks at this union as if their territory will
expand. Father may be relinquishing some of his control for a portion of time as
outlined in the contract, but Jasper will reclaim control of the entire organization in
ten years, and nothing they do can stop that.

"Miacara," he whispers, his forehead creasing in deep emotion. "If you say the word,
| will pull the plug. We can find away. We don't have to do this." His eyes continue
to search me fervently, but | will not betray him by backing out. | hate this entire
plan,loathe the very concept of arranged marriages with my whole being, but if |



don't do this, Father will lose everything he's built since he was only my age.

"Go, please." | smile at him and pat his hands, pulling them away from my face. My
eyes sparkle with emotion, but not the way a bride's eyes typically do on her wedding
day. These tears are screaming for him to save me, to cut the contract in two and back
out, but they will never be heard. "I have a wedding to prepare for, and my groom
isn't one to be kept waiting. Besides, you love cake."

He backs away, but | know he's still uncertain. This is my choice. | am saving my
family in the only way | can. | can't rob a bank and steal millions to bail him out, and
though Jasper is more than capable of pulling off a heist to do something, Father
won't allow it. It's too risky. The family needs him to lead someday, and Father isn't
getting any younger.

| watch Dad walk down the hallway toward the sanctuary of this massive cathedral
the Ramiros booked for our impromptu ceremony, and | feel Melody slip her hand
into mine. She lays her head on my shoulder and sighs, and | shut the thick, arched
wooden door. | can't cry in front of my father because | know he'll back out and save
me rather than himself, but | can cry in front of Melody, so | do. The tears stream
down my cheeks without reservation, and | turn so she can wrap her arms around me.

"Heavens,” Mom says, rushing toward me with atissue. "l just finished your makeup,
Aria. You're going to smudge it."

My chin rests on Melody's shoulder, and Mom dabs at the tear streaks on my cheeks,
but | can't stop the tears. | may have towash my face and redo all of Mom's hard
work, but for now, | let the emotion out.

"Hey, it's okay. Dad's right, Ari. If you want to call it off, you should.” Melody has
one hand rubbing my back and the other still gripping mine. | don't think | can get
through this without her.



Mom continues to dab my cheeks as | cry. She silently supports me, though | know
she understands this pain I'm feeling. I'm given the choice, and | am making it freely
of my own accord. She was never given the choice, though now, she and my father
have a good, loving relationship. But he is a good man. Unfortunately for me, the
man I'm set to marry is amonster.

"Aria, it will be okay." Mom pats my cheek, and | straighten and sniffle, taking
another tissue from her as | walk away from Melody. "Marriage isn't aways a
partnership in love. Sometimes, it is a sacrifice." Her words do little to calm me or
assuage my anger.

| can't blame my father. Life can't be controlled, and things are completely out of his
hands. | know if it were up to him, | would be free to select my husband, and | am the
one doing this. | just wish the arrangement fell to a kinder man, a man like my father.
Tito Ramiro proved his unworthiness by his comments when we met last week. He
thinks of me as nothing more than a toy, which is the weight | carry on my shoulders
as | slump into the white leather armchair situated at the vanity.

"Just tell Papa you don't want to do this, Ari." Melody drops to her knees at my feet
and uncrumples part of my white satin gown, and | blankly stare at my melancholy
appearance in the mirror.

Dark circles ring my eyes, barely hidden by Mom's makeup job after crying so much.
My lips are chapped—evidence of dehydration brought on by the depression I've
sunken into. The gown is modest too, covering any hint of cleavage. | don't need to
give that snake something to look at any sooner than | have to. He doesn't deserve it.
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Mom is here too, pulling a chair up beside me and taking my hand. We only have half
an hour before it's time to walk down the aisle and give my life away to a man who
won't cherish me as a husband should. Nothing either of them does can turn back the
clock or change the future. I'm the only one with that power, but how do | sentence
my father to bankruptcy and losing his power? Not only would that mean losing his
home and organization, but it will mean his enemies can move in and harm him
physically.

"Aria, | will support whatever choice you make. Seeing my daughter hurt like thisis
the worst pain imaginable." Mom's hand squeezes mine, and | look at her. "You have
your whole life ahead of you. Our lives are amost over. We made the choices that led
to our difficulty. Y ou shouldn't pay for this." Even Mom's eyes mist over.

"You'rewrong." | firmly square my shoulders and take a deep breath. "Y ou and Papa
only want to support me and love me, and Mel and Jasper too. You've done
everything to raise us properly, to do the right thing, and now it's our turn to love you.
Thisishow | pay you back."

| know she wants to talk me out of this, but she can't. | won't change my mind. Tito
may be avile pig, but he will be my husband. | may find a way to capitalize on his
wealth and remove him from the picture, but in order to do that, the money transfers
must go through. Before any money is sent,the wedding must happen. And if | can
take him down, and his family too, from the inside out, | will.

"Now, please fix my makeup so | can go marry Mr. Ramiro and serve my family in
the only way | know how." | square my shoulders and turn back to the mirror,
ignoring the despondent expression on Melody's face.



She is my sister, but she's my best friend. She knows me well enough to know that
once |'ve made up my mind, no matter how | feel about things, there is no changing
it. Getting me sloshing drunk last week wasn't enough for me to renege, and her
pleading today won't be, either.

As Mom fixes my makeup, she tells me about her arranged marriage to Dad, how her
father sold her off as a bargaining chip to stop the warring between his family and my
father's. Mom, a Bratva princess in her youth, became thecomareof the Peralta
Family. It was a promotion, but not without its drawbacks. | see the love in their eyes
though, something | will never have with Tito. | don't even respect the man. How
could | ever love him?

“It'stime..." | hear avoice and turn to see Mr. Ramiro at the door. His bushy, graying
eyebrows are drawn into a line and he scowls unnervingly. His son gets that hateful
look from him. "Don Hector iswaiting for you, asis my son."

My chest tightens and my throat constricts. | can't respond to him. Melody does it for
me. "Thank you,Signore." She stands between me and the door, blocking my view of
the older Ramiro as he walks out of the room, and then she pleads with me yet again.
"Ari, please don’'t do this. Please just call it off."

And just like that, a switch is flipped and | rise, taking the bouquet of roses and
baby's breath from my mother. | plastera bold smile on my face and blink slowly.This
ismy choice, | remind myself.

"Let's get married." | press my lipsinto the plastic smile that will remain on my face
until I am whisked away from the wedding hall later this evening and forced into
privacy with my new husband.

Melody's shoulders slump, but she stands aside. Mom hands her the flowers she will
carry and falls in line behind us as | move toward the door with Melody in tow. The



satin of my dress swishes over the short Berber carpet. | stand aside as Melody opens
the door, and the burst of cool air rushes in around me, ruffling my hair.

If 1 could wear black, | would be. Instead, I've allowed my raven tresses to cloak me
in their sorrow. They frame my face and shoulders, thus covering even more skin. |
step into the hallway and pause a moment while my mother and sister fold the thick
tulle veil across my face. Thisfeels like afuneral and my bridal veil one of mourning.
| nod at them and proceed to the double doors that stand open to the crowd of guests
from both sides of this alliance.

"Ready?' my father asks as | come to stand next to him. He holds out an elbow, and |
hook my hand around it.

"No. But now isthe time. Let's save the Peralta name, Papa." With sure steps, | glide
the last few paces to the door. My train drags across the marble floors. Melody walks
around me and through the double doors. Mom stands on my other side, and | take
her arm. | want it this way—for every last Ramiro in attendance to see my arms
lovingly wrapped around those of my parents. It will speak to them when they doubt
my motives in bringing their entire organization to its knees. Because | will. They put
pressure on my father for far too long, and only now that I'm aligning to their
desires—to allow them control of our organization in any part—have they backed off.

WEell, two can play at this game, and if Tito thinks he's going to have a docile woman
who just lies down to take whatever she's dealt, he’'s wrong. I'm going to give him a

run for his money, and then I'll take that money and spend it on ways to destroy him.

Wait and see...

TITO



All the papers are finalized between our businesses, and | watch Aria Peraltas family
drive away from the church to head home and collect her things. It's absurd to me that
she isn't ready to come straight to my house, but we aren't a typical couple and this
isn't an average wedding. Business transactions are concluded in different methods,
but that kiss was anything but business. | touch my lips and think of it again, how she
didn't even resist me, the suppleness of her skin.

"Let's walk," my father says, and | fall into step next to him. His car awaits us at the
curb, his driver having pulled up as the Peraltas left. His agreement with Hector
Peralta may be binding, but | am merely playing a role, one that | am more than

happy to play.

"She's tart," | tell him, using the best word | can think of to describe my blushing
bride. Though I'll be the first to admit that the blush on Arias cheeks isn't at all
embarrassment or flattery. She's outraged and infuriated by this agreement, whether
she was forced to participate or came willingly. I've never tasted more venom than on
the lips of acoerced lover.

"Play nice and you'll end up owning the city, Tito." Father's driver opens the door for
us, and we dlide into the back seat side by side. Dad immediately lights a cigar, and
the car begins to fill with smoke. | open the window when the door is shut and wait
for him to start coughing again. He knows better, but he won't kick the habit.

"Their failureisinevitable. You and | both see that. But 1'd like to move things along.
I'm not waiting ten years for our agreement to be up to take them hostilely." | fold my
hands in my lap and wait out the coughing fit as he dabs his mouth with a
handkerchief. My mind has been spinning since he first mentioned the supposed
alliance.

The Peraltas offer nothing in the way of help to our family. The Ramiro tribe is
strong, boasting four hundred men, dozens of businesses grossing multi-million



dollars per year, and dominating in terms of territory. The only thing Hector Peralta's
family could begin to supply to us would be frontage, and even then, we could have
just taken it.

"What are you thinking?' Dad sighs and then takes a drag of his cigar again, thistime
without the coughing fit. His lungs take a battering every time he lights up. It's a good
example of what not to do.

| peer out the window as the car rolls down the street carrying us toward his house. |
have a few hours to prepare myself before Aria arrives at my home, and now that the
wedding is complete, | can begin to make moves. Our money will be in their accounts
by the end of the day tomorrow, infusing their business with much-needed capital,
and Ariawill bein my home as atoken of good faith. But | want more.

"I don’t know how I'm going to manage it all, but I'm going to drain them one way or
another.” | turn to him as he blows a stream of smoke out the window and chuckles.

"You're so wise, then? Don Hector is not a fool, Tito. HE'll see you coming from a
mile away." The cherry on the tip of the cigar glows a bright red as he sucks on it,
then coughs a little before continuing. "He has made it very clear that his businesses
will remain his. Y ou will get some decision-making power, but he will have the final
say. And he's not going to be intimidated or threatened by you. He's been in this game
longer than we have. There is a binding contract of business." He pats his chest as he
speaks, and indignance rises in my chest.

I've thought of this up one side and down the other relentlessly. Don Hector Perdtais
a formidable enemy. That much is certain. But his son is not. If Jasper Peralta takes
the helm of his family without being prepared, he will make foolish mistakes,
overlook things he should be focused on, and otherwise fail to lead successfully.
Taking over their organization will be like taking candy from a baby. Jasper will
practically beg me to take thereins.
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"I know what you're thinking but killing Hector Peraltaisn't a good idea. Think about
it. If and when it gets tracked back to you, you'll start a war with your allies. And the
enemy of your enemy is your friend." He points two fingers at me, cigar pinched
between them. "Don't think the Uhkovs aren't watching this alliance unfold. Peralta's
demise would mean the Uhkovs and Peraltas join together, and who will fight against
them then?"

I'm unsettled by his statement, but | do understand what he's getting at. If | anger the
organization as a whole, they don't truly pose a threat to me. But If | anger them
enough that my enemies take notice, I'll be buried. The Uhkovs aren't above
befriendinganother syndicate in the city to take me out. Right now, we are kings, but
it would only take a minor blunder to bring us down.

"I'm going to do it. I'll figure out how and when, but Hector Peralta’s entire territory,
his businesses, his trades, the frontage, all of it will be mine. And his men will either
follow suit and align with the Ramiro family or they will be terminated.”

"And the heir?' Father asks, lowering his hand to his lap. His fingers shake, but it's
not from the way the car rumbles over potholes. He's getting sicker by the day and
refuses treatment now. | will be taking over more and more of the business on adaily
basis, and I'm ready for that.

"Do you mean Jasper? He will fall in line like the rest. If he's well behaved, I'll give
him a seat of honor at the gentlemen's meetings. If not, he's out. If you're meaning
Arias firstborn... Do you think I'll ever let my son it as the heir to another man's
throne?' | scoff. "Not a chance in hell my son will ever run Peralta's organization
unless he runs mine at the same time—as one unit. This city isn't big enough for two



Italian Families. Hector has to know this. He's doing the right thing by coming to us,
and he knows my plans. He has to see it. It's the only thing that makes sense. | will
rule both families by year'send. You'll see."

The car continues its journey toward my father's home, and all | can do isrevel in the
fact that my lifeis about to change for the good.

ARIA

Ishove the clothing into the bag knowing it will never come back to this house. I've
aready packed several boxes this week, which thanks to Mr. Ramiro are being
delivered to my new house any minute. It's not a home, not to me. My home is here
where my heart is. With my family.

"I know you're not happy about this,cara, but there is so much to be thankful for even
still." Mom takes my hand, and though it's balled up into a fist, she holds it. "I'm
proud of you for doing this for your family. | know that God himself is smiling at

you.

The idea that any god would alow any of this to happen is preposterous, but | leave
my thoughts about the spiritual silent. | don't need to jump into that debate right now
when my heart is already so heavy with grief over what I've just done.

Marrying myself to a family that has been pressuring us to forfeit our power and
territory for years is, in my mind, the worst idea in the world. But with no other
bargaining chips or way out of the mess, it was all my father could do.

"God has a funny way of showing how proud heis." | pull my hand away and reach
into my dresser to take a stack of clothing and carry it to my bag. "You think he'll be



smiling at me when that man is using my body as his personal sex toy?' The
comment is off-color, and Mom doesn't respond to me. | wonder if she ever felt like
that in the beginning, when she first married my father. | know what Tito Ramiro
wants tonight, and I'm not sure how | feel about it.

"There you are;mio caro." | hear my father's voice and turn immediately with a smile
on my face. It's not as fake as it could be because my father really is the light of my
life, and | really will do anything to please him and serve him. He's a good man, with
agood heart. "You look so radiant.”

He moves toward me with both arms extended until they wrap around me in a tight
hug. | pull away and nod at the clothing in my hands. I'm afraid to speak for fear that
my voice will crack and the hot, angry tears will fall. Dad doesn't need to see me
break down. It will only cause him guilt, and thisis all my doing. All my choice.

"Ishe sending acar?' Dad asks, and | hear him following me. His soft footfalls are so
quiet all the time. He's practically a ghost.

"Uh, no." | look up at Mom, whose distress is very obviously scrawled on her face.
She doesn't seem to get the point that the reason I'm doing this is to alleviate my
father's worries and stresses. A man his age should never have stress like this. His
heart might be a ticking time bomb. "Mom's driver will take me." | set the clothing
into the bag and turn around to face him. His eyes are looking at Mom.

"We can still back out of this. It's not too late. An annulment is possible." Now his
eyes are pleading with me to change my stance, and | can't take it. If he asks me one
more time, I'm going to cave and quit the whole arrangement.

"Papa, please. This marriage is good for you, for our family." My eyes burn with
unshed tears which | blink back, but | move toward him with a smile. "It's a good
thing. My life has purpose and meaning now. I'm bringing new life to the Peralta



name." | cup his handsin mine and look him directly in the eye.

"Oh, dear, you seem so unhappy." Mom's exasperated plea doesn't help my case.

"I'm perfectly happy to know my family is saved. Y ou both gave me so much life and
wisdom, and | can repay that here and now." | pat Dad's hands and turn to zip up my
bag. "I'm ready when you are."

Perhaps the only thing missing from this interaction is that my siblings aren't here. |
don't know where they are, but Melody did mention not having the heart to see me
packing up. We've spent so long under this same roof. Even when Jasper moved out,
we cried. He lives with afew buddies in Santa Monica now in some big, ritzy house,
but Melody will miss me dearly.

"Well, then," Dad says, and his smile is dlightly deflated. "Don’t be a stranger.” He
pats my shoulder. "We'll have a family dinner on Sunday evening if you don't have
plans."

"I'll talk to Tito," I tell him, asif | even care what that ogre thinks.

It's a rough few minutes of goodbyes until my things are loaded into Mom's car and
I'm seated in the backseat with her. Her driver pulls the car into traffic and turns
toward the highway,and | wilt. | can't keep complaining to her. Every time | do, she
tries to convince me to give up. | have to keep my negative feelings to myself
because now | know it isn't just my father's heart I'm protecting. It's everyone's. They
all have to see that I'm happy to do this, even though I'm devastated.

"It won't be so bad,” Mom says, still trying to cheer me up. | don’t say aword. | just
let her speak her mind. "You'll see. A man has certain duties toward his wife. You
won't have to work if you don't want to. You'll never lift a finger around the house.
I’m sure he has maids and servants, as we do."



| roll my eyes but | don't let her see it. That sounds like just about the most boring
existence | can fathom.

"Soon, you'll have a child to care for, hopefully a son. He will be the heir to your
father's fortune and organization one day, and you'll see how loved he is. Things will
change then. Y our husband will respect you more."

Is that how it went for her, | wonder? She bore a son and finally, she felt wanted in
the marriage by proxy, not by right? | keep my thoughts to myself, and soon enough,
we are parked in front of the Ramiro house. It's much different from his father's
sprawling estate. Tito's home is new and modern, though it looks like it cost a
fortune.

| climb out of the car without waiting on the driver to open for me and stand in front
of a narrow swath of property with a tall property fence painted gray. The black
Range Rover parked in front has chrome trim and rims that spin even when it sits
here parked and off. It's flashy and obnoxious, just how | imagine Tito is in every

way.
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The home itself is white stucco, square and tall, hidden behind vehicles and
streetlights. There is absolutely no curb appeal, which means the inside must be
nothing but over-the-top pretension. It disgusts me, but it's not my job to decide how
he lives, only to meet my portion of this agreement. Marry the man and bear a child
and stay with him for ten years. That's enough responsibility for me.

"Here you are,” Mom's driver says, setting my bag next to me on the sidewalk. Mom
climbs out and wraps her arms around me tightly one last time.

"You are my sweet, precious girl. If you need anything, you call me." She places my
phone charger in my hand and kisses my cheek, and | nod.

"Thank you. | will." And with abrave face, | pick up my bag, knowing the driver will
crate the rest of them into the house, and walk around the back of the Range Rover
and toward the front door.

The concrete steps offer no place to welcome guests. | aready hate this place. | ring
the doorbell and wait, and a young Latina woman with bold brown eyes and a warm
smile opens the door for me.

"Mrs. Ramiro, welcome to your home." She swings the door open and steps back as |
enter, and someone whisks in to take my bag from me.

The home is larger than it looks from the front. Deep, swelling rooms with high
ceilings are decorated in modern furniture and paintings, though none of them are
extravagant. I'm mildly surprised by the modest ook of the place, and | wonder if I'm
atthe wrong house, mostly because she called me Mrs. Ramiro and I've only ever



been known as Ms. Perata before this.

"Ah, my beautiful wife," Tito says, and | spin around to see him standing near a gas
fireplace that's turned off. He holds a glass of some sort of amber-colored liquid and
has acynical smile.

My belly flutters with nerves, and | clutch the phone charger in my hand so hard the
plug bites into my skin. He's staring at me like a piece of meat again, and last time he
did this, it made my body do things | hated. But this time, he's going to make my
body do things | like. | just know it. And what if it makes me think differently of
him?

"Mr. Ramiro," | acquiesce, nodding. But he scoffs and shakes his head as he moves
toward me.

| glance around, wondering why he looks like he's amused and stalking me all at
once, but I'm alone. The help is gone, off to God only knows where, and he is now
inches from me.

"Mr. Ramiro is my father. I'm your husband. You should call me dear, or honey,
something lame like that. Don't you think?' With a single pinky, he touches my
eyebrow, drawing a line across my forehead until the hair is off my face and I'm no
longer veiled.

My heart pounds against my chest with rage. | don’t want to feel turned on by him,
but | do. He's bold and commanding. He owns me, and | have to do what he says,
even if what he says is something | wouldn't otherwise do—for him or anyone €else.
And he smells good, like a god descended from the heavens to bring my every
pleasure to the surface and sate me.

"Dear,” | say through gritted teeth. The anger resurges—anger with myself for



noticing how the top few buttons of his dress shirt are undone, his tie missing. Anger
at myself for letting mygroin warm at the thought that he will request sexual favors
from me, most likely tonight, most likely soon. It's been awhile. My body is tense.

"Now see, that wasn't so hard. Not as hard as my cock." His smirk is painful to look
at. | steal my gaze away from his face and stare at the wire in my hands. "They've
brought your things to my room. Up the steps, third door on the right. If you don't
have some sort of negligée, then wear nothing. I'll be up in ten minutes.” He waves
his hand as he speaks, and | feel my face contort into a glare. "Be naked when | get
up there."

| scoff, and he raises an eyebrow, and | know I'm not getting out of this. The
disgusting part is that | want to do what he says. It's like he has a power over me that
| can't fight, as if he's climbed into my mind and is manipulating even my desires. |
feel my cheeks warming, and my lower belly is set ablaze.

"Go on," he says, flicking his wrist, and | turn and stomp up the steps. What the hell
have | gotten myself into?

TITO

The cute little huff Aria gives me before stomping away makes me laugh, and | watch
that ass of hers shake. | like the fire that bubbles beneath her surface just waiting to
come out. It's women like her who make for the best fuck, and I fully intend to lean
into that fight when | fuck her. I've been fantasizing about it since the minute we met,
bending her over and leaving red handprints on her ass.

| sip the whiskey in my glass and retreat into my den. The long day has me fatigued,
but not too tired to indulge in Arias body. It's one of the perks of this arrangement |



believe I'm going to enjoy most. I've never had trouble finding women willing and
available for my pleasure, but there's something about knowing this one is being
forced to be here, with or without her consent. It gets my blood pumping.

| down the rest of the whiskey and set the glass on my desk. I've instructed my help
that I'm not to be bothered this evening. I've thought of how | will consummate this
marriage probably a hundred times. All of those ideas have boiled down to only one
possible scenario, which I'm eager to play out.

Aria needs to know who | am, what I'm about, and how | expect to be respected. The
best way to teach her that isif sheis vulnerable, and the most vulnerable position any
woman can be put in is to be stripped naked and fucked into oblivion. It opens them
right up to education, which | will provide for my new bride tonight.

| make my way upstairs slowly, savoring the sensation of pressure building in my
groin. Just the anticipation of what I'm about to do with her makes my dick swell, and
| know she already holds power over me. | hate to admit it, but marriage isn't going to
be as bad as | thought. I'll get off on controlling her, mapping every line on her body
and dominating her. But I'll also enjoy the comfort of knowing she must submit no
matter what | ask. Maybe that's just my pride talking.

At the bedroom door, | wait, listening to what's happening inside the room. | hear a
drawer open, then shut. | hear her muttering things under her breath. She sounds
hostile and angry. That will work in my favor. Breaking someone is so much more
fun when they fight you. Besides, it's aturn on. Not that | would ever force a woman
to have sex with me. I'm not evil, but | do like to convince them, and | always have
them begging for it.

The door pushes open easily, and | lean on the jamb and watch her jerk back from
one of the drawers and shut it quickly. She's snooping, but she won't find anything.
What on earth would she be looking for, anyway?



"Mi casa es su casa, Aria" | push off the jamb and walk deeper into the bedroom.
"Anything you want to know, you can ask." My hands slide into my pockets as | take
her in, still clothed and glaring at me. | knew she would be. She'll be a tough nut to
crack, but I'll doit.

"I don't want to know anything," she says hastily, folding her arms over her chest.

"Then why were you rifling through my underwear drawer? Trying to find out
whether | wear boxers or briefs?' | chuckle and cock my head at an angle.

Aria only continues to glare at me and puff her chest out as if she has something to
prove. It was her family who initiated this arrangement between the two of us, so it's
very possible sheisfeeling slighted by her father's wishes. Our parents only do what's
best for us and for our families. | myself have been at the receiving end of some such
situations, so while | don't enjoy her attitude, | can at least sympathize. Still, she must
learn the ropes, and teaching her will be fun.
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"Why are you wearing clothing?' My fingers itch to undo the buttons on that cream-
colored silk top. I've been craving the sight of her flesh laid out before me for days
now, and that wedding gown she chose didn't do her any favors. This would have
gone a lot easier for her had she not tempted me so much by covering herself so
thoroughly.

"I don't take orders from you. You may be my husband but you're not my superior.
The Peralta family?—"

"Enough!" | shout, cutting her off. I'm not angry, not even riled, but it startles her.
Her hands curl into fists, tightly tucked beneath her arms. She looks down at her feet
as | continue. "Y ou take orders from me and you do what | tell you to do because |
own you. Do you understand?"

Aria says nothing. She doesn't even move. | can see the rage ssmmering behind her
eyes, ready to burst out in an explosive display, but she's good at containing it. That's
a good thing.Any wife of mine will have to have excellent self-control of her
emotions. This businessisn't for the faint of heart or the weak of conscience.

"Now," | say, walking up to her. | cup her cheek, pushing some of her long, dark hair
behind her ear. "I want you undressed now and spread on my bed, or | will own your
entire family's organization—the businesses, the bank accounts, every asset in title
and deed, and | will bury them."

She draws in a sharp breath and meets my gaze with fury burning in her eyes. "You
can't do that. Y ou have no right. We have an agreement."



Has no one told this woman anything? | roll my eyes at her and move to my dresser.
The drawer is tossed when | open it. Some of my old photo albums and memories of
my mother which | keep in this drawer are no longer organized. She has been through
my papers, but this agreement was clearly not what she was looking for. She probably
thinks she'sread it all and only glossed over the fine print.

| pull the marriage contract out and flip to the fourth page, where her first lesson will
be found. Tapping the center of the page, | thrust it out toward her. "Read it," | bark,
and she scowls at me, but with wide eyes she looks down. After a few seconds, she
takes the paper into her hands and sinks onto the foot of the bed.

Her eyes pore over the lines of contract, one specific clause indicating that as my
wife, she will do as | say or she will forfeit the agreement, and defaulting on the
agreement will mean her family relinquishes everything to me. It's standard for
agreements like ours, where one party's loyalty to another may mean a great financial
risk. | myself have a clause in theagreement that details how any physical harm done
by me or on behalf of me against Aria will result in forfeiture of any assets I've
invested in the Peralta organization.

Her eyes sweep over the document and her shoulders drop. Aria says nothing, but |
can see she understands now. She is mine to do with as | please, and if she does not
obey my every whim, | own her family. It's so much better to own her, which is what
I'm looking forward to doing next.

"Now, are we clear?'

Again I'm met with silence, but she does jut her chin out in a very defiant expression,
tears misting in her eyes. She stands and stares at the window across the room. The
city's skyline in the distance twinkles. It's a breathtaking view, but she's not admiring
its beauty. She's avoiding eye contact.



"Take your clothes off,” | say again, and | see her lower lip quiver briefly before her
hands rise to the buttons on her shirt. She slowly begins to undo them, one at atime,
painstakingly caring for the delicate pearl buttons and soft silk beneath. "Not like
that," | tell her, moving toward her in frustration. "Like this."

With both hands, | grip the shirt and tear it open down the middle. Buttons fly,
landing God only knows where, and she gasps and frantically tries to cover herself.
The white lace of her bra against the warm tone of her Italian skin is breathtaking, but
she coversit.

"Bastard," she spits out, but | pinch her chin and look her in the eye.

"Strip for me now, and your father can keep his home." She doesn't redlize | aready
have her figured out. She's Daddy's littlegirl. She'll do anything to make sure Father
Dearest is cared for, and now that | know her weakness, | can wield it like a sword.

"What, no music?' she says sardonically, and | step back to watch the show.

She's no dancer, but the way she peels layer after layer of clothing off still turns me
on. She hesitates when she gets to her bra and panties. They match perfectly, and the
lace hugs her ass like a glove. She stands in front of me twisting her fingers together
as if she's afucking virgin, but | know better than that. No virgin kisses the way she
kissed me at that church this afternoon.

"Naked, now," | order, and her shoulders drop farther, if that's possible. She's so
meek now, putty in my hands.

"I hate you," she mutters, but she doesas| say.

Her tits are perfect, symmetrical and evenly proportioned to her body. Her nipples are
just the right size, not too large, not too small, and the scent of arousal wafts toward



me when she shimmies her panties down. Thisis having the right effect on her.

"Y ou will obey me now?' | ask her, knowing she will.

She drops the final vestiges of her clothing onto the floor in the pile and stands in
front of me stark naked. | reach for my groin, rubbing the solid tool beneath my
dlacks with the heel of my hand. She's made me rock hard, and God, | want to fuck
her, but she still has some thingsto learn.

"Now, turn around and bend over. Spread yourself so | can see your pussy drip."
Again there is hesitation in her expression, but something else is there too—desire.
She's attracted to me, and she likes when | order her to do things. But it's a hidden

desire shelll never tell me about. 1'd almost guarantee it.

Ariawaits long enough that | grow impatient. She's testing me, and she won't like the
way it makes me react.

"| said, turn around and bend over, now." My voice is raised, my chest tight, and she
purses her lips as she turns and bends over the foot of the bed, reaching back with one

hand to spread herself and reveal those holes | want to do very bad things to.

Her pussy glistens with the sweet moisture of her arousal, and my job here is done.
Now to enjoy the fruits of my labor.

ARIA
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I’m ashamed of myself for letting him get me so worked up. | told myself coming
into this that | would eventualy relent and have sex with him. He is, after all, my
husband. | just had no idea he was going to demand it within minutes of my walking
across that threshold. I’'m more irritated that I’ ve backed off my own principles and
I’m doing what he wants. I’ m supposed to be stronger than this.

“That's it, like that.” | can't even look a him, mostly because the way his eyes
devour me makes my body fedl things. | like feeling them, too. | just don’t want to
admit to him that | feel them. I’m not supposed to like this arrangement, at least not
in my own mind. I’m supposed to be enraged and take him down, which I will. | will
find dirt on Tito Ramiro and take him down from the inside. | just can’t seem to find
the thread of hatred | have toward life right now, not when he's stroking himself and
ordering me to pose in provocative positions for him.

“Bend over the bed farther, baby.” The baby part is what gets me going, makes my
heart beat oddly, and | hate myself for it. | do it anyway because | need to uphold my
end of the contract in orderto protect my family. His voice makes me wet, how he
purrsit out in my ear. Gripping the edge of the bed, | stick my ass out, arching it just
enough, accentuating my curves. “Yes, that’s it.” Hearing him moan is an ego boost,
and | can't help but feel abit smug. I'm doing something to him too, not just the other
way around. | have a certain power over him, perhaps one | can use.

| close my eyes and think of anything but the way he's touching me, how his fingers
brush across my thighs and up my spine. His body is hard pressed against mine, and |
can feel his erection against my ass cheeks. | grit my teeth together as his hand
tanglesin my hair and pulls my head back. His hot skin across the backs of my thighs
makes me clench. When did he undress?



“Look at me, Aria.” Hisvoice is dark and dangerous, making my insides quiver with
anticipation. | am a sucker for danger and he reeks of it. “Open those pretty eyes and
look at me.” My breath hitches in my throat as our eyes lock when | comply with his
demand, the intensity in his gaze stirring something | knew was dormant deep inside
me. “l own you.” His hand trails up my back, then back down. He dlides two fingers
into my pussy and grips it hard. “I own this.” Then he pushes a thumb right into my
ass and clenches his fist again. “And this,” he growls, his hips now grinding his hard
dick into the back of my thigh.

“Do you understand me?’ he asks, and | look away, quivering with expectation.

“You own nothing,” | say sternly, goading him. | want to test this theory | have, that
my rebellion against him is what he's anticipating. He wants me to fight him because
he thinks it makes him powerful. But if | give him what he wants, then I’'m the one
with power. And when | withhold from him, he'll feel it. It will bring him to his
knees.

Tito pushes me hard, and | face plant onto the mattress. Before | can react, he flips
me over and he's on top of me, pinning me down. It sends a surge of adrenaline
through my body, but I’'m not afraid. His lips crash into mine hard, kissing and
nipping at my lips. | kiss him back too, now clawing at his sides and back. | can feel
the corded muscles beneath his skin tightening and flexing as he forces my knees
apart so he has access to my core.

“l own you, and I’m gonna own every inch of this pretty little pussy,” he growls into
my ear and slides two fingers into me, curling them inside me. I moan as he thrusts
them in and out, stretching me to prepare for his dick. “Gonna fuck you so hard, you
won't be able to walk without thinking about me.”

“Fuck you,” | grunt, though my hands now scratch the comforter, cobbling together a
little bit of my sanity that remains as he sucks the moans of pleasure from my mouth.



“Oh, I will.” His hand works harder, thrusting fingers into me, the heel of his palm
rubbing my clit. “I'll fuck you so hard, you'll want to stay,” he growls before
removing his fingers and licking them clean.

Somehow, | want him. All the reservations |’ ve had, all the anger over my lot in life,
saving my family, doing the “right thing”, and | still fucking want him. | want his
dick in me. | want his mouth to devour me. | want him to keep his word and fuck me
so hard | can’t walk without thinking of the amazing things he makes me feel.

“Fuck you!” | spit again, but he grips my throat hard, so hard | can't breathe. | look
into his eyes, not knowing how to react. I’ ve never had a man be violent with me, not
like this, and | don’t have a death wish.

“No, Aria. I'm fucking you. And you're going to remember this...” His hand
squeezes harder on my throat, and | grip his wrist with both hands, uttering a gurgled
response. | can't even exhae. “Hold still,” he tells me as his other hand continues to
work my pussy to afrenzy. “You seg, it just takes alittle effort here.” Hisfingers flex
and curl into me, the heel of his hand still stimulating my clit, and | feel lightheaded.
“And here,” he says, squeezing my neck ever so slightly more, “and suddenly, you're
putty in my hands.”

I’m not just putty. I’'m melting, spiraling toward the abyss of darkness that wants to
claim me. | can’t breathe, can’'t utter a response to him, and his hand isn’t letting up.
My fingernails dig into hiswrist and | let my eyes flutter shut. My heart is pounding
so hard | think it will explode, but he's still driving me to the edge. My pussy is on
fire, clenching and building my coil so tightly | could cry.

“You see, Aria, hypoxia is a beautiful little trick. Lack of oxygen to the brain makes
the sensation of orgasm so incredible, you'll never want to do it the normal way

again.



I’m going to pass out, going to lose myself and die, and my body is betraying me,
puddling into his palm as he coaxes the orgasm out of me. It comes crashing over me,
rolling in wave after wave of pleasure. | arch my hips up and meet his thrusts and
wonder if thisis how | die, if he'll tell my family how he murdered me during sex,
and as the pounding pleasure sucks me deeper and | succumb to the ecstasy, | don't
even care. If thisishow | die, then don’t resurrect me. The sensations are so glorious
when he lets my neck go and | suck in that first breath that | shudder violently from
head to toe. There is no stopping the convulsions.

“Fuck, you're so hot. Look at those tits shake.” Tito's hand is still buried in my
pussy, working my G-spot like a fucking godcreating life inside me, and I'm a
blubbering, whimpering mess. Never in my life have | felt such pleasure.

“Oh, shit. Oh, fuck...” I’'m lost, trembling at his touch, panting for more, and he’s got
asmug grin on his face. | don’t even care. Thisis incredible. “Oh, my God,” | moan
and lie completely vulnerable before him as he lowers his face to my groin and
begins to suck and nip at my folds.

My hands go instinctively to his hair, and | realize what a dangerous game I've been
playing. He has the power. All the power. | have nothing, and | want nothing more
than to be ravished by him again and again. What the hell is wrong with me?

His teeth scrape across my lips and bite down hard. | wince and shudder, but | want
more. “Shit, oh, fuck... Yes, eat me,” | moan, lifting my head to watch what he's
doing. His hands splay on my thighs, pushing them apart, letting me watch him work.
Heisagod, amaster at what he’s doing, and he knows it. Thisis his power over me,
that he can make me betray my own conscience and enjoy it at the same time.

He bites again, and again | feel myself building into another orgasm. The first one
was intense, but this one is going to be earth-shattering.



I’m crying out, clawing at his shoulders, and when he sees my reaction, he comes off
with aPop. “No, I’'m not done,” | pant. The burning in my groinis so intense, it’s like
| haven't even come yet.

“Oh, but | am.” His cock is hard, so hard | can see the veins pulsing, and | don’t care
about anything else but having him inside me.

Tito pushes inside me, splitting me apart like a ripe fruit, and | gasp for air. He's
huge, and he's right, he does have the power. His thrusts are slow and deliberate at
first, his eyes boring into mine, daring me to look away. But | won't give him the
satisfaction. Instead, | grip his biceps tightly as he slams home, over and over again.
He knows exactly how to angle himself to hit that spot, and | gasp and moan his
name, alitany of profanities and praise mixing as we rock together.

"Fuck, you're so tight," he growls. His hand finds its way back to my throat, but this
time it's not a chokehold. His grip is firm, possessive as he guides my head back. "I
want to see your eyes," he pantsin my ear. "l want to see the moment you come apart
for me."

| don't know how much more | can take. His hands are everywhere, his cock ison fire
inside me, and | feel like I'm going to shatter into a million pieces. A sob escapes my
lips as | arch my back, offering myself up to him fully. Tito obliges, one of his hands
traveling down to where our bodies meet, rubbing my clit.

"That'sit, Aria," he grunts. "Come for me. Let me see you come.”

The orgasm hits me like a freight train, and | scream his name as | feel myself
clenching around him. Tito's grip on my throat tightens just a little more, but the pain
only heightens the pleasure. My entire body is on fire, every nerve ending in my body
alight with pleasure.



Tito's hips stutter against mine as he comes, filling me with his hot seed. We both
pant for air, our chests heaving in unison. He collapses on top of me, his weight
pinning me to the bed, but | don't mind. For a brief moment, | feel safe in his arms,
Never in my life have | ever felt so alive or so betrayed by my own body. A strange
mixture of satisfaction and shame washes over me ashe rolls off, and | feel his sex
drain from me onto the comforter | just had fisted in my hands.
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Tito swipes his clothes off the ground and vanishes into the bathroom, and | can only
lie here feeling ashamed of myself for letting my body have what it desires. | stare at
the swirls in the textured ceiling and cover my face in shame. I'm supposed to hate
him and find away to keep his money so my father's businesses can stay afloat, while
freeing myself from this contract. | know it's not what my family expects. They think
I'm married and will be content being some man's slave, but if | didn't think there was
away for meto get out of this, I'd never have agreed.

| roll to my side and listen to the water run, Tito's shower steam aready wafting into
the bedroom. But my mind is now churning, plotting out how | will get him to break
the clause of the agreement that hands us all his wealth with no strings attached and
terminates the marriage. It's there, written in black and white, just as plainly as the
words that bind me to obey whatever he asks of me or he owns the businesses into
which he's pumped funds.

There's no way Dad read that whole contract and agreed to it. He had to have been so
out of his mind with worry that he skipped parts. | know he'd never doom me to this
life. | just have to read that contract and find the loophole. I'll walk away having
secured the money from Tito's family and be done with this forever.

"Aria, round two..." Tito calls, and shame creeps into my thoughts at the sound of his

voice. As much as | want to say no, | can't. He does own me, just like he said. And
unfortunately, my pussy likesthat. It's my heart that will be destroyed in this process.

TITO



The door to my den is cracked. | sit with my brother and two of my men around the
low, glass coffee table that hosts our drinks and an ashtray for their cigars. We share a
round of laughter at a joke Carlos tells and sip our whiskey. Tonight's meeting is
essential for our business, though. It's not al just fun and games. The more | take
over Dad's responsibilities, the more | see how hard the man really works, but work is
always more enjoyable with a cold beverage.

"So, how about the arrangement?' Tony leans forward and rolls his cigar on the rim
of the ash tray, dropping a load of ashes into the glass bottom, and Carlos tents his
hands in front of himself, fingertips pressed together.

"We're meeting the buyer at our normal location, but we're pushing for twice the load
this time." Carlos taps his index fingers together as he speaks. "Tito has some rich
idea about making more money and taking more land.” My brother isn't a fan of my
business ventures at times, but | have Dad's approval to move forward with my plans.

"That's right,” | tell them, confirming what Carlos already said. "Well begin
distribution as normal and flood the streets with our mix. Our customers will like
what we provide more than they enjoy the sludge the Peraltas are shoveling out there,
and we'll move deeper into their territory."

As | pick up my glass tumbler to have a sip of my drink, | notice movement in the
hallway. | can't make out any distinct details, but a shadow passes by the door and it
intrigues me. | stand and sip my whiskey as | move toward the door, and the shadow
is gone. When | look out, | see nothing, as if only a ghost were here eavesdropping,
but the only people in this houseto listen in are Ariaand my maid.

Puzzled, | turn and head back to the stiff wooden chair, still warm from my body. |
notice Carlos seems fidgety tonight too, irritable over something. His eyes dart
around at the men, and | make a mental note to speak with him about why he's so
jittery.



"You think Peraltais just going to let you walk into his territory and take over?' Sa
scoffs at me and drops ashes into the ashtray from his cigar. The smoke floats upward
toward the ceiling, probably staining it, but a meeting like this without the comradery
of a shared cigar and glass of whiskey wouldn't be the same.

"No. I'm not afool, Sal." | watch the amber liquid swirl in my glass and narrow my
eyes at him. "Peraltaisn't afool either, so when our superior product begins to flood
the same streets he services, he'll see that it's in his best interest to purchase his
narcotics from our suppliers. It will be the only way he can compete with us, and
we'll have him by the balls. It will start with price gouging, then cutting the supply
with whatever we can find that will bring a shadow over his organization. He'll come
crying for help."

Carlos's brow furrows, and now the shadow is over his eyes, not at my door. "That
sounds like the long game, Tito. You know we can just walk in and take what we
want, right?' He rolls his eyes and again scoffs at me, but I'm confident my plan will
work.

"Rome wasn't built in a day, Brother. Anything worth doing is worth doing right.
WEe'll take our time and in the end, we'll own it al." He has to know I'm serious about
my way being respected. As of right now, he answers to our father, but soon, he will
answer only to me. And if he can't fall in line and support my strategies, he may be
looking for hisown tribe. Blood or not, | won't tolerate disrespect or dissent.

"Hey, | think it sounds like a decent plan." Tony sucks on his cigar, making the
cherry on the end light up. He coughs a little, and the smoke spurts from his mouth
like a dragon's snort. "It's as simple as solution selling. We create the problem and
they cometo us for the answer. Business 101."

Tony and Sal will always be on board with anything | say because they understand
the chain of command. Carlos will aways rebel against everything | say because



despite the chain of command, he believes himself the better leader for this family.
He can't stand it that I'm older by fourteen months, making me the heir and him
nothing. Oh, my father respects him and he's given Carlos a fair share of
responsibility.

But the way he covets my authority is aways visible, aimost tangible. He challenges
every thought | bring to the table, every order | give. I'll continue to humor him for
now, but heisn't going to like me when I'm fully in charge. That much isclear.

"And what do you think we'll do when Peralta calls the bluff, goes to another source
for his drugs?' Carlos leans forward and picks up his glass, downing the entire glass
in one swallow."Because the way | seeit, you fucked us by marrying into that family.
They want to sap strength and money from us, and in the end, they'll be strong off our
backs and we'll have another enemy.”

His righteous indignation isn't far off the mark, but he's not looking at the big picture.
We gain far more from this arrangement than the Peraltas. They are saved
temporarily by an influx of money, but we have access to every single financial
transaction that they make. We'll know them so well that even if the full ten years of
this agreement plays out in a peaceful manner, they'll be brought to their kneesin a
heartbeat when it's over. | just don't see it lasting that long. I'll own it al long before
then.

"Carlos, you have alot to learn, which is why I'm in charge and you report to me." |
finish my whiskey and stand. "Now, make sure the drop location is set and the time
confirmed."

Tony stands with me, reaching across the table to shake my hand as Sal slowly
clambers to his dlightly drunken feet. "Second street warehouse, Tuesday at four,"
Tony says, and | nod.



"Then it's settled.” | turn to Carlos, who still sitsin his disrespect and hatred, glaring
at me. "And we have our best men on it? Vinny and Tex?'

He raises and lowers his eyebrows in a single wag indicating he's done his job as
ordered, and | clap my hands once and fold my fingers together. "Well, if you
gentlemen will excuse me, I'd like to find my beautiful new wife and see what she's
up to this evening.” Or more accurately, what she's been listening to. Something tells
me it was her at my door eavesdropping on me, and | don't like that. Not with the
sensitive topic we've been discussing.

| let myself out of the den, trusting they can show themselves out, and head upstairs.
The bedroom door is open, and Ariaisn't there, so | move on, toward the back of the
house. Two guest rooms line the hall, followed by the fourth and largest room where
| sometimes spend my mornings. My library door is open, and soft music vibrates out
to meet me. The light glowing in the room reaches toward me as | open the door
wider and see Aria curled up on the leather loveseat with a plush white blanket
draped around her shoulders, book in hand.

"Find anything good to read in here?' | ask her, knowing the hundreds of books I
have on these shelves will certainly entertain her for months on end. | walk toward
the far wall of the small room and touch the leather bound cover of the first
editionThe War of the Worlds, by H.G. Wells. Then | turn to her and see she hasn’t
even looked up. She's engrossed in athick volume of poetry by Hemmingway. It isn't
aspecial edition, but it's a good book.

"| said, did you find anything good to read?' My questions never go unanswered, at
least not with people who know me, so | give her the benefit of the doubt because she
doesn’t know me or what I’ m capable of.

Arialooks up at me dryly and holds the book up so | can see the cover, but | already
know which book she has. It's arude way of answering, but it's an answer.



"Were you downstairs a short time ago? Near my den?' | cock my head in curiosity
as she pulls the book back down to her lap and lets her eyes skim over the pages. She
says nothing for a second, as if preparing her response, but so nonchalantly that I'd
never suspect athing if | weren't suspicious.
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"I've been reading..."

And just like that, she goes back to ignoring me. She turns a page and shifts in her
seat to get more comfortable, and while she does appear to be quite cozy, as if she's
been here for hours, I'm not convinced. My gut tells me she heard me speaking to my
men and is keeping that bit a secret. It won't make a difference. I'll still enact my
plan, and it will work regardless of whether Hector Peralta knows ahead of time.

| move toward her, sitting on the loveseat next to her. My arm draped across the back,
my body reclined sideways, | cross my left leg over my right and hook a finger on the
book, pulling it down so | can get her attention.

"Y ou know, when a man like me talks, most people listen."
"I'm not most people," she snarls, and | like that feisty attitude. | chuckle.

"I can see that. Y ou're quite the handful, aren't you?' Taking the book from her hand,
| fold it shut and lay it on the cushion between us. She glares at me and pulls the
blanket around her shoulders more tightly. She really is an exquisite creation,
beautiful in so many ways, and I'm lucky enough to own her. Like my collection of
rare books, Aria brings value to my life that | can't get any other way. It's not just the
power | wield over her father. It's more than that. | can't place my finger on it.

"What do you want? I'm trying to read that." She reaches for the book, and | place my
hand on it, palm splayed over the cover.

"How do you feel after last night?' Our marital bed was practically volcanic last



night. | had her trembling under me no less than ten times, and while my own body
has its limits, making her explode back to back is nothing short of an ego boost.

"Do you mind?' she snaps, grabbing the book and opening it up, searching for the
page she was on.

So she wantsto bite and claw? I'll put aleash on her.

| stand and walk to the door, pausing to look back at her. She's curled around the
book like it's a life preserver that will keep her afloat in the storm surge, but I'm a
tidal wave she won't ever see coming.

"Don't worry. I'll make sure tonight's performance is more spectacular,” | tell her, and
| see her shoulders tense as she hears my words.

My little toy has only begun to see what I'm capable of.

ARIA

If Tito thinks he's going to pull afast one on my family, he's wrong. I've already told
my father what my new husband is planning, the dirty drug deal and moving into
Peralta territory. Dad is wise to it, but that doesn't mean he'll be able to do much
about it when Tito comes hunting for results. Jasper will have to reach out to his
connections in San Francisco to help him.

| sit at the large marble island in Tito's kitchen—well, our kitchen. I've been here five
daysand | still haven't gotten used to it being my home yet. | don't want it to ever feel
like home. Yes, Tito can fuck the living daylights out of me and make me come so
hard | piss myself—he's proven that twice now—but that doesn't mean I'm his



property. And it doesn't mean I'm happy in this arrangement. | can't even cal it a
marriage anymore. It's not. It's more like prison.

The tea bag has steeped long enough, but | stare at the way it floats in the mug
listlessly like a raft on a pool in the summer sun, and | wish | were anywhere but
here. My desire to gain information and take Tito down from the inside out isn't
goingas well as | planned. It's like his home is isolated from his work. Other than a
few meetings he's had, ones I've overheard portions of, there is nothing in this home
to connect him to the crime syndicate he leads. It's useless.

The only thing I've even found that may be useful is the fact that his younger brother,
Carlos, seems all too eager to disrespect him at any turn. I'm sure it's nothing more
than a case of sibling rivalry, but there may be a chance for me to twist the knife and
help Carlos get what he wants while procuring what | want.

Which is why I'm sitting here now, staring at my tepid tea. I'm waiting for Carlos to
come back to this damn kitchen to get another beer. He's been out back with Tito,
sitting by the pool and enjoying the evening heat. Three times now, they've ordered
me to put on a bathing suit and join them, and | refuse. | won't be paraded around in
front of Tito's brother in that slutty scrap of material he calls a bikini, but that doesn’t
mean | don't want to speak with Carlos.

| have to reheat the tea in the microwave twice before Carlos comesin. | want it to
appear casual, asif I'm only just letting the tea finish steeping before | retreat to my
safe place here in this house—the library. I'm fascinated by all the books Tito has,
and I’'m amazed that a man like him has taken time to preserve literature the way he
has. Some things I've learned about him are surprising, to say the least.

"What are you doing here?' Carlos growls as he walks in. "You know my brother
wants you out there." He stomps over to the refrigerator and opens it. The bottles and
jarsin the door shake and rattle under the movement.



"Y our brother wants a lot of things he can't have." | pick up the tea bag by the string
and dunk it. I'm not even going to drink thisdrivel, but | have to put on a good show.

Carlos bends and reaches into the fridge and then straightens and turns toward me,
letting the door shut. He has an ice-cold beer in hand, which he opens and takes a sip
from.

"Yeah, | hear that." Carlosis alarge man, larger than Tito. | bet if they were to square
off, Tito would have his ass handed to him, but just like in my family, Tito's family
operates on a matter of respect. They both honor their father as the leader, and
something tells me Daddy Dearest would skin them or disown them if they started
shit. They probably learned this the hard way when they were kids.

"You sound bitter..." Here | am, planting seeds like | have a green thumb. | look up
at him through my lashes and notice the storm in his eyes. It's always there. It was
there the day of our wedding when he watched Tito kiss me at the altar. It was there
earlier this week when | snuck up to Tito's den and watched a few moments of his
stupid meeting.

"Bitter isn't the word for it." He takes another sip of his beer and then leans forward
on the island. The white and black marble is a stark contrast to the bronze of his sun-
kissed skin. These Italian men are obsessed with their appearance and it shows.

"Is he a good leader?' | ask, hoping to come across as a curious wife, not an
unsuspected double agent. I'm hardly a spy, but a girl hasto do what a girl hasto do.

Carlos stands again, squared shoulders, rigid jawline. | see the way he wants to trust
me, but he's a trained soldier. "Tito is my older brother. He's blood. That's all | can
say." He wants to comeacross as loyal, but under the surface, | see his wheels turning.
He wants that position of leadership, and it's so obvious even Tito probably knowsiit.



"Oh, come on. You're brothers. I'm sure you've seen him be irresponsible. You really
think he is the one who deserves to lead the family?' | pinch the tea bag and the
liguid drains out, then | set it on the plate my mug rests on. "You've never once
thought the rightful leader of thisfamily should be you?"
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"What are you doing, lady? What are you up to?' He walks toward me, looming
menacingly over me. | don't flinch or cower. | have no reason to fear him at al. I'm
not breaking my marital contract by placing seeds of doubt in Carlos's mind. If Tito
can scheme and plot against my family, | have no shame in doing it to him.

"I'm saying, you seem to be the one fit for the job." Not even looking at him, | can
sense the room shift. It gets ten degrees hotter, maybe because despite being
confident in what I’'m doing, I'm starting to sense that I'm treading in shark-infested
water.

"Y eah? How so?" Carlos stops, his shadow cast across my cup, and | look up at him.

"Well, you make sense and he makes messes. Isn't that what you told your father the
night of our wedding?' He has no idea | overheard that little spat between him and
the older Ramiro. "What if we can work together to get you what you want, and me
what | want?

There is along, pregnant pause. He's thinking it over now. | have him right where |
want him. | know men like him. He's going to take the bait, even if he doesn’t do it
now. His ego is too largeto allow Tito to run the show and get all the credit. Carlos
isn't happy being second in command. He wants it all, and | know | can convince him
to takeit.

"And if | said yes, what is it you think | want? And what is it that you want?' He
hasn't told me off yet, so that's good. | turn in the seat and look up at his stern
expression. It's amazing how much the brothers look alike, though Tito is by far the
more handsome of the two. But who knows, maybe Carlos is the smarter one.



"Y ou want the leading role, and | want to go home to my family and for my father to
retain full ownership of his businesses—completely bailed out.”

| can amost hear the wheels turning in Carlos's mind. He's thinking of it, but before
he can answer, Tito's voice booms through the back door, making me jump in right.

"Fuck! Goddammit! Carlos, we have a problem." His shout is so loud it rattles my
nerves, and | turn to look down into the cup again. Focusing on anything besides
Tito's anger is what | need to do. | can't let him see me anxious or flustered like this.
He'll know I'm up to something.

When he questioned me about whether | had been eavesdropping on his meeting, |
was certain he was going to corner me and force me to tell him the truth. That hand
around my neck when we fuck won't be so nice if it's there for any other reason. |
can't give him any excuse to want to harm me. Tito is strong. He could crush me.

"What the hell?' Carlos barks out, then he turns and walks into the hallway off the
back door, meeting Tito as he bursts in. As they walk up the halway, | hear him
shouting about the drug deal.

They can't see my face, and I'm glad. My lips curl into a smile at the mention of his
deal being interrupted. Of courseit's interrupted. Jasper and | concocted a plan to leak
the information to a few friendlies we have on the police force. There was never a
chance that deal would go down as Tito planned it to. | won't let his drugs flood the
market and create the "problem"” to which he could provide the solution.

Yes, | heard every single word of that meeting and raced up to the library before he
ever suspected a thing. Or maybe he suspected it. Maybe he still does, but he can't
prove it. Now he's irate and screaming about revenge and finding out who did what,
and | pick up the tepid teaand sip it, grimacing at how awful it tastes.



When the sound of Tito's shouts fades, | pull my phone out and call Jasper. | want
someone to celebrate with. This tiny victory is mine, and while my brother has no
clue that I'm scheming to get Tito to back out of this arrangement, he can appreciate
that I'm a troublemaker. Besides, it saved my father this time, though next time, | may
not be so lucky.

"Aria, how are you?' Jasper says after answering on the third ring.

"Big brother,” | say, grinning. "It's done. It worked." | am positively giddy, bouncing
in my seat so much that the tea sloshes on the marble and | have to grab a paper towel
to wipeit up.

"Slow down, Ari. You know you have to be careful. Your husband is a dangerous
criminal. Your overexuberance will get you caught.” Jasper sounds like a parent, not
a partner in crime, besides the fact that as the heir to my father's throne, he is
Tito'scounterpart. As if I'm unaware what my own brother is capable of. | roll my

eyes.

"God, just celebrate with me. And don't call that bastard my husband. He is nothing
more than a contracted relationship." | wipe up the tea, but as | say the words, my gut
churns. It's not altogether true. When Tito slides into me and makes me look him in
the eye as| come, | feel something. There is some sort of sick fuckery that goes on in
my mind, connecting me to him, and | hate that part of me.

"Well, don't be so quick to claim the victory. We won a small battle because your ear
was tuned in. If this continues to happen, helll become secretive. His little plots
against our family will be carried out without your ever knowing of them. Then how
will we defend ourselves?' Jasper asks, and | already know.

"I'm going to ask Sergeant Nix to get me a few bugs to plant on him, in his car,
around this house. | can have access to take down other deals too, not just ones that



pertain to our family. | have to make him look bad in front of his father." The plan
begins to come together in my mind seamlessly now. If Carlos is on board, all we
have to do is make Tito look foolish in front of his father. Mr. Ramiro will choose
Carlos to lead the family instead of Tito, and all | have to do is get my "husband” to
fuck me so hard he leaves bruises on my neck, then claim he tried to kill me.

| know it will work.

"Aria, you have to be careful. You don't know who you're dealing with." Jasper's
warning comes in hushed tones, and | get the feeling my parents are nearby, or at
least one of them.

"Don't worry, Jasper. | know exactly what I'm doing. And I'm going to do it right.
Hopefully soon, too." The shouting hasstarted again, in the other room. Tito is
furious. "Listen, | have to go. | have to hide or something. I'll call you later."

| hang up knowing my overly concerned brother is probably worried sick. It just
shows how close we really are. He cares about me so much, he would storm the castle
and save me, but this time, I'm saving him and myself. All of us, realy. And I'm not
going to stop until my job is finished.

10

TITO

Aria has been nothing but snappy and stubborn since we walked into my father's
house. We're gathered for a family meal, as requested by Dear Old Dad, who knows
he's on hislast legs. He wants us all together. | think it makes him feel like death isn't
so imminent, that he is still strong enough to lead, but we al know he's been fading
lately.



She remains firmly on my arm, dressed in white dress slacks and a pink floral top.
The lighter colors only make her thick, dark hair al the more aluring as it curls
around her shoulders and drapes over her chest. The plunging neckline of thetop isa
hit with most of my cousins, though I'll pry their eyes out with my thumbs if they
even so much as look at her with attraction. She is mine aone, and I'm actually
feeling proud to have her tonight.

"Do you have to have such a cold expression on your face? This is a party—smile."
My gentle chiding seems to irritate her. I'm not one to coddle, either. She will get her
act together or I'll be forced to put her in her place.

"Do you have to be such a bore?' The sardonic drawl of her tone makes me clench
my jaw. "And it's a family gathering. Theonly way this would be a party is if your
father kicks the bucket tonight."
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| squeeze her hand so tightly she winces and tries to pull away. I’'m not fond of the
vitriol at all. Her callous remarks only show how little she knows about this family.
We are thicker than blood, bonded with an ancient tradition of honor and loyalty.
Even if he weren’'t my father, | would still respect him more than she does, simply
because it isthe way of this organization.

“Watch your mouth,” | tell her as we approach one of my uncles who's had his eyes
on me al night. Unable to attend our wedding festivities, Uncle Tommy has yet to
meet my new bride. She's respectful at least when speaking to other people. It seems
to be me she abhors, and probably because she blames me for being forced into
marriage against her will.

“Uncle Tommy, thisis Aria, my wife,” | say, a note of pridein my voice as | present
her. He shakes her hand, and she bows at the shoulders before they engage in polite
small talk. At least she can play the part when she needs to.

“Aria, | hear your family has chosen an alliance with the Ramiro tribe. They are very
wise for leaning into the strength of our family.” Tommy grips my elbow and nods
his head. The gray hairs sprouting from odd places on his face and in his ears attest to
his age. He's older than my father by a few years, but just as faithful to the time-
honored tradition of passing the torch. Their father chose mine, and he chose me.
Tommy was never like Carlos, though, never coveting my father's authority.

“Mr. Ramiro...” She pauses and smiles. “I’'m sorry, there are so many Mr. Ramiros
here this evening, it all becomes alittle too overwhelming.”

He chuckles a her and releases my arm. “Tommy is fine. You're part of the family



now, Aria. Fed freeto call me Uncle.”

| relax a little, relieved she isn't going to cause a scene in front of my uncle. There
will be time for that later when we are alone and | can explain her place without
unscrupulous ears listening in.

“Thank you, Uncle Tommy,” she says with a genuine smile on her lips that makes my
heart ache with longing. Why couldn’t she always be this way? She is resilient and
strong, quick-witted and short-tempered, everything a Ramiro wife should be, but she
allows her hatred of my name and authority to keep her at arm’s length. | stand
convinced the only reason we have such passionate sex is because she’s never had a
man make her body feel the way | do. Otherwise, she would still be fighting me on
that too.

“May | steal her away for a moment?’ | say to Tommy, and he pats Aria' s hand and
nods.

Carlos appears with his wife on his arm. They make quite a picture together. Marcela
is pretty in her own right with her auburn hair and hazel eyes that seem to sparkle all
the time. Her hand settles on his forearm as he leads her toward the table where Dad' s
staff has the drinks situated. | need to speak with him about certain matters, but
Aria's presence makes that challenging.

“Go get adrink,” | tell her, but the plastic smile on her face, showing only a smidgen
of her pearl-white teeth, is so tight | know she' s about to rebel again.

“Go fuck yourself,” she says, and she looks up at me so adoringly that if | didn’t
know better, I'd have said she was in love with me. “I don't know any of these
people. I’'m staying with you.” Hertalons wrap around my arm more tightly, and she
clings to me. She's been nothing but a pain in the ass for the past two weeks of our
marriage, and I'm fed up.



| turn to her and lift my hand, cupping the side of her neck. | smile at her adoringly as
| press my thumb into her pulse point. She gasps quietly and stiffens even as | wrap
my other arm around her waist and pull her into my body. Anyone else in this room
will think I’'m just showing her special affection. None of them will pay any attention
to me because watching their soon-to-be boss kissing his wife would be seen as
disrespect, and no one will ever disrespect me.

But Aria doesn’'t know that. The hands that gripped my bicep only seconds ago now
grip my wrist as | push my thumb in harder and lean in closely to brush my lips over
her cheek. Then | whisper into her ear, “Do not test me.” | keep my grip firm for a
second as she nods, and her grasp on my wrist loosens.

“l was just saying | don’t know anyone, and I’ll feel more comfortable with you.”

My hand slides down her neck and across her shoulder to her lower back where | lace
my fingers together as if it is the most comfortable thing. She plays with my tie,
straightening it and fidgeting. She's shocked and maybe a little afraid, but she won't
cause a scene. She knows better.

“I"'m sure you will be fine, Aria. Go mingle while | speak with my brother.”

Luckily, she has enough sense not to argue further, and she melts into the crowd,
cozying up to a group of women her age who've been eyeing us al night. Good, let
them have her for now.l have business to attend to, and as much as | hate to admit it,
some space from my new bride will do us both good.

| make my way toward Carlos, who now has a drink in his hand and stands with Tony
and Vinny. The two of them are dwarfed by Carloss size, appearing like mini
versions of him in nicer suits. They are huddled in deep discussion about something,
and | know what it is. Carlosis having difficulty with afew of his business ventures,
and partnering with my cousins is the only way he can work things out. He hasn't



brought it up to me yet, but Sal has, and I'm waiting to get involved until Carlos asks
me to help.

"Brother," | say, slapping him on the back as | step up beside them. He winces and
closes his eyes for amoment before turning with a half-smile.

"Tito," he acknowledges me, and then he nods at the others. "We were just talking
business."

"At aparty?' | ask. My feigned playful tone makes the other men smile and chuckle.
"What could be so important with business that you have to discuss it here on a night
we're celebrating our father?' My words are meant to drive the dagger home. He's
being secretive about his ventures, and | want to know what's going on in detail. As
his leader, | deserve that respect. After all, what he does will inevitably reflect on me
as the boss.

"It's nothing to be concerned about,” Carlos says, waving off my concern, but | won't
be assuaged so easlly.

"Come now, do tell. What's the matter?' | turn to Sal, who pushes his lips out
thoughtfully.

"Carlos needs a little reinforcement. That's all, Tito." Sal shrugs a shoulder and nods
at Tony, who offers nothing more than a nervous snicker.

"If you must know, we are going to partner together to run things and we're looking
for the best option. That's al." Carlos is irritated by my insistence, but he would do
well for himself if he just communicated with me openly. I'm his brother. | have no
problem supporting him. He just got offended over the fact that as the eldest, | was
chosen and not him.



Dad chose the right leader, as did his father before him. Carlos expected our father to
do what his father did—choose the younger son. But the tradition was never choosing
the younger son, but rather, the best son.

"I see. Well, | believe you will work it out easily, then. If you're al on the same
page." | slide my hands into my pockets but feel the familiar feeling of hands
wrapping around my elbow. | look down, and Ariais back, this time holding a drink
in her hands.

"I couldn't help but overhear your conversation, dear." Her tone is overly familiar.
She's up to something. | can see it in her eyes. "Carlos, you know many large
corporations use mergers to maintain their status and grow. You should consider
merging al of your finances. Let the wealth of one business flow to the others like
liquid gold. In time, as one grows, they all grow, and when one is weak, the stronger
ones will support it."

Carlos's eyes widen with revelation and he then furrows his brow, asif questioning to
himself why he hadn't thought of that. Sal and Tony nod and grunt approval of Aria's
wisdom, and | have to admit that having only heard a bit of the conversation, she was
spot on. It would have occurred to me and Carlos too atsome point, but she was quick
to know the answer, and even in this, she impressed me.
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"That'sareal good idea," Sal says, raising hisdrink to her. "Mrs. Ramiro, you are one
smart lady."

Indeed, my wifeis brilliant, and that brilliance makes me wish she wasn't so averse to
the idea of being my wife, fighting me all the time. | excuse us from the conversation
again and lead her away from them. She's heard enough of the family business for
one night. I'll be taking her home soon, after alittle more elbow rubbing. She may yet
surprise me again, and I'm not aman who is easily surprised.

11
ARIA

|saw the way Carlos's eyes lit up when | offered my convenient bit of advice to him.
It's what makes sense to me, to merge the finances of the businesses those men own
in order to save the weaker ones by leaning on the strength of the ones doing better.
I've heard my father speak of this before. It's a crutch to get the at-risk company
through the worst of the decline while tapping into capital elsewhere, though it's not
typically done unless the business owners are entirely on board with a full merger.

Now at home, all | can think is how easy it will be to convince Carlos that he doesn't
need his brother's leadership, that he's more than capable of assuming that authority
and power. And, of course, how strange it is that Tito gave me only the deepest
respect after that moment at tonight's party. He was a changed man, ushering me
around from couple to couple, introducing me to his family and doting on me. It'slike
something in that conversation sparked pride in me or something.



| step into the flow of water, my party clothes left in the hamper. The water is
steaming hot, relaxing away my fatigue. As soon aswe got home, | came up here to
shower. Tito's cologne clings to the clothing and my skin, and while it's not the worst
scent in the world, it just reminds me that there are too many things | don't hate about
him. That I'm really not the one with the power in this relationship.

| soak my hair and add a bit of shampoo, lathering it up before rinsing it out.
Sometimes, | don't know what I’m doing here, like I'm being torn down the middle.
My family supports me, and if | told them my plan was to wait until my father's
businesses were running well, then somehow find Tito in breach of the contract, they
would support that. Dad and Jasper would caution me against anything too nefarious
for fear that Tito would harm me, but they would at least help.

At times, | think my mom really wants me to hang in there, hoping that Tito will be to
me like my father isto her now, years after my parents marriage. | can't ever see Tito
being like that. Tonight, all | wanted was to stay on his arm where | felt safer,
because | know him and | don't know his family at all. He pushed me away. | wasn't
allowed to hear his "business talk", apparently, but when | did, it wasn't like | stole
family secrets. And he was impressed by my knowledge, or that’sthe way | seeit.

And for that reason, | feel like maybe I'm wrong about Tito. Maybe there is more to
him than just really good sex and a nasty, controlling attitude.

The door creaks, and | look over to see him walk in. He's halfway undressed, his coat
and tie somewhere else. Bare feet pad across the white tile floor as he undoes his belt
and dlips his slacks off. | cringe as | realize he's going to shower with me. He has no
idea I've been attempting to lure his brother into an alliance with me to push him out.
| suppose for the time being, that's good for me.I'm not in danger, and Tito's magical
fingers can make me feel things no other man has ever made me fesl.

"Miacara," he mewls as he steps into the shower, letting a burst of cooler air into the



glass surround. It's something my father calls me, so it feels odd hearing him say that.
| must redly have charmed him with my intellect this evening. He doesn't
compliment me like this.

| turn my back to the water and face him as he moves in. His hands rest on my hips
and make me tingle with desire. He's not just here to get cleaned up. His dick is half
chub and thereisaseaof lust in his eyes. He's staring at my tits, water droplets racing
across my creamy skin.

"My God, you look incredible." Histight grip pulls mein, and | rest my palms on his
chest.

"Am | supposed to thank you for that?' | ask in a sarcastic tone. I'm not sure why, but
this feels different from normal. He's pushy and demanding, not complimentary and
seductive. But his hips sway against mine, and his thickness squeezes between our
pubic bones, making my groin pulse with ache.

"You don't have to say athing. Y ou were fabulous tonight." Tito leans in and nips at
my earlobe. The rumble of his baritone tickles my ear as he continues, "Not only is
that ass of yours fantastic in those pants, but you impressed my family." He scrapes
his stubble along my jawline as he sucks on my earlobe and then grinds his dick
against my pelvis,

"I'd have thought you were going to smack me for being stubborn and mouthy." My
instinct to push back just never goes away. I'm sure if he were a man | fell in love
with, I'd feel muchdifferently about this interlude in the shower. Besides, Tito is
acting weird. One of us needsto be normal.

He chuckles, a deep, growling sound that threatens to melt my insides. His chest
rumbles mine, and my fingers itch to claw at his shoulders and push him lower to
where his mouth meets my core.



"You are sassy, I'll giveyou that. And alittle sassis agood thing." His lipstrail down
my jaw to my mouth, where he captivates me in a breath-stealing kiss. My hands
lazily walk up his chest and lock together behind his head. It's getting so hot in here, |
can hardly breathe.

"Mmm, so you like when | talk back? Y ou could have fooled me tonight." | arch my
head back under the water as he nips at the skin on my neck and throat. His hands
knead my hips, pulling me against him then gently pushing me away in a steady
rhythm. | feel hisdick getting harder by the second.

"A woman has to be strong, Aria. Y ou are anything but weak." That's his nice way of
saying I'm a bitch, and I'll own that. | am, and | don't intend to be anything other than
that to him.

| press on his shoulders, hoping he'll go lower, but he sucks on the tender bit of skin
just inside my collar bone as one hand slides up to my left breast to pinch my nipple.
| shudder and moan softly, letting the water rush over my face. He knows how to
draw pleasure from me no matter what mood I'm in.

"I think you and | would be amazing together, you know?"' he asks, pulling away. He
dlides his dick between my legs where it can caress my dlit and spread my moisture
but not penetrate me. "We would make a perfect team, husband and wife, leading
ourorganization to be the biggest in the nation. You just can't seem to respect that
about me, but hopefully in time, you will."

He is al tak and no game, and right now, he's driving my pussy mad with desire.
"Are you going to shut up and fuck me, or do | have to use the shampoo bottle to get
off?* My snark knows no bounds. He smirks at me and kisses me again, this time
letting his lipstrail lower and lower.

| moan as his tongue flicks over my clit, his fingers parting my lips to give him better



access. He lifts my leg up, and his tongue probes deeper into my aching pussy,
drinking every drop of my arousal. His fingers slide inside me, fucking me as he
sucks on my sensitive nub, sending me into atailspin of bliss. The water hits his back
and runs across it, leaving us beneath the waterfall of heat and steam

My moans echo off the tiled walls, my power being sucked from my lungs, and |
have no way to stop it. The things he does to me make me want him to do them all
that much more. And when he does them more, when | moan for him to give me
greater heights of pleasure, | offer him more of ahold over my mind and body.

"Oh, God, Tito. That's it. Right there, don't stop,” | gasp, my nails digging into his
back as he devours me like he's starving and I'm the last woman on earth. He growls
against my pussy, his fingers picking up a punishing pace as he sucks harder. My
back arches, my core tightening around his fingers as he presses against an unknown
spot with his tongue that has me seeing stars.

| press my hands to his hot skin, leaning over him as his stubble scrapes against my
sensitive parts. The water hits my head and makes my hair fall like a curtain around
my face, but I'm a quivering mess. His fingers work my pussy to a frenzy. I'm
melting around him. | can feel the dick juices my pussy makesfor him, so much that
he can’'t even drink them in asfast as | make them.

I'm on the edge and | can feel the orgasm rip through my core, the waves of pleasure
crashing against me like a tidal wave, pulling me under its grasp. "That's it,mo
miurin, come for me," he growls against my aching core, and | arch my back as
convulsions ripple through every cell of my body. My pussy clenches around his
fingers, milking his fingers for al their worth as | ride out the waves of my orgasm
leaned against the tiled wall.

He slowly pulls out hisfingers, and | can't help but whimper. My pussy still clenches,
aching for more of him inside me, to feel him fill me up. He stands up and lifts me up



against the wall, my legs wrapping around his waist as he positions himself at my
opening. "1'm going to make you mine, Aria, in every single way possible. And when
you finally come to the realization that we are better together, | hope it’'s not too late
for you.”
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He lets me dlide lower, sinking onto his thick girth. It slipsin me easily as far as he
can go and pushes into my back wall so hard I'm seeing stars.

He growls, his grip on my hips tightening. "Fuck, you're so tight. Y ou're so fucking
tight. | love the way you feel around me, Aria. Y ou were made for this, for me." His
thrusts are angrily slow, like he's trying to imprint his presence into my very soul, to
brand me as hisfor al eternity.

My nails dig into his back as he buries himself inside me over and over again, each
thrust hitting that spot that makes my toes curl. | can feel the orgasm building up
again, and it'stoo soon. | can't handle this much pleasure so soon after my first one.

"Tito," | moan, grinding my hipsinto hisin a silent pleafor him to stop or at least go
faster, anything to finish this torment and get it over with before | combust on him.
"Tito, please," | beg, my orgasm barreling toward me like a runaway train and I'm
trapped on the tracks. His lips find my earlobe and his tongue teases it, his other hand
cupping my breast. "Say it, Aria. Say you're mine and I'll finish this for both of us."
He whispers hoarsely in my ear, his thrusts a little more harsh, alittle harder, making
the orgasm that much closer. "Say it,momidrin."

"Tito, please," | whimper, my control dslipping fast. This isn't how | pictured my
surrender to be, but here we are, him fucking me against a tiled wall while the water
washes over us both. His hands squeeze my ass cheeks, pulling me closer to him as
he thrusts in deeper, his dick hitting spots | didn't know existed. | can feel every
single ridge of his cock on the walls of my tight pussy, creating a delicious friction
that's driving me insane.



He lowers his head, sucking on my neck roughly, sending shivers down my spine
each time he does it. "Say | own you," he growls against my ear. His hand leaves my
ass cheek and travels upward to find my clit. He rubs it in circles that leave me

gasping for air.

"Oh, God," | moan loudly, “yes, you own me.”

That's al he needed to hear. His pace quickens, sslamming into me with a ferocity |
didn't know was possible. He pounds into me mercilessly, his hand never leaving my
clit. Lightning-fast bolts of electricity course through my body, his thrusts and his
fingers working in tandem to bring me crashing over the edge again. My pussy
tightens around him, milking him for every drop as | scream his name. He growls out
my name, his hips jerking as he shoots his seed inside me. The hot exchange runs
down my inner thigh, and only then do | realize the water is getting cooler now.

He pulls out of me, both of us panting heavily as | let my feet down, tiptoes touching
thetile floor. He still has me pinned against the wall, though, kissing my shoulder and
neck. His hand trails up my sides to my ribs, and the water begins to wash away the
evidence of our sex. For a split second, I'm captivated by him, drawn in by the power
and the allure. Tito is the head of his family now, or will be any day when his father
finally dies. That isalot of power, power I'll never havein my life.

"Think of what we could do as we lead both of our families, Aria," he growls again,
hands now kneading my tits, mouth hungrily clawing at my skin. But | can't.

| can't let his temptation to usurp my brother's throne and oust my father's wishes get
into my head. | push him hard, and he backs away. My hand has a mind of its own,
flying up to smack him across the face.

Tito looks stunned as his hand covers his cheek and | dlip out of the shower, grabbing
atowel. He doesn't even protest my flight. | wrap the towel around my body and rush



out into the air-conditioned bedroom. Sobs reach up out of my throat and erupt into
the night as | dive into bed and cover myself, dripping hair and all.

Isn't it every girl's dream to have a husband who will love and cherish her? Being his
partner isn't what | want, though being the head of my own family isn't entirely a
horrible thought, and that is what makes me feel like I'm going to throw up. My
father deserves better, and | have danced with the devil himself, and ailmost sold my
soul to him, for that power. I'm not fit to be the daughter of Hector Peralta, not if |
allow Tito Ramiro to tempt me into assuming power that isn't my own. No, | can't be
his partner. | can't let his persuasion get to my heart. My fatherneeds me to be strong,
not to fall apart because a man can fuck me so well | forget who | am.

| have to keep Tito out of my head. My father's life depends on it.

12

TITO

My first time at the Peralta home and I'm very impressed. My father has this old-
world charm about everything he does. His home screams vintage 1930s, but the
Peralta estate has been updated to something more akin to the Twenty-First Century
charm | prefer. Though, there are hints of Don Hector's age in the artwork hung on
his walls and the curtains draped across his marble floors.

A staff of two maids and a butler greet me at the door when | arrive. They're dressed
in black with nametags pinned to their shirts as if 1'd ever need their names for any
reason. | wonder if Hector islosing his sanity, beginning to grow forgetful as he ages.
My father is sharp as a whip, no hint of memory issues or other age-related issues
creeping in. If only hislungs hadn't been invaded.

"Mr. Ramiro, it's so good for you to come." A petite woman with dark skin and eyes



smiles at me warmly and gestures for me to follow. The woman next to her, with
honey-colored hair, nods. "This way, please.” She starts off across the large
entryway, and Ifollow behind at a casual pace. The second woman and the man, who
says nothing, follow behind me.

When Hector asked me to join him and his son for a short meeting about some
business items, | couldn’t say no. The man's money troubles precede him in every
way. Every crime boss in LA knew he was struggling. It was only a matter of time
before he either folded or reached out for an alliance such as the one we created, and |
am the lucky one for having crossed his mind at such a dire moment for his family.

The maid leads me to a large open room with windows that stretch from floor to
ceiling. Thick, heavy curtains hang from silver rods and puddie on the floor below the
windowsills. The room is sparsely furnished, with only two chairs and one table that
sits between them. Along one wall is a bookshelf with only a few titles on it, and at
the other end is a portrait of Hector and hiswife. In their arms is a young baby, and in
their eyes is a deep mourning. Aria never told me she had a sibling who died, but |
can seeit in the eyes staring back at me from that portrait.

"Ah, so nice to see you, Tito." | turn around to see Hector enter. He walks with a
cane. A bulge around his right knee beneath his trousers is indicative of an injury.
"You remember Jasper,” he says, gesturing to his son who walks in after him. The
younger Peralta is stern-looking with pursed lips and angry eyes. He and Aria could
be twinsif he were afew years younger.

"Mr. Perdta," | say, nodding at the younger man. | extend my hand, but he disdainsit
so much that he doesn't even look at my offer for civility. Clearly, he gets his hatred
for charity from his mother, perhaps where Aria gets it as well. Hector has been
nothing but open and welcoming.

Hector walks over to the chairs and takes one, holding his hand out toward the other.



| aso walk to the chairs and have a seat. Jasper stands behind his father, a looming
shadow over our conversation. But the younger man, probably ten years my junior,
will take over for his father one day, and he'll need to know the ins and outs of things.
Or so he thinks. I'll have controlling interest of every business the Peralta family
ownsin less than two years, and they'll never see it coming.

"So, what brings us here today?' | ask. | unbutton my tie and lean back in the chair,
crossing one foot over the other. The black linen upholstery is stiff, the chair's arms
rigid and unforgiving. They remind me of my father's personality, of the way he
trained me to be.

Hector wrings his hands in his lap after setting his cane to the side. It leans against his
chair as he languidly reclines and closes his eyes. | wait for him to speak because
while | aready have my prepared solution for their situation, | want him to think it's
hisidea. It's the only way to ensure my plan is fully successful. He has to ask me for
it, and when | giveit to him, it will only be his fault.

Jasper, however, is ten steps ahead. If Hector listens to his son's rebuttal—the one |
see is aready swirling in his thoughts, I'll get nowhere fast. I'll have to go back to my
drawing board with a new plan, which will take more time. | just want this all to be
over with before my father passes so he can see the man |'ve become and be proud.

"Tito, I'm going to be honest with you. Things are worse than we once believed them
to be." Hector presses his fingertips together and purses his lips. His hands, in prayer
pose, float toward his face and lightly touch his lips before dropping back to his lap
and turning to fists. "We need more help than | was willing to admit."

Jasper has the same smug, defiant look in his eyes that Aria gets at times. | wonder
how hard he's going to resist my advice and suggestions. Hector will plead for my
help and fall on his knees in gratitude when | tell him | have a solution for him. He's
ready to cry even now before he's even spilled the full issue.



"Alright, well tell me what we're dealing with. There is no problem so large that we
can't find a solution for it if we put our minds together." | sit straighter as the same
maid returns to the room with atray. On it there are three glasses full of what appears
to be lemonade and a pitcher coated in athick swath of condensation.
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She nods at me, then Hector, as she sets it on the table between us, and | take one of
the glasses. "For you, sirs."

"Thank you, Marta," Hector says, but his glass and Jasper's remain on the tray as she
retreats.

| sip the lemonade and show my gratitude for the hospitality, but | can't help but wish
it were whiskey. It may very well be a testament to the reason there is no furniture in
this room. Perhaps they've been selling things off because they’ re unable to afford the
finer things anymore. All the better for me and my plan.

"We have several businesses that are beyond the point of breaking. We will lose
them, I'm afraid. We're letting staff go, a reduction in force, but we're talking assets
being sold off now. Our customers and current orders can't be serviced. Tito, we need
your help." His trembling hands rest on the arms of the chair and his eyes offer a
pleading expression. Thisis exactly what | need.

"I see,”" | tell him, then | set the glass down. "And what help isit that you believe you
need from me? I've already infused these businesses with the funds to help them get
back on their feet... That was in the arrangement, right?* But little does he know
there are men inside his businesses siphoning money away to make it appear worse
than ever. All part of the setup, which based on the way things look, | never needed to
put in place.

"Yes, you did." His head drops and he shakes it. Jasper is now staring off into space
with an angry glare. He hates humbling himself. | hate that too. | think it's common to
any man in authority the way we are, the way he will be if his family survives my



plot. None of uslike to show weakness.

"Certainly, you can apply the capitol in responsible ways to ensure your businesses
grow.” I'm making this painful for him because he has to want it bad enough to beg
for it.

"We've done that, Tito. It's just not enough.” The words are like knives for him to
say, and | can seethe painin his eyes. Jasper still hasn't said a word.

"Tell him, Jasper. Tell him why we're here," Hector says, his voice a tired whisper.
This conversation is costing him all of his energy, and | have to hand it to him. He's
holding up well, considering the man before me is a hollowed-out version of himself.
Jasper opens his mouth and closes it again. He sighs, then runs his hand through his
hair and lets out a defeated sigh.

“It'saright, | understand.” | hold my hand up to halt the undue misery of the younger
Peralta man. It’ s obvious he refuses to humble himself.

Hector says as if reading his son's mind, “Tito, I'm sorry to say this, but we need
more than just an infusion of cash this time.We need more than that. We need a
miracle.” | act surprised, but | already know what the next words out of his lips will
be. Thisis my chance to make sure they owe me everything. The time for charity is
over. It’stime to cash in on my investment into their company.

“What exactly do you have in mind?’ | ask, feigning innocence.

Hector looks at his son, then back at me with resignation in his eyes. “We need you to
take over the reins, Tito. We need you to take control of our businesses until we can

repay you.”

Jasper explodes, "Father, | won't let you?—"



Hector silences him with a glare that could freeze hell over. I’ve never seen this side
of him before, and it catches me off guard momentarily. This is the Hector Peralta |
remember from when | was a boy, the one who wouldn’t be trifled with.

“Enough, Jasper. You don't know what you're talking about.” Hector turns to me,
guilt written all over hisface. “Tito, if you'rewilling...”

My outward reluctance is an act, but inside, I’m doing avictory dance. “Well, | see us
more as partners.” My offer will be brilliant, realy. He wants me to lead, but in
offering joint leadership, it saysto him that I’ m to be trusted.

“Partners?’ Jasper scoffs. “And exactly what would you want in return for your
lhd pl?’

Hector glares at him again and he falls silent. He's on to me, but his father is al too
willing to be putty in my hand. “Forgive my son. He doesn’t understand business the
way | do. Now, what do you have in mind?’

| lay it al out for him. | merge our empires, my businesses and his. The cashflow is
liquid, ensuring mutual success. | spell it out for him the way Aria advised my
brother only days ago, and he eats it up like candy right from my hand. He's amost
euphoric by the time I've said it all and thrusts out his hand, to the great disdain of his
son, only moments after | finish.

"I'll have the lawyers draw up the paperwork, Tito." He shakes my hand vigorously,
and | smile.

"We're family now..." | won't stoop to calling him Dad, though if it meant sealing the
deal, I'd have to. The look on Jasper's face tells me he'd pull agun on meif | tried.

We finish the chat with some small talk, and | walk out of his house a victorious man.



Everything worked exactly how | thought it would. | now have controlling interest in
his business's financial decisions, and soon, | will make al the decisions myself.

On the way home, Tony calls me, and his tone tells me how angry he is before he
even tells me what's up.

"Hey, yeah, Tito, we have a problem.”

The car bounces along the road, carrying me toward my house where I'll celebrate
with a glass of anything besides lemonade. "What's the problem?' | ask, watching the
City zip past out the window.

"That tip to the cops, the one that made us fuck up the deal of alifetime..."

"Yes, what about it?" If they've discovered who it is, | will personaly end the man
responsible.

"It came from inside the Peraltafamily."

Tony's words still my thoughts for a second, but | know he's not blowing smoke.
Hector would never give this order, not knowing how desperately he needs my help,
which means there are men below him who aren't faithful. The right thing would be
to bring my accusation to him personally and let him handle it, but I'm not the sort of
guy who does things the right way.
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"You're certan?' | ask, but | know heis.
"Positive..."

"Then deal with it, hard and fast. We don't have time to deal with snakes lurking in
the grass.” | hang up knowing my orders will be followed. If he's caught, there may
be fallout, but I’m prepared to deal with that now. After all, | have a firm contract and
| hold the purse strings now.

13
ARIA

Tito's staff prepared the food and coffee for my brunch, but | order them away before
Mom and Melody arrive at the door. | answer it myself and feel overwhelmed with
emotion as they step into his ultra-modern home. Melody iswowed. | can seeit in her
expression. But Mom's only focus is on my face, which holds a broad and genuine
smile. I'm so happy to see them.

"Miacara," Mom purrs as she wraps me in her aams. Melody steps into the entryway
and shuts the door behind herself, waiting for her chance to hug me. When Mom
finaly lets go, | squeeze my younger sister's scrawny body in my arms.

"Gosh, | missgirl talks," | tell her, and she snickers.

"You can tell me all the details when Mom uses the toilet." She holds me back and
looksinto my eyes. "Y ou look happy."



"To see you..." | pull away, not wanting my true emotion to well up and burst out.
I've been more tired than usual, and it's beginning to make me emotional at times. |
take her hand andpull her deeper into the house. "Come on, | have things set up out
back."

Mom follows behind us as we weave down the hallway through the dining room, into
the kitchen, and out through the back door. The sun beats down on the patio, but the
large umbrella shades the table and food spread on it, offering enough break from the
sun to shelter our conversation too.

"Oh, Aria, thislooks so delicious. Mr. Ramiro's staff have done a fabulous job." Mom
pulls out a chair and sits, placing her purse on her lap as she reaches for the lid of one
of the trays laid out. | agree with her. | couldn't have done it better myself. Just
looking at the colorful spread makes my stomach rumble and turn.

Melody chooses to sit next to Mom with me across from them. We chat about the
beautiful weather as we load our plates down with fruits and brioche. The tiny puff
pastries are topped with sliced strawberries, and they even put juice and coffee out. |
am hungrier than | thought | was, so much so that | feel alittle nauseous.

"So, you've been married for a month now. Is it as bad as you thought?' Melody
breaks the ice with the hard questions, but I've prepared my answer ahead of time.

When we first discussed the arrangement six weeks ago, | had so many emotions
about it. Emotions | wasn't able to hide well or put away, except in my father's
presence. Mom and Melody tried hard to console me, but it was impossible not to
complain and let them know how much | hated what was happening. Now, a month
into the agreement, |'ve managed to make peace with it, but only because | know it
will be short lived and | will emerge avictor.

"It's exactly as Mom said." Putting a slice of pineapple into my mouth, | chew



carefully but give them an expression of calm surrender. After swallowing, | say, "In
time, things will grow and change, maybe to respect and fondness. We'll see.”

Melody snickers as she chews and Mom looks at her with curiosity. "What are you
laughing at?"

"What she means to say is that the sex is bangin'." My younger sister has to hide her
chuckles behind a hand when Mom glares at her. My cheeks start to burn, and | shove
more pineapple into my mouth to hide my embarrassment. That's the sort of topic
we'd discuss when Mom uses the facilities, not while she's sitting here.

"Melody Anne Peralta, that's enough of that." Mom scolds her and then changes the
subject. "Dear, I'm so proud of you for seeing this through. | just knew you'd settle in
after awhile and see that it isn't as bad as you think. Mr. Ramiro is such a wonderful
man. I've heard such good things about him. | imagine his son is just as incredible."
She picks up her coffee and sips it, then scrunches her nose and sets it back down. |
watch her doctor it up and decide it's time to change the subject to something I'm
more interested in.

"How is Dad doing? The business?' The entire point of my marrying Tito is so he
will help my father fix what's been going wrong in their financial situation. | want to
know how that's going, whether Tito is upholding his end of the bargain. After
overhearing how he plans to move in on Dad's territory, I'm not convinced this was
the best idea.

"Oh, honey, it's so good." Mom stirs the doctored coffee and smiles so politely you'd
think she was a nun. She really is good at adapting to whatever circumstance she's
been put in. No wonderher marriage to my father turned out to be such a success.
"Tito has made so many positive changes aready, and things are realy turning
around. Your father is finally at peace, though Jasper doesn’'t seem to be taking it
quite so well." She sighs. "But he'll come around too."



Positive changes? Tito is making changes now, not just giving Dad money? | didn’t
know this was a thing, which means he has to have gone to my father to make more
arrangements behind my back. My insides are raging but my exterior remains calm. It
hasto. | can't let Mom see how upset | am. | know she'll only report back to Dad, and
he'll come snooping around. | need him to see me as happy and willing. | can't make
his heart ache any more than it already does.

"Changes?' | ask as| spread a pat of butter on adlice of bread.

"Oh, yes, dear. Tito and your father are merging everything. We've aready brought
back half the staff we laid off previously, and when we get a month or so more under
our belt, we're certain things will be flourishing again. In one year's time, we believe
we can separate from the Ramiro family and be self-sustaining."”

Mom sounds so assured of everything, and Melody looks content enough, but | see
the apprehension in her eyestoo. | feel the need to warn them, but Mom only sees the
world through rose-colored lenses. When things are good she only sees the good, and
when things are bad, she only sees the potential for change. Inwardly, | groan and
take a bite of my toast and wish | could fade into thin air and hover over Tito right
now, see what he's plotting next.

The back door opens and Carlos walks out. He has a thermos in his hand and a scowl
on his face. Mom and Melody look up athim, and Melody blushes. | can see she
thinks he's attractive, but he's a married man and she has no chance.

"Aria, can we talk?' he asks, and though I'm enjoying brunch with my family, |
welcome the excuse to step away before my inner thoughts come out and give away
my bitterness toward this whole situation.

"I'll be right back," | tell them, standing and leaving my napkin on the table. | follow
Carlos into the house through the back door and down the hall into the kitchen. |



don’t know what he wants, but | hope to God he's decided to listen to me and help
me. If Tito merged everything with Dad's businesses, it's only a matter of time before
he sinks them and takes over.

"What is it?' | ask him the instant we're in the dining room, far enough away from
either end of the house where no one can hear us unless they're standing right outside
the door.

Carlos walks over and glances in the hallway, then turns and slurps from his coffee
thermos. "I'm in. Tell me what to do." His thick brows nearly touch in the middle, his
eXpression so stern it's scary.
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"What do you mean, you'rein?' | need to make sure he understands what we' re doing
here. What | need him to do. If Tito finds out I'm working in concert with his brother
to bring him down and make Carlos the leader, not only will it void our agreement,
giving Tito full control of my father's organization, but I'm certain he'll kill me. Men
like him don't mess around.

"I want my father to see that I'm the rightful leader of thisfamily, not my brother, and
| want it now." He stalks toward me and squares his broad shoulders. His barrel chest
intimidates me. This man could crush me himself if he doesn’t like what | say.

"And you trust that | can deliver thisfor you?' | ask, playing the part. He's eating out
of my hand now. It's exactly how | want it to be. | could care less whether Carlos is
the leader. | just want Tito out of my life and for my father to be happy and whole. |
know I'm playing with fire. Maybe | want to be burned. Maybe | have a death wish.

"It's been two weeks since | did what you said with my businesses, and things are
turning around. Y ou had no reason to give me that advice or help, but you did. | think
you're smarter than my brother gives you credit for. | think you will be able to help
me show my father how foolish Tito is and make me the leader of this family the way
it's supposed to be."

| don't know the next step right now, but Carlos is on board and that's al | need.
Together, we will make him look like the god of this family and their dying father
will have no choice but to give the blessing to him and not his brother. Sure, Tito is
aready in charge of alot of things, but so is Carlos. And there is nothing that says
Donatello can't change hiswill at any moment.



"Good. Well, we have alot of work to do then, but getting your businesses with your
cousins secured is agood first step. I'll need you to give me anything you can on Tito.
Dig up dirt, his weaknesses, the mistakes he's made in the past that would point to his
being less than productive or loyal." | tap my finger against my lip and look up at
him. "And let me get a plan together. We're going to do this."

Carlos sets the thermos down on the island and leans on it, his hip resting against the
marble. "l want to make it clear to you that | won't harm him. Humiliating him is one
thing, taking leadership another, but I'm his blood. | won't see him get hurt." The tone
of his voice shakes me to my core. | don't intend toharm Tito, but if it happens, it
happens. Still, with this threat, I'm sobered.

"Of course” | tell him as | turn to walk back out to the patio. "No harm, just
humiliation. And when it's done, my father keeps his businesses and Tito is your
gopher. Everyone wins." | try to keep the edge to my tone, but my voice cracks. |
hope he doesn't hear it, but if he does, he says nothing.

When | step out the back door, Mom isin tears, her phone pressed to her ear. Melody
is collecting their things. The half-empty plates of food still sit on the table, and |
don't know what's happening. Mom looks devastated and distraught. She's sobbing so
hard, she's having a difficult time breathing. | rush to her, but Melody pulls me back.

"What's going on? What happened?' My heart is racing and my hands shake with
adrenaline. Whatever it is it can't be good, and whatever it is, | get the feeling that
Melody doesn't know either.

" don't know. Mom got a call from Uncle Matt." Melody clutches Mom's purse as
they start to move toward the back door. | move ahead of them, getting the door as

Mom lowers the phone.

"What isit, Mom?' | ask, and Melody mutters the same question. Both of us are on



high alert, needing to understand her pain. If it's affecting her this way, it will affect
us too.

"It's Jasper..." she blubs. "My God, he's dead. Someone..." She heaves out a sob, and
through very broken stutter-breathed words, | learn my brother has been murdered in
cold blood, a car bomb under the driver's seat of his car this morning before work.

My heart stops dead and | know what's happened. Tito found out it was Jasper. He's
retaliated for his drug deal gone wrong, and thisis my fault. It'sall my fault.

Melody and | explode into tears, going with Mom out the front of the house and into
her awaiting car. | have to be with my family at a time like this, though nothing will
lift the weight of guilt now pressing down on my chest. What have | done? And what
has Tito done? He deserves so much more than just humiliation.

14

TITO

When | ordered Tony to take care of our little rat infestation, | had no idea it came
from the heir to Hector's throne. Though | can't say I'm surprised at all. After our
meeting about merging things, | know how he feels. Hector forced his family into this
situation by marrying Aria off to me. His children clearly don't agree with his
business tactics, and now he has no heir to his throne, so all the hard work he's doing
to ensure his organization thrives beyond his lifespan is for nothing.

Dad coughs hard, covering his mouth with a handkerchief and doubling over. His
days are running out, like sand in an hourglass. If | pay too much attention, | can
count the grains of sand as they drop. Watching him waste away as the cancer
devours his strength is painful. If it were me, I'd want someone to put a bullet in my
head to stop the suffering, but he is determined to fight until the end.



"Sit down, old man," | chide him gently. | take him by the elbow and guide him to his
sofa, where he plops down alittle harder than normal. He sleeps more than usual, and
his meetings arenow in his bed chambers, not his living room or home office. He's
slowly retreating into a deeper place within his home, leaving the rest of the house
largely untouched on adaily basis.

"Stop coddling me. | am doing fine." He swats at my hand and with a shaking finger
points to the stack of papers on his desk. "Get them and bring them here." He
wheezes as he talks now too, another effect of the disease ravaging his body.

| collect the papers he requested and return to sit next to him. | can see by the contract
on the top of the stack of papers that this is legal documentation indicating to his
business partners that I'm taking things over. It's merely aformality now. He can't run
anything. Carlos and | have been in charge for weeks. As | hand him the papers, |
think of how letting go will be painful, putting his body into the ground, knowing he
won't be here.

Over the past few days, I've seen Aria grow listless and depressed. When she isn't at
her parents house mourning with them and helping plan the funeral, she lies in bed
and cries. It's painful to watch considering | am the one who gave the order to pull the
trigger, so to speak. It's just business until it hurts someone you care about, and I've
found that over the past month of our marriage, 1've grown to care about her in certain
ways. | guessthisis one of them.

If she knew it was me, she'd hate me. Our arrangement would be terminated and I'd
own the Peralta organization legally, but | can't bring myself to confess to her. | don't
want her to leave. | want that fortune, the power, and the territory, but not at the
expense of losing her.

"What's all this?' | ask him, and he coughs a few times before pulling a pen out of his
breast pocket and scrawling his signature across the forms.



"This is a bit of busy work |'ve been meaning to get to but I've been so tired." So
tired, in fact, that he doesn’t even offer a smile when he looks up at me. "You're the
rightful owner of these businesses as soon as these contracts are filed with the board.
I've seen the way you're handling the Peralta family, and | am proud of you. When
you told me you were going to take them over, | never expected you to get Hector to
beg you to do it."

Dad pats my arm and then flips a few pages to sign his name on more signature
boxes. | wait for him knowing when he's done with this, he'll have to lie down. His
in-home nurse will be here to give him his medications soon, and | will head home to
see my wife lying in bed, only a silhouette of the powerful woman | know sheis.

"You know that was Arids idea. | can't take the credit. She's a brilliant woman." |
take the papers from him and await his order.

"| can see that from her. Sheisfeisty." He chuckles, which brings on more coughing,
and he heaves as he points at his desk. | look there to see a glass of water, and | rise
to put the papers back and get his drink. As soon as he takes a sip, his coughing calms
and he catches his breath.

"I need to rest now." Dad hands me the glass, and as | place it on his desk, he lies
down. No matter how tough or strong a man is, he needs his father. I'm at the point of
losing mine, and it makes me sympathize with Aria on her brother's death. | need to
go be with her.
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“I'll leave you now. | have to go see to my grieving wife." Heading toward the door, |
pause when he calls my name.

"Tito..."
"Yeah?' | turn over my shoulder, and he winks at me.
"All'sfair in love and war." He knows | ordered that hit and he's on my side.

"Rest, Dad." | leave knowing one of these visits will be my last, and | savor each of
them even though we aren't exceptionally close.

My driver escorts me home after along day. | don't know what to expect from Aria
tonight. For the past seventy-two hours, she has barely spoken to me. After having
lost a sibling when she was younger, | know this is destroying her. For that, | regret
having ordered the hit, but the boy deserved it. He thought he could turn on me and
things would be okay. | already own the Peralta name. | just can't assume control that
way. | want Aria at my side, especially after seeing her in action, knowing the
strength that lies in her. She may not see me as alife partner yet, but every day, more
and more, I'm seeing that in her.

When | walk in the door | hear hushed voices, male and female. | don't know who is
in my house with my wife, but she is the only woman who'd be in my living room at
this time of day other than my help, and they're off duty this time of night. | stroll up
the hallway, turning into the doorway, and see Carlos and his angry eyes staring
down at my wife, who looks just as defiant.



"Hello," | say, interrupting them, and Carlos runs a tired hand through his hair.
"What's this about?"

My brother scowls at me and shakes his head. "I'm leaving," he says, and for some
reason, | get the feeling that something is going on between them. She would never
cheat on me with my brother, and Carlos would never hurt his wife that way. At
leastnot unless there were some ulterior motive involved, adeal or conspiracy.

| eye Aria and watch her demeanor go from upset to despondent in the blink of an
eye. Carlos storms out, and Aria sighs and hugs her arms over her middle. Of course
she's on edge. Her brother died only three days ago, and they have no clue who did it.
Tony did such a good job at covering his tracks that there isn't even a hint that it can
be tied to the Ramiro clan.

"He wanted more business advice and | can't think straight." Aria looks down at her
bare feet and her shoulders droop. | still feel like something more is going on, but it
makes sense. Carlos and his financial issues are always something to worry about,
and with how successful her advice was last time, | can see him being angry with her
for not producing more high-quality advice. "Can you take me to bed? I'm feeling
off."

She moves toward me, and when she lays her head on my chest, I'm even more
suspicious. Either this tragedy is making her more open to me or she's up to
something, trying to distract me from overthinking things.

"Not feeling well on top of grieving?' | ask her as| wrap an arm around her.

"Just tired and sad. | want to feel something other than hollow and angry." Her chin
tilts up and her gaze meets mine. "And you make me feel things—powerful things."

Lust flashes in her eyes. She's definitely hiding something, but when a man's wife



initiates sex, he doesn't deny her. He indulges in that.

"And you want me to make you feel those things tonight, right now?' | hide my
suspicion behind a compassionate fagade butmake a mental note to think about this
more later. What could Aria and Carlos be talking about that they don't want me to
know?

"Please," she says, gripping my dick through my slacks.

It's a hasty march up the stairs, lips locked together as we tear each other's clothes off.
They’re strewn over the floor as we stumble into our bedroom, and she practically
throws me onto the bed. Aria's mood has shifted from melancholy to... hungry. She's
never been this desperate for me.

"I need you inside me, now," she growls. Aria usualy isn't this assertive in bed,
preferring to let me take the lead with a few soft-spoken requests here and there.

"Y ou want me to fuck you?' | say, my voice gruff with arousal. She nods, her chest
heaving and eyes darkened with lust.

"Yes, fuck me, Tito." She thinks she plays the part of the vixen well, but she wants to
be dominated, and | want to oblige her.

The head of my cock teases her entrance as she squirms below me, her nails raking
along my back. | relish the sensation and grip her wrists, shackling them above her
head. "Ask me nicely, Mrs. Ramiro."

Her eyes flash with defiance before she submits. "Please, fuck me, Tito."

"I'm going to fuck you so hard you'll have bruises to your knees," | growl in her ear,
and she moans in response.



The first thrust is all-consuming, burying me balls deep into her tight heat. Aria cries
out my name as | start a punishing pace of thrusts. She's so wet and so warm around
me, squeezing my cocklike a vise. Her nails dig into the headboard as she calls out
my name.

"Say it again,” | order, my hand wrapping around her neck, applying just the right
amount of pressure. She throws her head back, lipstick smudged and hair a mess from
our rough play. "Say my name."

"Tito!" she chokes out as | pound into her, driving her toward her climax. Sweat coats
both our bodies, and our breathing is ragged. My hand comes down hard on the side
of her thigh, and she shudders. | feel her pussy clench around me as | tighten my
grasp on her neck. Thisiswhat she wants, the feeling she wants to feel. Like death is
imminent, but when relief comes, it's a wellspring of life, oxygen pouring into her
lungs to make the orgasm that much more powerful.

"Tito!" she gags out again, her entire body tensing up before her legs give out, one
foot still wrapped around my calf. | can feel her walls milking me, and it'sall | can do
to hold back. The way she convulses is erotic, hands clawing at my wrist. | push her
to the brink, her face bright red as she slowly goes without air until | release my grip
and she gasps in, then moans loudly.

"What a good girl," | praise her as | keep pounding, driving her higher and higher.
"Y ou're my good girl, aren't you?'

Aria nods, unable to form words as she orgasms again, this time louder than before.
Her pussy clamps down on me, milking my dick for all it's worth as || fill her up with
my seed. Giddy, | collapse on top of her, both of us panting and spent. She feels
different, softer somehow, but | don’t trust it. Not after what | saw happening in my
living room.
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"Hold me," she mewls as| roll off her and sherollsto her side.

| don't hesitate. It's not like me to lie here patiently when | feel like there is an enemy
in my camp, but at times, | have to let my friends be close and my enemies closer.
Sometimes, so close they can feel the beating of my heart against their skin.

"Sleep now," | tell her, waiting for the moment she begins to snore so | can slip down
to my office and start trying to figure out what my brother is up to and why the fuck
my wifeisinvolved init. If hetold her about her brother, I'll kill him myself.

15
ARIA

The atmosphere at my parents house is gloomy. Everyone moves more slowly than
normal, even Melody, who plays the part of the strong daughter by serving every
visitor and graciously accepting their gifts of food and flowers. I'm hollow inside, just
an empty husk right now. | stand near the fireplace looking up at the portrait of our
family that hangs above the mantel. We had it taken when Jasper was only seventeen,
when our family was whole, before either of my brothers died. Now there are only
two of usleft, me and Melody.

"Do you want some water?' Melody asks me, but | look at her blankly, unable to
answer her question.

Do | want water? No. | want my brother back. | want the hands who stole his life to
be cut off and the person to whom they belong openly executed. My soul is crushed,



suffocating guilt paralyzing me as | blink and look back at the portrait. Melody floats
away to busy herself serving someone else, and | shut my eyes, sending a wave of
tears across my cheeks.

Tito isn't here—had business to tend to this afternoon but promised to return to be
with me and the family this evening.My father understands. He'd never make a man
as important or busy as Tito Ramiro deign to darken his doorstep to wallow in
mourning with us when we all know Mr. Ramiro gives exactly zero fucks about this.
He, after al, is the one who did this. | can't prove it, but | know it. But more
accurately, | was the one who did this, and for that reason, | say nothing.

| can't even carry the weight of that guilt myself—that | pulled the strings that pissed
my husband off and ruined his drug deal. That | am the person heisreally angry with,
but he doesn't know it. That Jasper died because of something | did, and now | can't
give my father his eldest son back, his heir, hislife.

"Bella," he purrs, and | turn to see him approaching me.

Dad's eyes are red-rimmed and puffy, his nose chapped and cracked from being
blown so often it's been rubbed raw. He's lost a bit of weight in the past few days. |
can see it in his face, the way his eyes are slightly sunken. He hasn't been eating. He's
been too busy trying to find out who killed his son so he can retaliate. But if | tell him
my suspicions, he will pull out of this deal with Tito, losing everything. Or
worse—helll try to avenge Jasper and get himself killed.

"Papa," | say affectionately, and | bury my face in the crook of his neck as| wrap my
arms around him. He smells like pipe tobacco and whiskey, two familiar scents |
often think of when | miss him. "How are you today?' | ask him, and | already know
he will lie and say he's fine. It's only been four hours since the funeral concluded. No
oneisfine.



"Aria, don't worry about me." He pulls away, gripping my shoulders and looking me
in the eye. "Tito is a good man. He's running everything right now, so all we have to
doisgrieve." Thereisasurety in his expression, confidence that he's in goodhands. It
makes anger stir in my chest. Dad has no ideawhat Tito is up to.

"What do you mean, he's handling everything?' | ask, but | keep the anger inside me
to myself. Dad doesn't need to know that I'm suspicious yet. Hell see that soon
enough. "How can he run everything without access to your finances and if your
employees don't know heisn't truly in charge of things?"

I'm confused and cautious as Dad's hands slide down my arms and take my hands into
their grasp. Dad's face relaxes, and a soft smile passes across his lips.

"He is in charge of things,mia cara. Just last week, we merged all of our companies
together. His assets are shifting our entire outlook. We haven't been this healthy as an
organization in years. In just a few short months, he will have effectively turned
every individual business around. And for now, with the incident..." Dad chokes up
but doesn't let any tears escape. He can't even speak of Jasper's death right now.
"Well, Tito isn't affected as emotionally as | am, so I've given him full reign for the
time being."

The python coiled around my chest constricts and threatens to make me explode. |
bite back my hateful thoughts about how Tito will only control everything faster now
and try to think of my father in this situation. Of course he can't run businesses. His
son was murdered in cold blood in avery gruesome way. Logically, this makes sense,
and that's why he is doing it, but | know Tito's ulterior motive is to own it al, the
territory, the businesses, the loyalty of my father’s men.

"Papa..." | can't just let Tito walk in herein my father's grief and steal from him. He's
already been brought to his knees. This isn'tsupposed to be happening. My plan isn’t
working fast enough. | need to get Tito out of the picture but keep his money.



"I know what you'll say. Jasper had his thoughts about this too..." Dad pats my cheek
and walks away. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a stick of gum, unwraps it,
and pops it into his mouth. When | follow with alook of concern on my face, he says,
"Mother is making me quit smoking." His smiled grimace makes me chuckle, briefly
pausing the heavinessin my heart.

"Papa, do you think it's wise to let the leader of arival organization take the reins of
your business with no oversight, smply because you' re grieving? Isn't there someone
we could put in your place for a while? Uncle Gino, or one of my cousins?' | follow
him all the way to the couch where he sits and sighs hard.

| sink onto the leather cushion next to him and drape an arm over the back of the
couch, sitting sideways so | can see every minor inflection on his face. He seems so
content with this choice, as if nothing in the world can go wrong.

"Aria, who better to trust in this time than a man who has offered his hand in
marriage to my daughter? He knows the business well, understands the risks. And he
will sire my heir." Dad narrows his eyes at me and rests a hand on my knee. "Maybe
he already has?' he asks, and | feel my cheeks burning.

Not exactly what | want to discuss with my dad at this moment. What does he want
me to say? Yeah, Dad, | fucked the man | was forced to marry? Hardly a good topic
for discussion the day of your brother's funeral.

"I'm just saying, he has a lot of motivation to be unfaithful to you, or disloyal to your
wishes." | hope my words of wisdomdon't come across like the accusations or
suspicions they are. But | also hope Dad heeds my fears.

"Let me worry about it, Aria. You need to trust your husband. You just worry about
keeping your heart from being too overwhelmed. | know how close you and Jasper
were. Heavy emotions like this can't be good for anyone, let alone you in the delicate



position you'rein. And if you're with child..." He takes my hand and squeezes it.

"God, Dad. No one says 'with child' anymore.” | roll my eyes and force a smile, and
he nods at me.

I'm not going to get through to him this way, which means the only thing left | can do
Is push this partnership with Carlos a little further. If Dad is letting Tito take the lead
so early into this agreement, I'm never going to see the day my father leads his own
organization with pride again. Tito will build things up and my father will loseit all.

"Well, | say it," he says, and then he sighs and the grief returns to his expression. It's
so heavy, a weight no one should ever bear alone, and mine is doubly heavy. "We
have to go to Jasper's house later to clean it out. His landlord would like to find new
renters even though | offered to pay out the lease in order to not lose the funds." Dad
speaks, and his hand wavesin the air in afrustrated gesture.

"I can go help,” | tell him, and | grab his waving hand and press it to my chest. "Y ou
andMamminashouldn't have to do it aone."
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The leather squeaks as he readjusts his position on the couch, and | lean forward and
lay my head on his chest. His arm comes up to surround me, pushing hair off my
shoulder and rubbing circles on my back. It's brutally painful to even think of goingto
Jasper's home and seeing the evidence that he was there only days ago. There will be
laundry on the floor of his bedroom, dishesin the sink. And the police caution tape is
still there on the street corner too, the investigation still active.

"Melody will go..." Dad's grief is so tangible, | can feel it seeping into me through
osmosis. | feel so ashamed. | want to confess to him that it was my fault, but even if |
told him everything, he would still say that life is this way sometimes. He'd never be
angry or blame me.

"| want to go too." My decision isfinal. Tito won't care. He doesn't seem to care what
| do right now, and for a while, | thought that was because he was busy with his
work. Now | know he's busy taking my father's organization over—with Dad's
permission to do so.

"Alright, then, we'll go." He rubs my shoulder, squeezing and petting me as if I'm a
lap dog. | want to go find Mom and see if she's aright, but right now, Dad needs this
moment.

My thoughts linger on the triggering sight of that caution tape stretched around traffic
cones and trees, surrounding the burnt-out car and crumbled cement from the
aftermath of the explosion. Police cleared the block moments after it happened, and
no oneis alowed to park within twenty feet of the cordoned-off area.

"Do you think they'll find who did this?' | pick at aloose thread on my father’s shirt.



It dangles from a button and annoys me. It's something to keep my waffling mind
steady as| listen to Dad talk about the police and what they know.

"We have our guys in the lead, but the best they can see is that it was related to our
organization. Gang violence is a an all-time high, blah, blah..." Dad sounds about as
convinced as | am. "One of them tried to tell me it was a Ramiro, but I'm no fool.
Donatello would never remove my heir after signing that contract. He'd be afoal. It's
a breach of our agreement. All the money they've poured into things already, along
with the wise business principles put in place by Tito—they'd be stupid to make such
an egregious error."

Dad is so confident, and for a single second, it actually makes me hopeful. He's right.
If I can prove Tito ordered the hit, it means he's broken the alliance and Tito and | are
finished. But if Tito finds out I'm the one who gave that intel to the police, not Jasper
directly, then the pendulum sways the opposite way. My heart sinks again.

"You'reright,” | tell him, but I'm realizing that taking my husband down to rescue my
father from this stupid mess he's in—part of it my fault now—is going to be harder
than | thought.

"I'm not worried." Dad pats my shoulder again. "You'll produce my heir, and by the
time I'm too old to do this any longer, he will be a man old enough to lead well, with
abrilliant mother to support him."

| force myself to sit straighter as Melody walks in, Mom trailing behind her. "Look
who feels up for company,” Mél says, trying to act cheerful, but her eyes are just as
puffy and red as everyone else’s.

Mom hurries to Dad's side, climbing onto his lap and letting him hold her. She is
taking this harder than us all, and my deep shame causes a chasm of separation
between us. I'm sure she doesn't fedl it. She would wrap me in her arms and hold me



like I'm her baby girl al day if | ask. It's me. I'm the problem. | can'tbring myself to
meet her gaze right now. | am the reason her baby boy is dead this time, and nothing
will undo that.

The most | can hope for is vengeance in the end. So, | curl up and rest my head on her
knee as she sits on Dad's lap. Melody sits on the other side of them, leaning her head
on Dad's shoulder.

| have to fight harder now than ever before because Tito needs to get his hands out of
the pie and away from my father's businesses. It doesn’'t even matter that the sex is
incredible, and after that comment about us leading together, my heart is starting to
fal for him. | didn't do this to find a partner. | did this to save my father's
organization, and my heart will be collateral damage, but by God, | will bring him
down and his money will stay ours forever.

16

TITO

It's been two weeks now since the funeral. Ariaisn't herself anymore. She's angry and
reserved all the time, but not in the feisty way that shows her will to fight for her
family and punish herself to make sure they're taken care of. Thisis anew expression
of hers, something more sinister. | see the anger flash in her eyes at all times, even
when she acts caring toward me. | think she blames herself for her brother's death and
as aresult, she's punishing herself, not allowing herself to find any sense of relief.

Which isthe reason for today's dinner.
We're dining at 71Above, a restaurant seventy-one stories in the air with a

breathtaking view of western LA. The gold and cream colors don't seem to fit Aria's
mood, though she dressed appropriately for the venue. She looks stunning with her



hair swept up into a braid, loose tendrils kissing her cheeks. But the hollow stare, like
I’m looking into avoid instead of her soul, is chilling.

"Try the sushi,” | tell her, pointing at it with my knife. She does as | say, but she's
quiet. She doesn’t say a word, so | fill up thespace with conversation, hoping it will
draw her out of her grief for a while. "You look absolutely stunning tonight, Aria. |
really mean that."

Her eyesflick up at me over the rim of her glass of wine, and she blinks as she sips.
The ring on her finger sparkles in the light from the golden chandeliers overhead,
reminding me that she's mine. | take care of my things. | always have.

"And | spoke with your father earlier. He's so proud of you." | take a small bite of my
steak and chew carefully, contemplating what else | can say to cheer her up. "Things
are really looking up for Carlos, too. That advice you gave him was a game changer.
His businesses are booming now."

Aria sets her wine glass down and uses her napkin to wipe her lips. "That's good," she
says, the first thing she's said all night other than what food she wanted to eat when
the waiter took our order. Her eyes scan the window, taking in the city lights. "It's
beautiful from thisfar up.”

| set my knife and fork down, suddenly no longer hungry anymore. She is what I'm
interested in. "Not as beautiful as you aremia cara." | feel myself drawn to her. |
want to hold her against my body and make the weight of what she's going through
go away. Watching her grieve fedls like it's changing me, like I've been seeing life
through such a narrow, unfocused lens for so long that | forgot there was more.

"My father calls me that." She turns away from the window, and | see the moisture in
her eyes.



“Isit aright that | call you that?' Something is developing in me, the tiniest ember of
affection growing and being fanned to aflame.

"I guess." She lifts one shoulder and letsit drop, and | reach over to take her hand.

“If it's not okay..." | dip my head, looking up at her through my lashes, and she
blinks slowly.

“It's fine." Her lips press into a line and she sucks in a deep breath. "I want to go. |
feel so out of place here. Everyone is so happy and I'm just not." Her eyes plead with
me to heed her request. "Thank you for spoiling me, for wanting to do anything you
can to get my mind off things, but I'm more comfortable at home."

The guilt is crushing as she explains what she's feeling. I'm not pampering her out of
guilt. A man like me doesn’t feel guilt, shame, or fear. So why the fuck do | feel so
goddamn guilty that she is hurting? And why do | even fucking care at all? This was
an arrangement, a means to an end. I'm not supposed to care. I'm supposed to make a
baby with her and nothing more, but as her fingers turn in my grasp, wanting their
freedom, | find myself caring way too much.



Page 21

Source Creation Date: June 24, 2025, 8:01 am

My lips part, amost letting my secret escape, but | hold it in. | didn't know the person
responsible for that drug bust was her brother until after it was done. Tony followed
my orders. If | had known, I'd have handled this differently. The Peralta organization
would be all mine. But now I'm feeling something I've never felt in my entire fucking
life—regret.

"Let's go, then," | tell her, standing up. | offer my hand to her, and she drops her
napkin on her plate and stands, taking my hand.

| don't even bother with paying. These people know how to contact me. | escort Aria
across the dining room, dropping a fiftyin the waiter's pocket as we pass him. With
my hand in the small of her back, | guide her to the elevator. If home is where she
feels more comfortable, then home is where | want to be with her. Dad would say
she's softening me, and perhaps she is. I'm alittle rough around the edges, but it's not
going to change my ruthless business tactics. She may just find a man she can love,
and | know | need awoman who loves me.

"Maybe you could make me feel something again..." Aria says meekly, her voice so
timid | don't believe | hear her right. She's asking for sex, but | hear the plea inside
those words. It's a request for intimacy too, something connecting her to this world
that's not grief or pain.

The elevator doors open, and | walk through with her, pressing the ground floor
button as | turn to her and say, "l would love nothing more than to take my beautiful
wife home and make her feel anything her heart desires." Both of my hands rest on
her hips, and she curlsinto me, laying her head on my chest.



There is a storm in her eyes. She's conflicted now. This entire thing is a delicate
dance. I'm falling for her, but I'm poised to ruin her father. I'm conflicted too. How do
| gain the things | want in my professional endeavors while pursuing something so
pure with her? And will she ever forgive meif she discovers that I'm the one who had
her brother killed? What about when | destroy Hector Peralta and everything he's
built for six decades? Will she still want me when he's out and I'm in charge?

"What are you thinking?' she asks, breathing into my chest.

"I'm thinking that something is happening between us and | likeit." | pull her closer.
It's not the slight erection | have from her being pressed against me. It's so much
deeper. "I want to find out where it will lead because | likeit."

| slide my hand over the curve of her ass and pull her in. It's a distraction, forcing her
to feel my dick press into her thigh. I'm an idiot for telling a woman I'm catching
feelings. Especially a woman like Aria. She's vocal and she's loud, and people listen
to her. She's also the daughter of the man whose empire I'm strangling. There's no
telling how nuclear thiswill be when it explodes.

Her hands rise, smoothing across my chest and neck, locking behind my head as they
tangle in my hair. "I like this too,” she murmurs, lifting a leg to wrap around mine.
"And | need you to make me feel something so strongly | forget myself for awhile.”

She's desperate to not hurt anymore, and I'm happy enough to help her. She has asked
me at least four times a week for this same thing. She's using sex as a means to numb
her pain.

My hands on her ass inch the fabric of her flimsy dress upward until it's wadded in
my hands and my palms are cupping her cheeks. Her lips brush mine, and | kiss her
and bite her tongue. Her pelvis grinds on my thigh and she pulls my hair. I'm
instantly hard and ready for her, even in this elevator.



"My God, you are intoxicating, Mrs. Ramiro," | growl! into her mouth as she deepens
thekiss. | knead her ass as| rock my hips against her body.

"I need you to take me to the brink," she whimpers and she grabs one of my hands
and placesit on her throat. "Please do it."

But the look in her eye isn't desperation for an orgasm. It's just desperation. She
wants escape, but | can't giveit to her thisway.

| whip her around, pinning her against the wall, and let go of her neck. My hand
gruffly pushes between her thighs and finds herpanties moist. | slide them to the side
and pinch her clit between my thumb and forefinger.

"You're a bad little vixen today, aren't you?' My fingers twist and roll the swelling
nub, and she hisses and jolts.

"Fuck, Tito." Arids hands are on my shoulders, pushing me like she wants me to drop
to my knees and finish her right here, but the elevator sows and stops and | let her
dress drop to cover her panties.

Ariashimmies it into place and loops an arm around my bicep as we waltz out of the
elevator. "You're so getting it as soon as we get in the car,” | grumble under my

breath, and | don't even bother hiding the large, hard bulge in my pants.

"You're so giving it to me," she says, and | reach into my pocket and shoot the driver
atext. He meets us at the door and rushes to open for us.

"Sir," he says.

"Privacy, and drive," | growl, following Ariainto the back seat. My coat is off before
the door is even shut, and Ariais hiking her skirt back up around her hips.



I'm on my knees spreading her wide when the car startsto roll but immediately stops,
sending me toppling backward into the divider behind me,

"What the hell!" | snap as my head slams into the window dividing the passenger
compartment from the driver.

"What's going on?" Aria asks. She sits up and looks out the window just as the door is
yanked open.

"Thefuck..." | grunt as | right myself and see Carlos lean into the door.

"We got problems," he blurts out, and nothing could make me more furious.

"I was in the middle of something." | notice Aria fixing her skirt, covering that
delicious moist spot on her panties | was about to drink up.

"Now, Tito. We have huge problems." Carlos looks impatient, and | see cars driving
past behind him through the open doorway.

"What the fuck could be so important that you are interrupting sex with my wife?" |
crawl onto the seat next to her, and she scoots over to give me space. Her cheeks are
red. She's flustered.
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"The FBI. They're serving a search warrant on the laundromat. Someone finked on us
again, said we're laundering money." Carlos steps back, and | know he's right. | have
no choice.

| lean over and kiss Aria, stealing her breath. "I have to go. Y ou be awake when | get
home, and stuff your panties in your pussy like agood girl."

Her whimper is enough to let me know I'm needed, and | leap out of the car with one
thing in mind. | will find out who did this and | will kill them. Even if it's Hector
Peralta himself. Even if Ariafinds out.

17
ARIA

At home, | shower and dress for bed. The look on Tito's face when Carlos interrupted
our sex was physically painful to me. Not only did | really want to have sex with him,
but the anger in his eyes cut me to the quick. | was the one who betrayed him. | was
the one who guided Carlos to leak the information to Tito's enemies who inevitably
leaked it to the police. | had no ideait would rise to the heights of the FBI.

| curl up in bed and set my phone on the nightstand. Tito hasn't checked in, and I'm
not sure if | want him to. | don't know if | can keep lying to him—or myself. | should
hate him for his sneaky, traitorous actions. | should want to murder him in his sleep
for trying to own my father’s business, to prey up on his vulnerability after losing my
brother. | should loathe him from somewhere deep in my soul.



But | don't.

For some ridiculous reason which | can't begin to comprehend, | actualy felt guilty
and ashamed of myself when Tito lunged out of that car, desperate to go clear his
name. | come from avery long line of liars, scoundrels, and thieves, but | am not one
ofthem. At the heart of who | am, my being can only anchor itself in compassion and
concern for others. | thought | could do this, and maybe if | didn’'t have this strange
dynamic of being married to him, | could.

But | can't. | have to tell Carlos it's off now. | have to. Hurting Tito even in his
businessisn't who | am as a person. And now there isthis strange bond.

Tonight at dinner, | expected him to scold me for sulking or order me to smile more.
But something was different about him. He was kind and patient with me. The
compliments he poured over my soul felt like droplets of water to a thirsty plant. He
surrounded me, and yet he gave me space, and now I'm confused and conflicted. |
may be developing feelings for him, but | can't. It would mean Jasper's killer goes
free.

The phone rings, startling me, and | jolt and tense before taking a deep breath. It's just
a phone call. The screen on my phone is lit up, but it's not the ringtone | saved for
Tito. | push my naked form upward to prop myself on one elbow and see the caler ID
displayed. It's Carlos. My shoulders tense. | don't want to talk to him. | should never
have commissioned his help.

The phone stops ringing and the screen displays a notification that | have one missed
call. Behind it is the picture of Jasper and me on the day of my wedding. He looks

cross with me, and | know he was. He hated my marriage to Tito.

He tried to warn me.



| should have listened.

Now Jasper is dead and I'm in a mess of trouble. | should be with my family,
mourning, but they're not my family anymore. Tito is my family now, and while he'd
allow me to go, I'm afraid the onlything that will happen is his talons will tighten on
my father's organization until there isn't anything left for Dad to grab on to.

| stare at Jasper's face on my phone screen with an aching heart until it goes black and
| remind myself why I’'m here. I'm not here to fall in love and live happily ever after.
Tito is fucking with my mind, that's all. He knows the game and he's playing it well,
and | would be wise to follow his lead. | have to continue my plan with Carlos,
making him look better in every way than Tito so their father will make Carlos the
leader and not Tito.

When that happens, Carlos will see to it that Dad's businesses are separated back to
him, and | will get out of this ridiculous marriage contract by proving Tito broke the
statutes in the agreement. Even if | have to bruise myself to do it.

The phone rings again, and again it's Carlos, but thistime, | don't hesitate to answer. |
lift the phone to my ear after swiping.

"Yes?' | say and hear a very breathless man on the other end of the line. If I'm not
mistaken, it sounds like he's scared.

"He's gonna find out. He's on a fucking rampage. What the fuck did you get me
wrapped up in?" Carlosis furious and scared, a dangerous combination.

"Nothing you didn't already want. Now calm the fuck down or he will figure it out,
moron." | swing my legs over the side of the bed and sit there with a palm pressed to
my forehead. | feel tired and nauseous, and my heart is screaming at me to stop and
back out of thiswhole thing, every part of it.



"Y ou stupid bitch. You are going to get me killed."

Hisinsults don't affect me. | grew up with a brother who was being trained to murder
without remorse. That's a pet name to me.

"Y ou could step off the curb and be hit by a bus tomorrow, Carlos. Lifeisarisk. Just
live it. Now just follow the plan. Stay calm, and let the information work for you. If
you don't stop freaking out, you're the one who's going to get us busted.” | sigh and
continue. "Give it time. The FBI knows everything now, and your father will bail Tito
out. He'll pry around, but it will look like the Russians. They have nothing on us."

My heart hammers but I’'m confident I'm right. Even if they did trace it back to us,
Carlos can get me proof that Tito ordered the hit on Jasper. | know it was my fault.
I'm the one who got him killed, but my parents don't know that. They'll only think
that Tito crossed lines and the agreement will officially be terminated. | can’t get that
proof on my own, or else I'd expose him now and be free.

"Y ou'd better be right," Carlos hisses before he hangs up, and | exhale in relief.

Maybe | have it all figured out, or maybe | am subconsciously self-sabotaging. Tito
isn't that bad as a husband, and the sex is incredible. But none of that is worth the
cost my family will pay in the end.

"Thereyou are,”" | hear, and | look up to see Tito walk into the bedroom. His eyes are
wide and bloodshot. The stench of whiskey wafts in my direction, wrapping around
my throat like his hands when he fucks me. "Who was that?' he asks and |ooks down
at the phone in my hand.

"Oh, it was Carlos. He caled me to tell me you were pretty upset. He suggested |
help calm you down." | toss the phone onto the nightstand and feel my heartstrings
being tugged by the lie. I'm feeling guilty over lying to him now? Oh, fuck, | have it



bad.
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"Y eah, he kept trying to tell me to calm down." Tito yanks off his tie and throws it,
then proceeds to tear his clothing off in avery angry fashion as he relays how the FBI
has torn apart several of his businesses’ office spaces looking for evidence. | can't
look him in the eye or he'll see my stained conscience.

When he climbs into bed and crawls over to me, | know my guilt is only going to get
worse. He started something in that car that he wants to finish, but now that I've seen
how angry he is, how hurt he feels, | don’t think | can bring myself to fuck him. It
would be like I'm pouring salt into his wound but he won't fee! it until later, and when
he does, he'll be so angry, he really will kill me.

"That sounds like a very difficult position to be in..." I'm not sure what to say to
comfort him because | know it's all my doing. And in this moment, my stupid fucked-
up heart wants to take it back, to make it like it never happened and Tito walks scot-
free.

"I have an even more difficult position to be in, and | want you in it... now." His
fingers coil around my neck and press into the throbbing vein next to my esophagus.
"If you still want me to make you feel something.”

| can't say no to him, because | feel so ashamed for hurting him and because |
actually do want him. | wanted him in that limo, and | want him to finish what we
started earlier.

| nod and let him have his way with me. His firm grip on my neck strengthens as he
pulls me backward. | whimper when heforcefully drags me across the bed until my
head is on his pillow and my legs are stretched out.



"Do you like it rough?' Tito asks, and | nod even though that’s not entirely what |
want right now. "Good," he growls, and before | can react, his dick is in my mouth,
semi-hard and salty. His hips start thrusting, and | try not to cut him open with my
teeth, but he straddles my head and thrusts so hard and so deep | am gagging.

| claw at his ass when his cock pushes into my throat, and | feel my body jerking as
my gag reflex pinches his head. My eyes water. My legs protest, pushing me across
the silky sheets until my head hits the headboard.

"Oh, fuck, baby, that's incredible. Gag for me again," he grunts, pushing into my
throat again, and | find his begging strangely erotic. He continues to fuck my throat
so hard I’'m drawing blood with my fingernails on his ass. He grabs my hair and
yanks it back, exposing my neck. | gasp before he grinds his cock past my tonsils
again, his balls slapping against my chin. | can't breathe and my vision is going out of
focus, but | don't want him to stop. Somehow, this feels a fitting punishment for my
betrayal. | deserve this.

“Shit... | gottastop...” Tito slowly pulls his cock from my mouth with a wetPopand
it springs up, my spit dripping to my cheek. He's rock hard now, precum beading on
his head, and I’'m panting for breath. I’'m aso so fucking hot for him that my pussy
aches and throbs.

| moan when he climbs off me and grips my ankles, pulling me to the side of the bed.
Tito spreads my legs wide, his muscled thighs inserting themsel ves between mine. He
smirks down at me before pushing himself home, effortlessly stretching me.Holy
fuck, does it feel good. He grabs my hips and picks me up so only my shoulders are
on the mattress and starts pounding into me. The headboard keeps rhythm with his
hips, beating against the wall. He goes deep, ensuring he hits my back wall with
every thrust, and | am awhimpering ball of need, now scratching his hands.

“Shit, oh, shit,” | moan, unable to pry his hard grasp off my hip bones. He's an



animal, not letting up for a second, and I'm helpless as he pounds me. | might start
bleeding. It actually hurts for amoment, but | distract myself by touching my clit, and
in seconds, I’ m on the edge, ready to snap.

“Ah, not so fast.” Tito stops short, denying my moans for more, and lowers my hips
back to the mattress. “I want you to beg me, Aria.”

"Please, Tito, please!” | beg. I’ ve never felt this desperate for anything in my life. Not
evenair. “l need it!” | whine.

He grins, wiping the sweat from his brow and dliding his hands up over my body.
“Louder.” One hand grips my tit, while the other curls around my throat. The sweet
pressure of his thumb pushing against my jugular makes it impossible for me to say it
louder, but I try.

“Please... fuck... me...” My eyes are locked on his as his hips begin slowly
thrusting, his cock making glorious friction against my pussy walls.

“Beg,” he orders again, and now his grip on my neck is so tight | can’t breathe at all.
My lips move, but no sound comes out as | mouth “fuck me” over and over again. |
thrash against his muscular body, my nails leaving crescent moons in his wrist,but he
doesn’t budge. “Beg me, Arial” he growls, and I'm at my breaking point.

“Fuck me... fuck me... fuck me!” | mouth, and Tito's lips crash against mine, biting
my bottom lip until | taste blood. He picks up speed, slamming into me so hard |
swear the bed moves. | can't think straight anymore. Everything is just a haze of
white and red and pleasure as he pounds into me.

When his thumb presses on my clit, it's consuming. Every muscle in my body tenses.
My pussy locks down on his dick, and | feel my consciousness slipping. The jolts and
spasms of pleasure roll across me in waves that only intensify the second he takes his



hand from my neck, and | don’'t even feel his release this time. The pleasure is so
overwhelming, all | fedl are the surging hormones and endorphins that make me body
convulse and my heart connect, and without thinking, I’'m muttering, “Fuck, | love

7

you...

Tito thrusts until my body is only spasming lightly, then pulls out and flips me over. |
crawl back to my side of the bed and collapse a quivering mess, and the bed shakes as
he climbs in and pulls me against his sweaty body. My stomach rolls again, and |
don't know whether it's because | just confessed to loving the man who has the power
to destroy my father or if his plan of impregnating me has been successful. Probably
the former. | can't believe | told him | love him. How can | betray my brother like
this?

Tears well up, but | hold them back until | hear Tito snoring. Then | dlip out of his
arms and head to the bathroom. | glance in the mirror and see the marks around my
neck, probably enough to prove he "hurts' me. But even the thought of hurting him
more makes my body react. I'm kneeling on the floor bythe toilet, emptying my
dinner into the bowl and praying Tito doesn't hear me.

What am | doing?

18

TITO

The lawyer sits across the coffee table from me at my father’s house, giving me a
look that tells me he doesn’t believe what I’'m saying. | don't give two fucks what he
thinks. I'm not signing a plea deal for any of this bullshit. | know I'm as guilty as the
court says | am, but I'm not going down as the only Ramiro in history who got
caught. How those Russian bastards got this information is beyond me. They have to
have someone on the inside helping them.



"Look, it's five years in minimum security, Tito. You'l basicaly be living at a
fucking country club and?—"

"And I'm not a fucking fool, Aaron." He hates how | cut him off, but he works for
me, not the other way around. | stand and loosen my tie, pacing the Persian rug Dad
insists on keeping. Never in my life have | been so insulted. I'll hire a new lawyer,
find one who will do what | say when | say it. This man isn't the bulldog | need. He's
apuppy on aleash. "I'm not going to prison."

| hear Dad's hard sigh, a wheezing sound of displeasure with the situation. He
shouldn't even be thinking about this. He's so sickhe can't even get up for more than a
few minutes without being winded and lying back down. This is my mess, but he's
here prying into it for some reason, and | know that reason is Carlos. | definitely
smell arat.

"Tito, sit down," Dad rasps, and | look down at him. | don't want to sit down. | want
to punch this shitty lawyer in his big, crooked nose and show him just how seriously
I’m taking this thing of not pleading out. But | comply with a dying man's request,
sitting in the hard armchair | just vacated in rage. Dad turns to Aaron and says, "He's
not taking adeal..."

The tone of Dad's voice is resolute. He, like me, understands the leader of an
organization the size of ours can't go to prison. With Dad's health declining, he won't
make it another five months, let alone five years. Our family can't handle a change of
regime under these circumstances.
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"Then what?' Aaron asks, and Dad gives him a side-eye. The man has been with us
for long enough to know Dad doesn't do things by the books. He's not the sort of man
to mess with either, even in his weakened state. Those who are loya to him will
destroy any trace of disloyalty everywhere they go.

“I'l handle it,” Dad tells the lawyer, and with a flick of the wrist, dismisses him.
Aaron scowls and shakes his head, then gets up and carries his briefcase out the door.
There is so much to Dad's statement, | don't know where to unpack it, but | know he
won't want me to have anything to do with any of it. The goa will be clearing my
name and keeping me from prison, and anything | learn about his plan to do that will
make me as guilty as him.

With Aaron gone, it's just the two of us and Dad isn't afraid to tell me what he thinks.
| don’t even get to take a breath before he startsin.

"You know Carlos would never have allowed this to happen. You're careless. You
need redundancies. You put yourself too close to the action, and when that happens,
you put yourself at risk of being connected to it. You need more layers of security
between yourself and the sins you're committing. Never break the fucking law when
you're breaking the law, Tito!" His gravelly voice paired with his rasping is enough to
make a coughing fit start. He coughs so hard he has to sit up, and | am there to help
him.

| take his hand and hoist him to an upright position on the old, tired sofa that matches
his appearance. His disheveled hair sticks up at odd angles. The faded black and red
bathrobe he wears over his pgjamas is a bit tattered. Mom got it for him, and he can't
seem to part with it. It's funny how even the hardest of men have a sentimental side to



them. I'm going to miss these little things when he's gone and I’ m the patriarch of the
family.

Offering him his handkerchief from the table, |1 help to steady him so he doesn’t fall
when the coughing gets so severe he's gasping for air. He'll still smoke a cigar as soon
as he's done with thisfit. | never could believe that.

After he calms, | help him lie down on his pillow and put his blankets back over him.
Heis worn out, exhausted after expending most of his energy to clear his lungs of the
fluid that collects in them. | don't know what's more painful—thinking I'll go to
prison for the next five years and not be able to say goodbye to my father properly or
staying here and watching him fade slowly in suffering.

"You should just rest, Dad. Let Carlos see to it." | resume my spot in the armchair,
and he reaches for his water, carefully sipping from the glass before putting it back on
the table.

“I'll handle it...." He's still angry, and | won't change that. My only failure was
trusting my men to do things in a clean way, and how my enemies learned which of
my thirty-plus businesses were actively involved in money laundering, I'll never
know. | still think the prosecution's case is weak, but if Dad wants to handle it, I'll let
him.

"Alright,” | concede, and | feel a vibration in my pocket. | pull my phone out to see
Sal's number on my screen. It seems when it rains, it pours. My men know I'm
meeting with my father. They know better than to interrupt me, but if they are, then it
can't be good. "Yeah," | say when | swipe right to answer.

"Tito, it's not good, buddy." Sal'stoneisdry, and he sounds angry or frustrated.

"What is it?" | ask, not even wanting to know. Sometimes, | think the Peralta



organization is cursed, that they've put a hex over my life and my businesses. Since
getting involved with Don Hector, nothing but challenges have come my way, except
for Aria. She's the one good thing to come from all of this.

"The Russians are causing shit. | guess there was a brawl on the corner in front of the
deli. They're claiming we're on their territory. We know we aren't. Blah, blah..." Sal
rattles off afew more infractions, and while none of them seem outrageous, they are a
clear attack on our territory, reputation, and authority and a very weak power grab by
the Bratva.

For a moment, | sit and think about the things that have happened. My drug deal was
busted up. Jasper Peralta paid for that one. My businesses are coming under scrutiny
by the FED and now the Russians are moving in? There is no way in hell thisis all
coincidental. They are connected, and | just can't see thethread yet, but something
tells me I'm not going to like where it leads when | find it and follow it.

"Alright, let's start keeping track of everything, double duty." | glance at Dad and
remember his words of criticism which | decide are actually wisdom. "At least five
layers deep, Sal. This doesn't blow back on me or you. Let's build that in so if shit hits
the fan, we are upwind."

"Y eah, no problem, Boss." Sal hangs up, and | know I'll have to deal with this later
on. If the Russians are stirring the pot now, someone put them up to it. There's a
chance that they see our aliance with the Peraltas as a threat, but it's just as likely that
| have arat within my own family who wants to take me out before the throne is fully
mine.

"What isit?' Dad asks, but | won't tell him.

"I think we have arat and I'm going to find out who it is." | stand and button my coat.
“Rest now, because you're going to need your energy when | return. You have more



contractsto sign." | start for the door, but Dad clears his throat.

"If you see Carlos, send him to me. We need to talk."

My pace slows and | look over my shoulder. Dad can't really think Carlos would have
done things better than me, can he? He won't just sign things over to my brother
instead. That's not what we've discussed.

"Of course," | tell him, and as | open the door and step into the hallway, | begin to see
how Carlos could be behind all of this. If his goal is to make me look foolish or get
me out of the way, it's working. All he needs to do is convince Dad that I'm unfit,
then he gets what he wants. It's what he's always wanted—the throne.

| march up the hallway and out the front door into the night, only to run into Carlos
who is just arriving. He has a scowl on his face, forehead furrowed so deep his eyes
almost look like coal. He's guilty. | can see it scribbled on every inch of his frame. |
stand in hisway and don't even ask a single question. My fists talk for me.

| rear back with my right hand and swing forward with a solid blow, striking him
right in the face. Carlos stumbles backward and fals into a tree behind him, then
dlides until he's on his ass on the pavement holding his chin. "What the fuck was that
for?' he grunts, and | have to stop myself from putting afoot in his gut.

"I know you're up to something, you sick fuck, and when | find out what it is, I'll kill
you. Anyone who is involved with you will die too." My hand throbs, but | don't et
him have the satisfaction of knowing I’ ve injured myself while punching him.

"Fuck you," he snaps, and he spits out a glob of blood at my feet. "Go get fucked."

"Dad wants to see you," | tell him, but only out of respect for my father. His little
game won't work. I'll see to it. And then I'll make sure he is held accountable for



everything he's doing. | walk off into the night with the intention to clear my head
before | go home. My wife is still mourning. She needs me to be level-headed and
comforting, not this angry, raging monster. Things may be out of control, but the
monster in meis good at fixing things like this.

| just need time.

19

ARIA

Melody's arm hooks around mine as we navigate the aisles of the pharmacy. I've
never been to this one. | planned it this way on purpose. | don’t want anyone who

could possibly know me to see me buying this test. Having Melody along is mostly a
comfort thing. | also don't want to be alone here.
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"Oh, | really hope you are. Imagine having a new little baby around the house. It'll
make it seem less lonely." Her heart is still aching in the wake of Jasper's death afew
weeks ago. All of our hearts are. A baby won't fix that, at least not for me. For me,
things will grow even more complicated. I'm not sure | even want to know if I'm
pregnant, but after weeks of feeling overly emotional and dlightly nauseous, it’'s the
only thing that makes sense.

"Well, it won't be quiet, that's for sure." | don't smile as | speak, but | am trying to
keep the mood light. Melody doesnt need to know my reservations about this
potential baby.

Yes, if | have ason, he will be the heir to my father's throne and for that reason, | feel
anervous anticipation of hisarrival. But hewill technically be the heir to Tito's throne
aswell. It's something | can't change, even though the contract states that he will lead
the Peralta organization. In fact, his surname will be Peralta from the time he's born.

"Mom will be so in love. You know she loves babies. It would bring her so much joy
again." She points up arow, and | look at the overhead sign. It indicates feminine
health and care products are in this aisle, so we veer |€ft.

"Yeah," | sigh, understanding my sister's joy over it al. "But shell just say it's
Jasper's spirit or something weird." | stop in front of the shelves that hold condoms,
spermicides, avariety of lubes, and afew types of pregnancy tests.

It's sad to me that like my life, dictated for me before | had a chance to even make a
choice, my son or daughter will be born into a world with no actual choices of their
own. Like cattle born to be daughtered for meat, my baby will come into this world



and know only one thing—a life destined to be controlled by the traditions of his or
her family lineage. A daughter will be married off for convenience and alliances. A
son will lead even if he doesn’t want to.

It doesn't matter that | don't even know whether I'm pregnant yet. It's inevitable, and
when it happens, whether now or later, | will be bringing a child into this world to be
a dlave. Somehow, it doesn't feel right to me. But | have no choice, as my mother
before me and her mother before her.

"There is no heir right now, Aria." Melody lays her head on my shoulder as | reach
for one of the tests, and | hear the ache in her voice. Dad will never let her lead the
family. This business is too dangerous for that, and Melody isn't the sort to be in
charge. Even if she was, no one will respect her. She's a woman and thisis a man's
world, and besides, she doesn't have the personality for it. | believe | do, but being
married to Tito means only one thing—dissolving the Peralta name for him to take
over. | won't alow that.

"What do you think of thisone?' | ask her, changing the subject. The topic makes me
uneasy, but my sister doesn't seem to notice even though she knows me better than
anyone else in this God-forsaken world.

"He will be the heir to both thrones, Aria. How will Papa's businesses survive without
a firm leader? Will Tito take them?' Her question angers me, but not because I'm
upset with her curiosity. I'm stuck in a horrible situation | don’t want to be in because
| wanted to save my family.

If I'd never said aword, | wouldn't be married right now. But we would have lost our
home and Dad would be hopeless. Of course, Jasper would still be alive too, which

only makes me regret my decision more.

"My son will never run the Ramiro organization." | look her dead in the eyes as | pick



up another test and hold it in my hands. "I've read the contract. If | am pregnant,
which | don’'t know if | am, but if I am, he will be the new heir to my father's throne.
If it'saboy. There are so many ifsright now. | just don't want to think about it."

| grab her hand and start walking toward the front of the store with the test in hand.
She knows better than to question me when I'm in a mood, and she keeps quiet as |
pay for the test and we head out to my mother's car. | don't even want Tito's driversto
know | stopped at a pharmacy, so Melody had Mom's driver escort us.

| climb into the back seat, and she sits next to me as | crunch the white paper bag
down around the test. It won't fit in my pocket, but | can make it as inconspicuous as
possible. | didn't bring a purse with me or a jacket, but we're heading to my parents
house, not home to Tito's. Dad will be in his office fussing over work, while Mom
liesin bed still in heavy grief. | won't have anyone to truly hide it from.

"What do you think Mom and Dad will say?' Melody asks, resting her head on my
shoulder as the car pullsinto traffic.

"“I'm not planning to tell anyone right away if | am pregnant. Y ou know how many
women miscarry in the first trimester. | couldn't handle it emotionally if that
happened.” It's a fair excuse for why I'm keeping things a secret, and Melody sighs
her agreement.

"Yeah, it would destroy Mom. She would be devastated al over again. She doesn't
need that."

| pat Melody's arm and agree with her. "Y es, which iswhy I'm asking you not to tell a
soul | even have this test. It's possible I'm not even pregnant yet, but if | am, it's our

secret until 1I'm certain things are going well."

Melody hooks her pinky around mine and squeezes. "Pinky promise,”" she says with a



smile.

I'm so thankful that my sister and | share this close bond. My family is everything to
me. It always has been. Ever since our younger brother died, the only thing that has
mattered to us kids is each other.

"You get one set of siblings,” Mom used to say. I'm sure she'd be saying it now if
Jasper's death wouldn't have hit us so hard.

WEell, my set of siblings are closer to me than any friend group I'll ever have. And
now that it's just me and Melody, we are clinging to each other for dear life.

At my parents house, Melody goes with me upstairs to our formerly shared
bathroom. The Jack and Jill style bedrooms were pointless. Most nights, | camped out
in her room on her floor or even dept in bed next to her. Even well into adulthood.
Now my room sits empty but untouched. It isas | left it. The bed is even still made. |
dip into the bathroom and lock the door on Melody's side but stare into the darkened
room | used to occupy.

When Jasper moved out and got his own place, they immediately emptied it and
repurposed it into a sewing room for Mom. Of course, he took his furniture with him,
leaving the room mostly empty, anyway. But my things weren't needed at Tito's.
They wouldn't fit in with his modern design, anyway. And now that I'm looking at my
things beginning to collect dust after the few months I've been gone, | wonder if they
will ever remodel it. Will Dad claim it as a man cave? Will Melody own it and turn it
into her personal walk-in closet?

Or will grief claim it, sealing it up as a tomb where happy memories lived but now
only pain exists? Will it sit there untouched for as long as they live in this house
because my leaving was followed by Jasper's murder and the two are forever
connected?



| shut the door to my past in more ways than one when | close the door to that
bedroom. My life in this home will never be the same, even if my plan to break away
from Tito but keep his money goes how | want it to. | don't even know if | can sleep
in that room. The last memory | have in there is with Jasper, and | feel too guilty to
go in that room and sit and remember it.

My hands shake as | do the test. It makes a mess | have to clean up, and | wash my
hands while it processes. | stare at my own reflection wondering what sort of mother
I'll be. | make choices that affect people in negative ways because | can't know what
will happen in the future. | suppose it's that way with any person, but somehow, | feel
like my choices carry a heavier weight.

I'm not even surprised when | look at the white plastic wand | just pissed on and see
the two pink lines. I've had sex with Tito so many times, and not once has he even
tried to use protection. I'm going to have his baby—my baby. Hopefully, the heir for
my father's throne. According to the contract, my firstborn son will carry the Perata
name into the future.

But Tito will fight me. In fact, | know he'll probably begin controlling everything | do
and where | go. Helll force me to eat foods he thinks are healthy, and he'll limit how
much time | can spend with my family. He'll box me in, make me dependent on him,
brainwash me into believing ridiculous things like how we can lead together. All in
an attempt to have the power and control. He's already made it clear that he wants an
heir. But he's read the contract too—which only leads me to believe he has no
intention of upholding it.

"Are you done?' Melody asks, tapping on the door.
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"One second!" | call out, feeling stuck. She's my sister, my best friend. | tell her
everything, and we don't keep secrets from each other. But this secret has to stay a
secret awhile longer until | figure out what the hell I'm even going to do.

The plan to make Carlos seem like the true leader is working, but too slowly. | know
Donatello is having doubts about Tito now. Carlos has told me as much. I'm
overwhelmed. | can't tell anyonethat Tito hurt me, because he hasn't, but that's my
only way out of this agreement. That or turning on him and telling my father that Tito
had Jasper killed, but I'd have to confess as to how | know that and it would lead to
their finding out it was me. | can't live with myself if my parents learn I'm the reason
my brother is dead.

"Are you sure you're okay?' Mel asks again, and | scoop up the test, shove it back
into the foil wrapper, run water over it so it looks like it's been peed on, and crumple
it into the trash with the box and bag. Hopefully, she doesn't mess with it.

“I'm fine..." | reach for atowel and dry my hands as | step out of the bathroom into
her bedroom. | let my natural emotions out, pouting a little. She doesn't know I'm
pouting because of all the pressure I'm under, but the expression is the same, anyway.

"S0?" she asks, eyebrows raised.

"So, it's negative," | sigh and flop onto her bed. Inside, I’'m thrilled my father will
have an heir... hopefully. It could be a girl. But I'm also lost as to how | can make
sure Tito doesn't take what rightfully belongs to my father—his businesses and his
grandchild.



"Bummer. | want alittle baby to cheer me up." Melody flops onto the bed next to me
and grabs my hand. "Mom would have loved that."

"Yeah..." | squeeze her fingers and draw strength from them that she doesn’t even
know she's providing for me. "Too bad..."

Now, | just have to decide what to do next.

20

TITO

The little street cafe is packed, not an empty chair in the open-air dining area. The
scaffolding overhead shades this little meeting from the late-evening sun. | tap my
finger on the wrought-iron mesh of the table and listen to Vic and Sal going on about
my choices. I'm in too foul of a mood to listen to this bullshit, but I'm not going to
blow my lid like a maniac so that everyone around me knows my business.

“I'm just saying if you spread yourself too thin, your enemy is going to slaughter
you." Sal, older than me and probably wiser, tries to chide me as if he is my father
and has authority over me. Of course, his wisdom is correct, but he underestimates
the strength of my army of men.

"The Uhkovs are moving in every day now, Boss." Vic crumples the wrapper from
his burger and tosses it on the table. "We are having skirmishes every day on street
corners. They're stirring up unrest with our ladies. The entire row of businesses on
Fifth are squeamish now, wanting to pull out."

"| trust you've put an end to that." My glare is directed at Vic, who is supposed to be
in complete control of all of ourmovement in Central LA. This nonsense about the
Russians moving in on my territory has gone on long enough. I've sent enough men



down there to push them back and enforce our territorial lines, so | don't understand
why we're still having thisissue.

"They know you don't have the manpower to push them back the way you want to."
Vic's head bobs like a fucking bobble head, and his heavy eyelids betray his
haphazard approach to strong-arming my enemies. "They're going to keep coming
until we send a clear message, but right now, you're al tangled up in the Peralta
bullshit, focusing your time on that."

"My dealings with Hector Peralta are none of your fucking business. I'm making
moves you don't know about or understand.” Though my volume is low, there is so
much poison in my tone that Vic gets the point and shuts up. | glare at him with
nostrils flared as Sal steps in to calm me down.

"Hey, Tito, he'sjust tryin' to help. Listen, we get it. Y ou want that organization, but if
your enemies come up the backside while you're pushing down the front lines, you're
going to be caught with your pants down." Sal presses his palm into the table, and |
turn to look at him.

"Do we or do we not have enough manpower to push the Russians back and send a
signal that will make it clear to them that we aren't fucking around?' My shoulders
hurt. My head is pounding. | want to go home and blow off some steam, get drunk
and fuck my wifeto relieve thistension, but | haveidiots | need to deal with.

Sal narrows his eyes at me and tilts his head. A shadow of a bird overhead passes
across his face, and he purses his lips. "In this organization under normal conditions?
Yes. We can defeat theRussians with no issue. But when you've sent more than half
of them to work their way into the Peralta businesses, expanding our territory that
direction on the streets and in their clubs, no. We can't hold both fronts, Tito."

I'm not pulling out of Peralta territory to fight the Russians. They've been on our back



doorstep for years, and that's where they will stay. Maybe it's time to test this alliance
with Hector and see if he will lend his men to me. That may fix both issues at once.
The fewer of his nosy soldiers that are in my way, the more easily | can take what |
want, change things to my way and reinforce to those remaining that I'm leading
things now.

Then Hector's men will be fighting on my side against my enemy, showing the
Uhkovs that we are a force to be reckoned with. It seems like a win-win to me, but |
won’'t even bring it up with Sal and Vic. They'll question the loyalty of men who are
being forced to fight in awar that's not their own.

"WEell have to finish this discussion later. | am going home now. Just pour what we
have into the worst areas. I'll have more support in a few days." | stand and pull out
my wallet, dropping afew crisp bills onto the table.

The guys say nothing as | slide my wallet back into my pants, but they stand to join
me. We begin walking, heading to the parking garage around the corner where my car
is safely stowed for our meeting, and | hear the squeal of tires on the pavement in the
distance.

"Watch out!" | hear someone shout, and before | even know what's happening, Sal is
on top of me, throwing me to the ground.

Seconds later, gunfire erupts. Something fully automatic lets off more rounds in a
second that | can count, and my hand goes to my lower back where my Glock is
tucked into my belt.

"Stay down," Sal orders as he pushes off me, but | won't lie here like a coward. He
races into the fray with his gun pointed at the car from where the ambush has
originated.



| raise my gun and fire too, peppering the side of the black sedan with bullet holes.
Vic is down, sprawled on the pavement with blood ocozing from a hole in his head.
His eyes are wide open and his mouth is agape. He was dead before he hit the ground,
and I'm surprised it isn't me. Sal saved my life.

"| said stay down," he screams at me, and | crouch lower, but | keep shooting. These
bastards could have just driven past and shot the place up, but they stopped. They're
not here to send a message. This is an assassination attempt. And | recognize that
license plate. It's the Uhkovs errand boy.

"Get to the car, Sal!" | order, and as he lays cover fire, | stand and run to the street
corner. Then | turn and reach around the corner of the brick building to lay cover fire
for him as he charges toward me.
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The car doesn't follow instantly, and | see why. They open the driver's side door and
push someone out, someone who took a round to the chest, compliments of me or Sal.
We can't stand here and wait for them to get their shit together, though, so Sal and |
run the half-block to the garage entrance and dart inside.

My car is on level one, left here by Vic who drove us across town. Sal and | can't
even unlock the damn thing. The keys are in Vic's pocket. So, Sal gives the driver's
window a roundhouse kick and the glass cracks into spiderwebs. His second kick
causes thewindow to shatter and glass to rain down on the ground and into the seat.
He reaches in and unlocks the car, and we climb in.

He uses his pocket knife to break open the ignition, but it's pointless. These newer
vehicles have an immobilizer built into them. There's no way he will get the thing
started. It only shows his old-school techniques are because of his age. While he's
dicking around trying an impossible task, | open the glove box where | keep two extra
guns and a few clips fully loaded, then | reach into the center console where even
more ammunition is stored.

"We have to get adifferent car,” | tell him, already climbing out of mine. "That one...
over there. The old Camry." There is a nineties model Toyota with rust trying to
claim its rear bumper, and that's the only car | see in this damn garage he could
hotwire. | just pray it starts. Those Russians aren't going to just run away. They'll be
coming for me.

Sal jumps out of my car, and we hurry to the older model car. He has it started in
under ninety seconds, and we're pulling out of the garage as the Russian vehicle rolls
past. We turn the opposite direction, and Sal steps on the gas. | know these streets



better than he does, so | give him directions to take us through alleyways and side
streets, anywhere to lose our Russian tail asthey pull a U-turn and gain on us.

| watch the rearview mirror like a hawk, expecting the Russians to open fire at any
minute. Their boldness to target me in broad daylight on a busy street is startling.
They don't give up once they have their target in their sights. And I'm their damn
target. They want me dead, but that’ s just not going to happen.

Bullets whiz past the side of my newly acquired ride, shattering the back window. Sal
curses, ducking down as | reach for theold window crank in the passenger door. | roll
down my window and start to fire. One, two, three... the radiator on their car blows
out. Steam pours from their grill, and | know before long, they’ll overheat and lose
power. But for now, we're still in afight for our lives.

"Nicedriving," | tell Sal. "Now get us the fuck out of here."

He obeys without argument, turning down another side street and weaving through a
maze of alleyways until we find ourselves in Russian territory with the potential to
encounter more men who want me dead. | duck down as we pass by a group of men

leaning against a brick wall.

"Shit, Sal! You just brought us to their fucking doorstep!” | yell, my heart pounding
in my chest as | fumble for extraammunition.

"I know, but this is the fastest route to safety.” His definition of safety and mine are
polar opposites.

| bite my tongue as we speed past the group of men, all of them staring at us like
we're their next meal.

"Just keep driving," | growl, my gun drawn and ready to fire at an instant's notice.



One wrong move from any of them and they'll have alot more than holes in their car
to worry about.

The car screeches to a halt in front of my house twenty minutes later with one fewer
person inside than when we left. Someone will have to explain to Vic's woman why
he's not coming home tonight, but when Sal tries to stick around and talk it out, | snap
at him and order him to get out.

Someone made an attempt on my life tonight, and | don't take that lightly at all. The
Russians think they can move into myterritory and threaten me, and after what's been
going on with the Feds and Dad having to deal with the money laundering threat, this
just adds another complex layer to an already challenging problem. | need to relax.

| make my way upstairs to the bedroom where | know Ariawill be this time of night.
She's probably curled up with a book. She'll be curling her toes in afew minutes. I'm
already peeling my tie off when | walk into the room, and she doesn't even look up at
me. She's got her eyes closed, blankets pulled up over her chest.

"Take your clothes off. You're going to make my body explode so | can just fucking
relax aready." I've not been this demanding about sex since the first night she slept
here, but I'm in no mood to coddle her emotions tonight.

"What?' she mumbles, yawning.

"I need to fuck, so take your clothes off." | undo my belt and begin to slide it out as
she sits up and scowls at me.

"I was slegping. | don't feel well." Her eyes blink slowly as she tries to focus on me.

"Alright, well we can skip the part that makes you feel good and you can just suck me
off." | free my dick from my slacks and start to stroke a little, but she scoffs and turns



over, lying back down.

"Fuck you. I'm not sucking you off. I'm not feeling well. Go find a whore." There is
anger in her tone, and | have amind to beat it out of her.

"Should | remind you that if you dont do what | say, | own your father's
organization?' | ask. Yes, it'sathreat. | don't give afuck that I'm supposed to be her
husband. Shelll get the point. I'm in charge.

"Why don't | just resist you so you'll leave bruises on me and | can go home and keep
all your money and manpower too?' Arialooks at me over her shoulder, and I'm so
angry now, there's no way I'll ever get hard. So she's read the contract completely
now and she thinks she knows the loopholes.

We'll see about that.

"Fine, I'm going to the club. Don’t wait up." If | can't fuck my wife, I'll go get wasted
and make Tony drive. Something's got to give. I'm losing ground on every side now,
even in the bedroom.

21

ARIA

Carlos drives me to my parents house, though Tito's driver was supposed to. | sit in
the back seat like normal, which has obviously angered Carlos. He's not my driver
and he's not Tito's persona errand boy, but he's the one who volunteered. I've been
avoiding him, having second thoughts about our little arrangement. | don’t know
what | want anymore. Grief over Jasper has blinded me, and Tito's been so
comforting. Seeing my husband hurt because of my choices and actions hasn’'t been

easy.



"We need to talk," Carlos says halfway to my parents house. He's edgy. He hasn't
stopped moving since he climbed in the car. He shakes his head and taps his fingers.
I'm fairly certain he's either on something or going crazy because of anxiety.
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We al know Donatello is on his last legs. He's bedridden now, or he remains in bed
as a statement to show his men that one of his sonsis taking over soon. I'm not sure
which. | don’t know the man well enough to know if he's putting on an act to make
sure his men follow his orders after death or if he's really that sick. Tito comes home
dragging, shoulders heavy with the weight ofthe world, and though he wants comfort
through sex, at times, | can't give that to him.

"What?' | grumble, not even wanting to be in the same car with him. My morning
sickness has gotten so bad, the bumping of the car on the road is stirring it. I've
managed to hide it from everyone for the most part, except Tito's cook. |'ve asked her
to keep it a secret—told her that due to Tito's stress with his father dying and the
criminal charges still lingering in his purview, | was keeping the pregnancy a secret
incase | miscarry. Itisn't atota lie.

Melody has a point that Mom will be devastated if | tell her she's going to have a
grandchild and then | lose the baby. It's the only rationalization | can come up with to
ease the guilt I'm feeling for keeping this from my parents. Now when | lie in bed
grieving my brother, I'm grieving so many other things.

I'm a monster and a liar. | don't deserve this baby or this life. My father deserves
better than me, and | need a place to hide from the hell I've created with my own
stupidity.

"It's not working... this little plan of yours. Dad isn't seeing me as the true leader. |
need to do more and | need to do it now." Carlos's knuckles are turning white. He's
gripping the wheel so hard it makes me want to climb out the next time he stops at a
red light. He's scary and huge, but | know if he lays a finger on me, both Donatello



and Tito will rain fire on him. Not to mention my father’ s wrath.

"You need to be patient, Carlos." | don't even know what he should be patient for
anymore. He's right. The plan isn't working, but mostly because I've become so torn
over what to do now that | haven't done anything.

The contract is binding. Tito has to let my son lead my father's family. I've read it
over and over again. This baby growing in my womb is a Peralta, whether male or
femae. Andif | have agirl now and aboy later, it will be the same. Besides, |'ve seen
a new side of this strange and scary man I'm married to. He's not as bad as | thought
he was. He does have a heart buried in that barrel chest of his, and it's a good one.

| hate to say it, but the silver lining of my brother's murder is that I'm seeing things
through a new lens. Jasper should never have died, don't get me wrong. | hate that.
My heart is a black hole without him here. But Tito only did what men in his
position, with his authority, do. He retaliated for a business transaction that was
interrupted by an enemy. And | failed to see the entire time that the minute he knew it
was anyone in my father's organization, he could have owned it al and me too.

"You don't seem to be getting the point, Aria. | will be the next leader of this family
even if something drastic has to happen.”

| get cold chills as my eyes meet Carlos's gaze in the rearview mirror. | can tell he's
the sort of guy who thinks he gets what he wants, and | wonder what sort of war I've
started between the brothers as he pulls to a stop outside my destination. | reach for
the handle, but he locks the door. | can easily unlock it and open it, but | wait for him
to say what he feels he needs to say.

“I’'m not waiting. With or without your help, I’'m taking Tito down. Now is the
perfect time, with the Russians moving in and him spread so thin in your family
business. | have to move, and if you rat me out, I'll kill you in your sleep. Make no



mistake about it."

| shudder, thinking about how easily that could happen, and wonder if | should tell
Tito anyway. It would open Pandora'sbox, but at least Tito would have a chance to
protect himself and me. This entire situation has gotten out of hand now, and | want
to go back and do it differently, to trust my mother and believe that Tito's not a bad
person.

"I'm sorry you feel that way. Now, may | go visit my mother? She's expecting me.
She's till grieving my late brother, you know?' | won't let him know he's
intimidating me. The way my hand shakes is hidden by the angle he views me from,
so the only indicator of fear would be my tone of voice. But | make sure | sound
harsh and upset, not fearful.

The door unlocks and | climb out. On wobbly legs, | walk away from him, and he
speeds off before | even get to the door of the house. It opens before | ring the bell,
and Mom pulls me into her arms.

"You look like you've seen a ghost, Aria. Come in. Are you okay?' She ushers me
inside and into the great room, where | collapse on the sofa, finally allowed to
tremble. Carlos is terrifying, and | know I've made a huge mistake. "Henry... water,
please!” Mom shouts, and | know the old butler is running to get it for her.

| feel like | may pass out, and | don't know if it's from the pregnancy, the nerves, or
the mourning. | also have barely eaten in days. | feel like Midas, except everything
I've put my hands to hasn't turned to gold. It's turned to shit. Why did | ever think |
could take down the leader of a criminal organization and walk away from it? | don't
even know the men I'm involved with, Tito or Carlos.

"Baby, talk to me..." Mom sits next to me, cradling my hand while | blink my eyes,
trying to get them to focus. I'm dizzy, and my vision is blurry due to the anxiety.



“It's uh..." | don't have a way to tell her. It's too messed up, too overwhelming. My
plot to overtake Tito, my brother’s death, my guilt in it all, and worst of all, a baby
I'm not even caring for well because | can't keep my health a priority while I'm so
stressed and afraid.

"Did something happen? Did someone hurt you? It wasn't your husband, was it?"

| look into Mom's eyes and see the fear and concern and shake my head. "No, nothing
like that, Mom. Tito has been wonderful, so good to me." And | mean it. He has been
so very wonderful. Things started out rough with him ordering me around like a piece
of meat, but | see now that it was just his way of initiating me into his realm, of
letting me know who's in charge. I'm very okay with his being in charge now,
because he may be the only one who can fix thisissue with Carlos.

"Then tell me... Isit the Uhkovs? Have they gotten to you too?' Mom's grip on my
hands tightens, and now | feel like she's growing pale.

"The Russians?' I'm confused. "Have they done something?' | know Carlos said they
were pressuring Tito, but are they pressuring my father? Has my choice to marry Tito
for his money, to save my family, actualy put my father at a greater risk from worse
enemies than the Ramiros?

"Oh, baby, | don't want you to worry..."

Henry rushes into the room with a pitcher of water and a glass with ice in it and his
eyebrowsrise. "Miss Aria, | didn't know you were here."

"Quickly, Henry. The water," Mom says, flapping her hand at him. He pours some
water into the glass and hands it to her, and seconds later, Dad rushes in the door too.

"I heard there was a problem," he breathes out hastily and then rushes to my side.



"Are you okay?"'

| wave him off as | sip the water, and the cool liquid coats my throat, helping me
relax. "I'm fine, Papa. | just felt faint.”

Dad presses a hand to my forehead and then puts his arm around me. "Are you sure?"
He looks to Mom, who still looks concerned, but now I'm more worried than | am
scared.

"Mom said the Russians are pressuring you?' | have to know. If my decisions have
brought my family under more scrutiny and made them a target, I'll never forgive
myself. Thiswasn't supposed to happen.

"The enemy of my enemies is supposed to be my friend, but I've become friends with
my enemy and now we are a target, I'm afraid." Dad's face falls. He is thinking now
of the trouble he's in because of me and not whatever else | may have brought in with
me.



Page 29

Source Creation Date: June 24, 2025, 8:01 am

My heart clenches, and | want to scream and smash things. This can't be happening.
There's no way we can defend against a Russian attack. Not alone, anyway.

"What have they done?' | ask timidly, my bottom lip quivering. | biteit to stymie the
shaking, but my hands tremble instead.

Dad shakes his head and pulls his arm away. His hands clasp together in his lap, and
Mom whimpers almost imperceptibly.

"There was an incident..." Dad's tongue flicks over his bottom lip, and he looks up at
me. "Aria, Melody had a very close calon the street. Nothing happened, but she's
shaken. She's gone to stay with family in Boston for afew weeks."

Dad doesn't have to say any more at all. Those sick bastards came after my sister and
threatened her. Likely, they would have succeeded if Dad's men hadn't been there.
She always has security wherever she goes, even now at my cousins house where she
IS.

"Can | speak with her?' | ask, but Dad grimly shakes his head.

"She's distraught, Aria. After what's happened in the past few months, she needs
some time alone." His hand pats my knee. "And | need to know you're safe, so I'm
going to meet with your husband to align our families to fight against this foe we
face." He stands and moves away, and | scowl in fear. What is he talking about?

"Papa, you can't fight the Russians.” | stand, but he turns and holds up a hand. "I can't
fight on my own, and my family cannot fight alone, but with the Ramiro aliance, we



are stronger than any enemy in this city." He cups both of my cheeks. "Now promise
me you will do as your husband says and be safe.”

| can't answer him. My enemies come from within my family, not from outside. My
enemy is one who may be playing both sides, and I'm the only one who even knows
it.

"Promise me," he says sternly, jerking his head slightly.

"I promise,”" | tell him, but my mind is already at work thinking up a new plan. | have
one last connection | can leverage to try to stop this. A friend by the name of Yuri
Uhkov. And he may just be the one to save my life, because if Carlos Ramiro gets his
way, | no longer trust that my family is safe under hisleadership and Idon't believe he
will stop at humiliating Tito. | fear he wants my husband dead.

22

TITO

The car bumps over some rough pavement with Tony at the helm. It's late. There are
at least a dozen cars in the caravan behind us looking like a march to war. We're
headed to the front lines of this war, the edge of my territory where it butts up to the
Uhkovs' drug houses.

I'm taking Sal's advice for the most part, though I've sent a few cars into Peralta
territory too. | hear my enemies aren't being kind to my allies now on account of the
way I've married the Peralta princess. I'm just protecting my investments there. Sal
thinks that's a mistake, but if |1 do anything less than this, Hector Peralta will take on
more than he can handle, and | can't handle being married to a sinking ship. It's going
to be mine. That's just a matter of time. | don't want it damaged.



"S0, you heard from the DA today?' Vinny, seated next to me in the back with his
gun in hislap, chews abig wad of chewing tobacco, pushing it into hislip firmly with
his tongue.

"Aaron did, yes. The DA is willing to cut a deal, no jail time, but that's not enough.
I'm under a fucking microscope, and here weare, marching off to push men off what
isrightfully mine. Thisisn’'t going to end well."

My dad knows what he's doing. He's been doing this for long enough that | should
trust him, but his health is going quickly and my life is on the line. | can't help but
feel like he may make a mistake in the way he does things, and it makes me want to
take control. But with Carlos reaching for power, putting a bug in my father's ear to
sour him against me, | can't do anything to upset him.

| love my brother, and | see how he will be a good asset in the future if he can be
rehabilitated. It's natural for brothers to fight over the inheritance. Carlos will get his
fair share—the money, the businesses, the realty. But I’ ve always known that what he
really wants are the authority and power. Something is going on with him and | can't
figure out what. At first, | thought it was something to do with Aria, but now I'm not
sure. She seems to want to be as far away from him as possible.

"No jail, that's good,” Tony chimes in, glancing at me in the rearview mirror. His
eyes are full of mirth, though at atime like this, they should be full of anger. Our men
have been slaughtered by our enemy several times, and we're on the hunt tonight. But
Tony isasloyal asthey come, and as far as supporters within this family, he's got my
back one hundred percent.

"Yesitis, but it's not enough. Dad will continue to work with Aaron to get me cleared
of al wrongdoing, even if he has to slip some of my inheritance to them. And when
it's al over, hell share his secrets with me so that one day, | can do the same for
myself and others."



The lights outside the car blur past as | delve into deep thought. It feels hollow to talk
about my father like that, to tell my loyal men that one day, he will be just a memory.
It brings up rage at life itself and the cruelty of death, the finality of it all. | tap into
that anger as Tony turns the car down the street toward our destination. It's that rage
coupled with the anger over why I'm in this situation to begin with that will fuel this
night.

I've not figured out yet who tipped off the police about the money laundering, but I'm
glad it's turning into mostly an embarrassment and not anything full-blown. Even
then, Dad would have found a way to get me out of it. It would just have cost more.
And it probably would have been the throne | paid with. I'll find out, though, and
when | do, the person who gave up info on me will pay dearly.

"There," Vinny says, pointing. "That's where the last of them were found. They shot
three of our guysin cold blood, shoved two women into their van, and later, we found
the women beaten but alive." Vinny runs this neighborhood for me, and he shepherds
his flock here. The men who were killed were very close to him, ones he personally
trained. And the women were like sisters, bonded in blood.

"Then we go here. I've always told Carlos that the Russians having their front line
directly across from ours would be a problem. They're scared now, of usjoining with
the Peraltas. It makes us almost invincible.” | pull out my gun as the car rolls to a
stop, but Tony's phone rings.

He pullsit from his pocket and answers it, and | listen to his side of the conversation.
"Hey... Yeah, why? Of course.... They are? How many? No, stay... We've got this."
A dozen pairs of headlights join us, filling thestreet outside the old theater whose

dilapidated marquee flashes with several bulbs broken or missing.

"Who wasit?' | ask when he hangs up.



"It's Sal. He said Hector's men are fighting with us... At least forty of them." Tony's
eyebrows rise, and he shrugs. No one expects the Perata family to be very strong
with the shit they've been through lately, but | am impressed. They won't be taken
easily.

"Let'sgo" | bark, and | open the door and step oui.
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| read once that kings allow their troops to go into battle and lead from behind. In
doing so, they protect the monarchy and ensure their people have aleader if the battle
fails. I'm not that king. | march with determination into the front of the theater
followed by my nearly fifty men who are armed and ready to defend me and
themselves.

We barely get past the ticket counter when | hear shouting and doors slamming. I'm
not sure what sort of an operation they have going in here, but it reeks of chemicals.
It's dark too, like they purposefully keep the lights off so people will think the
building is empty or abandoned. So with guns drawn, we move toward the shouting.
If Alexsander Uhkov wants awar, I'll bring one to him.

"There." | point with the tip of my gun down a side hallway leading who knows
where, and afew men head that direction. A few of my guys move to the right toward
a closed door, while others clear the bathrooms. | continue to move to the main
theater doors, and Tony opens one to me.

We take them by surprise. They scramble when the doors are thrown open. | have my
gun out ready to fire, but | take in whatl'm looking at first. A grow room full of
varying forms of plants. Hydroponics have been constructed, large solar lamps—the
Russians have craftily discovered a way around my roadblocks for their drug rings,
which means the stench in the lobby is downdraft from their cooking room, probably
upstairs.

"Show's over!" | shout, and the first rounds ring out. My men rush in, flanking me on
the right and left. We stoop behind old metal theater seating that hasn't been removed
and aim toward the large area down front where the chairs were torn up and



Alexsander's men built their grow room.

The sound is deafening, at least forty guns discharging rapidly. It's adrenaline-
inducing. My pulse races as | creep forward row by row, pushing closer to their
plants where | can see more clearly what I'm dealing with. | watch men fall to the left
and right. One of mine goes down, and there's little | can do to save him. | rise and
fire, then duck and wait. It draws the ire of the enemy my way, allowing my men to
advance.

Our mission is simple—to destroy as many Russians as we can without losing any of
our men. So we're already partialy failing, but | can't just kill them. | have to hurt
their organization too. They took out three of our women, which means a decrease in
cash flow from their hooking. It'sonly fair that they limp if we're limping.

"The plants!" | order, and my men know what | mean. Three of them charge forward
and begin destroying the grow operation. | lay cover fire for them, buying them
enough time to destroy over half the plants, until one of them gets hit in the hip. He
goes down, and the others drop with him, hiding behind one of the tables.

"Y ou're going down, Ramiro," | hear from somewhere, and then | smell smoke.

The gunshots don't let up, either. More bullets hail from everywhere. It's so loud |
can't tell where until something strikes my arm and | scream in pain. I'm shot, from
someone behind me. | cower between the rows of seats to assess how bad it is, but |
can still move my arm for now, so it's not too bad.

"Fucker!" Tony shouts and lets off a blast of rounds. "Got him, Boss." It's time. Well
all be slaughtered here in their home if we don't go soon.

| survey the damage done. At least twenty Russians on the ground, three of our own.
While | was assessing my injury, the guys managed to decimate another twenty



plants, leaving the Russians with only one fourth of their origina operation. It will
take them months to recover and grow those plantsto size again. I'd say that's awin.

"Move out now!" | order, and | don't have to say it twice.

I'm not sure how many of my men who moved off down that hallway have been hurt,
but I'm hoping it's none. We fall back quickly now that our message is sent, and as we
do, | know they'll give chase. In fact, I'm aware that they will probably increase their
pressure on us now, but I'll be ready.

At the car, | climb in, feeling a bit lightheaded. I'm bleeding harder than | thought |
was. | won't die, but I'm gonna need afew days. "Take me home..." | tell Tony, and |
let my eyes shut as | hear four car doors slam. Message sent. Now we wait.

23

ARIA

Tito's been gone a while, off to "take control”, as he put it before he left. He needs
to—take control, that is. His involvement with my family has gotten out of control,
and I'm worried about what will happen to my parents. What has happened with
Melody is terrifying to me. She's off with family now, where she's safe, but I'm
sickened that simply by reason of association with the Ramiro family, she was put at
risk. | hate that for her, and | hate that for Tito because it renews my desire to destroy
him.

| pace the living room while | wait. My heart is ripping apart with every pass across
the white marble floors. One second, I'm certain | will murder the man in his sleep
and the next, I'm desperate to feel his arms around me, comforting me in my fear and
sadness. First Jasper, now Melody... Tito has to see how this marriage has only
brought harm to the Peraltas. He has to see how it's affecting me. If he cared at all,



he'd stop, but he either doesn't see, doesn't care, or he is doing it on purpose.

The door clicks open, and I'm there, rushing to tug it wide as the guys squeeze in.
Tony and the man they call Vinny are here,Sal following behind. They carry him in
with an arm draped over each of their broad shoulders.

"What's wrong?' | ask, breathless. | follow them back into the living room where Sal
drapes athick jacket over Tito's white couch before they drop him there.

Tony tears open the chest of Tito's jacket and shirt, and | see blood. The man
continues to tear at the fabric revealing Tito's corded muscles and tattoos until the
shirt isin shreds and a painful-looking wound is exposed.

"Fuck... It'sjust a scrape, man..." Tony shakes his head and examines the injury as |
rush to Tito's side.

"What happened! My God," | gasp, crawling onto the couch next to him. | use a scrap
of the torn shirt to wipe away the blood that oozes out. He's lost quite a bit by the
looks of it, and these assholes are doing nothing.

"What the fuck isit to you, lady?' Tony nods at Tito's liquor cabinet... "The hundred
proof,” he snaps at Sal, who scurries to get the bottle.

"He's been shot? He needs a hospital.” | press the bloody strip of material to the
wound to stop the bleeding, but Tony has other ideas.

"Moveit, Aria. You'rein the way."
He doesn’t own me, and for some stupid fucking reason, | actually care what happens

here. Maybe it's because Tito needs to run this family and save mine, or maybe it's
because I'm falling in fucking love with this bastard in spite of myself.



"He needs an ambulance,” | growl, but Tito groans, and | turn to focus on him.

Tony pushes me out of the way and uncorks the bottle, pouring the powerful alcohol
across Tito's arm. Tito screams and opens his eyes, instantly angry until he sees Tony
and the vodka that streams down his bicep and drips from his elbow into my lap.
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"Shit," he hisses, and Tony chuckles.

"Got ya good, didn't they?' he asks and stops pouring. "Need a drink?' Tony offers
the bottle to Tito, who swipes it out of his hand and takes a long drink. As the bottle
rights itself, he looks to me but says nothing.

"We got five more men injured, guys. Boss is fine. His lady can patch him up. We
gotta go." Sal hovers by the door in what | think is a heartless response to a bad
injury.

Tony looks at me and Tito, and my husband nods at him. "Go on... Make sure they're
okay. Make sure we have plenty of arms ready for the retaliation. It's sure to happen
quickly."

| can't even believe what I'm hearing. Retaliation? They’'ve obviously started
something with their enemies, probably the Russians, and they're expecting it to
continue now.

"What the fuck?' | ask, standing up quickly. "Get back here! He needs help!" I'm
livid, wanting to chase the men down as they make a swift exit, but Tito grabs my
arm and sgueezes my Wrist.

"Let them go..." he growls, and | wrestle away from him. He moves and fights me,
causing the bleeding to get worse, but he doesn't seem to care. The men are gone, and

| don't know how to take care of a gunshot wound.

"Y ou started something, didn't you? With the Russians?' | glare at him, all my anger



suddenly turned in his direction. His men were catalyzing a conflict that needed to be
deescal ated.

"Aria, sit down and listen to me," Tito shouts, but the booming voice only rattles my
chest. | was aready afraid all day. | don't even respond to that right now. My fear for
my family overrides my fear of him.

“No, | won't. Your enemies are pushing my father around and it needs to stop. You're
out there inciting them to violence, and my family is who will pay." I'm crying now,
hot, angry tears that burn streaks down my cheeks.

"| said, sit the fuck down and listen to me." Tito is angry now, pushing his bleeding
body off the now-stained sofa to tower over me. I've never seen him actually angry
with me, only the type of feigned anger that allows him to push my buttons. | cower
instantly, sinking to the bloody surface as he twists my arm. "Do not test me tonight."

A few drops of blood dribble down his bare bicep toward my hand, and | nod at him,
biting my lip. I'm scared, but not of him. Even now, even when he's glaring at me and
his eyebrows touch in the center with rage. He won't hurt me. He knows he will lose
everything if he does, but that's not why I'm not afraid.

| trust him. | actually fucking trust him for some God-awful reason, and | don't know
why. And seeing the blood he is shedding makes me fearful that my father will shed
blood too, that Tito won't be able to uphold his end of the bargain and protect the
people | love. | need to feel comfort now, and short of driving all the way across the
city to see my father in person and know he's okay, the only thing | have is this beast
of aman who isintimidating me right now.

"Tito..." | whimper, and his grip on my wrist loosens.

"I'm taking care of it." He lets go of me, and | stand again, this time clinging to his



chest. | don't care about the blood or the sweat, or even the sticky alcohol that reeks.
This has gotten out of control. Carlos did something | can't undo, and I'm afraid of
what it means.

"Please..." | whimper again, and his arms come around me tightly. When | look up at
him, he kisses me hard, teeth scraping against my lip. The warmth of his arms around
me is the comfort | need, but | see the angry beast within him needs comfort too. And
for some strange reason, | want to give it to him.

"I've got it..." he says again, camly. Then his eyes dip to my lips and back to my
gaze. "I'm going to fuck you now because | need to dump this stress or I'm going to
kill someone."

| don't even get a chance to resist, but why would 1? Instead, | nod my head and
willingly let him push me against the wall. His hand comes between my thighs and he
growlsin approval.

"Never been so wet for aman's pain, huh?* he grunts, and | blush.

"No," | admit, because it's not the pain he's in. It's the need | see in his eyes. He
needs me the way | need him, but differently. I need his strength. He needs my
surrender, to dominate me, to fee powerful again. Symbiotes tangled up in one
another, sick and twisted but functional.

| don't fight as his pants hit the floor, revealing his erection, as his hands tear at my
blouse and slacks. | offer only mild protest as he drops to his knees and rips my
panties apart, exposing my core. His teeth pinch my tender parts, not wet yet, but
aready pulsing with want. The pain mixes with pleasure, and | moan, biting my
bottom lip to keep quiet.

"Louder," he growls. "l want everyone to know you're mine."



| try to be quiet, but it's hard when he's fingering me with one hand and sucking on
my clit. I'm so wet now, so ready for him | could die. The volume of my pleasure
sounds increases naturally, which seems to encourage him. He fucks me harder with
his two fingers while he sucks me off, and his thumb rubs over my ass too,
stimulating me there. I'm trembling, knees going weak, pussy aching for his cock.

I’m a bloody mess, literally, my hands coated in the red life force still seeping out of
his arm. It's on the wall, on his hair, between my fingers, against my tits. It's
everywhere and it’s erotic. | think of his fingers around my throat and come undone,
pressing my eyes shut as orgasm shakes my core. |’m screaming, clawing at his head,
picturing the blood behind my eyelids and his hand on my throat. It's powerful
enough that | have to lean on him, and he holds me up as he fucks me until the
convulsions slow and his sucking stops.

Long, slow laps at my pussy tease me and make me jolt. | open my eyes again and
see more blood spilled, running down my thigh. When he stands again, | don’t even
have a chance to breathe before he's kneading my tits, spreading my thighs with his
knee. His hand covers my mouth as he thrusts into me harshly against the wall, our
bodies pressing together in a dance of lust and desire, violence and pain. | wrap my
legs around him, pulling him closer, harder, deeper as his hips begin to thrust.

His hand on my mouth muffles my moans, but | don’t care anymore. | bite into his
hand, drawing more blood as he slams inside me, eyes wild with lust and need. He's
closetoo, | can tell by the way his cock twitches inside me and the way he grunts. His
hips jerk and pull, giving me everything he has left to fillme up. And I'm
whimpering, needing something to make me go again.

| take his wrists and guide his hands, both of them this time, to my neck. | want
him—no, | need him—to take me to the brink, push me to the edge of consciousness,
and hold me there while my body shakes with pleasure. “Please,” | mouth to him, and
his hands begin to tighten.



Tito’ s grip is firm, his motions hard, and his thrusts even harder as he plows into me
against the wall. I’m gasping now, eyes tearing with pain but filled with pleasure. It
all mixes together in a kaleldoscope of sensations that leave me begging for more and
pleading for it to stop. I’'m so close, so close to orgasm again as the blood rushes to
my head.

The room around us begins to spin, and | can’t breathe. My hands fly up, nails raking
his back as he continues to fuck me, hips ramming into mine with a force that would
have normally made me cry out in pain but instead has me moaning his name like a
prayer. “Tito,” | mouth, clawing at his back and squeezing my pussy tightly around
him. His cock pulses inside me, hot and thick, and I’ m about to pass out as he clamps
down harder on my neck.

Then it hits me like a ton of bricks. Orgasm after orgasm slams through my body as
Tito roars his desire. His hips spasm, and I’'m along for the ride, clinging to him aswe
ride out my high together. My body shakes and trembles, holding onto his wrists as
he holds me up. My breath is gone, but it doesn’t matter because he's got me pinned
against thewall. His thrusts slow, and | can breathe again when his hand moves.
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| gasp for air, panting hard as he pulls out of me. Blood coats my thighs, but Tito
doesn’'t care as he turns me around and bendsme over the couch. He spreads my
cheeks wide, exposing my ass to him, and what little shame | had left seems to melt
away. It hurts when he forces his thick girth into me, but my moisture slicks his dive
into my ass.

| moan in pleasure as he fucks me here too, his fingers rubbing at my clit while he
plunges deep inside me. He talks dirty in my ear now, telling me how much he loves
it, how tight | am, how no one else will ever have me again or else they'll suffer. |
believe him. After tonight, | don’t think | will ever want normal again. | know he's
the only one who will ever make me feel thisway.

| come again, screaming his name into the cushion as he pounds into me from behind
and my ass clenches around his cock. Tito growls and roars out his release, fingers
digging into my hips as he collapses against me. The heat of his explosion warms me
from the inside, but the sweat of his chest against my back is just as hot, comforting
me. His hands wrap around my body, cupping my tits as he kisses the back of my
shoulder.

"Do you trust me?' he asks in a soft, gravelly voice, and | nod. He pulls out, leaving
me draped over the couch, and smacks my ass lightly. "Let's shower. | have to be
ready."

With the vodka still strong in the air, | follow him upstairs, walking naked and coated
in sex and blood. | do trust him, but | need to make some decisions for myself now.
Carlos has to be stopped, and there's only one way to do that. | just don't know how
Tito will feel about it.
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TITO

More than a week after our encounter with the Russians, | am healing and we are
holding our ground. The situation with the Feds and their money laundering charges
Is at a stalemate. Dad's lawyers are doing what they can, but Aaron seemsto think it's
looking more and more questionable. Someone is fucking with the system, planting
more evidence, gathering more dirt, and | know it's someone inside my own fucking
organization.

The car bumps along the road, headed to Dad's house. Aria and | were enjoying
dinner when | got the call. Not to be rushed, | told him I'd come when dinner was
over, but it means she's along for the ride with me this time. Either | scared her
enough to be obedient with that stunt last week or she's coming around on her own.
She's been nothing but quiet and submissive to me since, except for in the bed. She
still fights me like alittle vixenin atrap, but it's all put on. She knows | love that shit.

"What does he want, though?* she asks, and her large eyes peer up at me through her
thick lashes. A meeting with my father isn't an intimidating thing, normally, but Aria
seems to be frightened.She knows nothing of the struggle I'm having to hold my
father's faith and keep my brother under control, but she isn't meant to carry that,

anyway.

“I'm not sure tonight." | pat her hand which is wrapped around my arm and try to
cam her. I'm finding myself so drawn to this woman even in her difficult moments.
Partnership has taken on an entirely new perspective for me. I'm hesitant to call it
love because it makes me seem weak, but maybe love is what | need to be strong, to
be the man I'm supposed to be. That idea rolls around inside my brain for a moment
until she speaks again.



"Is he angry with you?' Her grip tightens, and she lays her head on my shoulder. |
look up at the rearview mirror where Tony's eyes catch mine. He knows the struggle,
how Carlos is trying to defame me on my father’s deathbed so the inheritance will be
his. | don't even know how he came up with the idea. Carlosis an idiot. He'd never do
this on his own, though he's capable of some very dark things if pushed that direction.

"He's not angry, Aria. He wants the best for his family, like any father does. That's
al." | pat her hand again and kiss the top of her head.

The car pulls up outside and | say, "Stay here," but she whimpers.

"Please, let me come in. Don't make me wait in the car like a punished child." She
clingsto me as | open the door, and | sigh. She has me wrapped around her pinky. I'd
probably do anything she asked so long as it was good for my business.

"Alright, but you have to wait in the living room. | don't think Dad will appreciate a
woman during a meeting like this." Sliding out of the car, | take her hand and pull her
along with me.

The dark dress she wears dangles around her shapely legs, hugging her hips. | can’t
wait to get her home and remove it from her body, but first to deal with the wrath of
my father. | lead her up to the front door and into the living room. | already hear the
harsh rasp of his voice as he complains about something Carlos has done.

| cup Arias cheek, drawing a kiss from her lips as moral support. "Stay here,mia cara.
I'll be back."

She nods at me as | walk away and watches me as | vanish into my father's study. He
lies prone on the couch, covered in a blanket so thick it hides his scrawny body,
wasting away from barely eating.



"Get in here," he grumbles, and | shut the door behind me.

Carlos stands in the corner with a glass of whiskey in hand. Beads of sweat cling to
his forehead, but his dark smirk chases me, haunting me as | perch on the edge of the
coffee table next to my dying father. Dad sucks in a few heavy breaths and closes his
eyes, opening them slowly.

"What isit, Papa?' | ask, resting a hand on his hand.

"Tito," he scratches out, barely making a tone. It's mostly breath. "Carlos has shared
some awful things. Y ou've been fighting the Russians, and they're moving in?' | hear
the disappointment in his voice. | hoped to have kept this from him, to ease his
transition into the next life without so much anxiety over this one.

"I've got it, Papa. It's under control. Our enemies have struck us. I'm only pushing
back." What I'm doing is the right move. It will only turn in our favor, and soon. With
the Peraltas fighting alongside us, soon, Uhkov will see how formidable we are
andhow he won’t ever be able to overpower us. My plan will work. I'll just have to be
patient when it comes to owning the Peralta family. If it even comes to that anymore.
Hector is eating out of my hand as it is. Without an heir, they will al fall in line soon.

"It's a disgrace, Tito. Years—" He rasps, then begins to cough. The coughing
continues for several minutes. Blood and sputum soak his handkerchief, and | glare at
Carlos when Father's eyes are shut. My brother is evil and sadistic. Who would put an
elderly man on his deathbed in such a state of emotional chaos?

"Papa, I'm in complete control. We did not strike our enemies. They saw that we were
forming such a strong alliance with the Peraltas and moved in to wreak havoc. They
want to weaken us while we are not yet fully aligned.” | put his glass of water in his
hand, and he sips from it.



There is no way Carlos isn't behind this somehow. And now at the very end, too.
How can he be this heartless to his own father? I've seen the evil of which he's
capable, but | never imagined he'd use it against our father. And only because he
wants my power. Will | have to take him out too? Is he the one putting the Russians
up to this, or is my mind hazed over with the threat of intimidation too?

"Y our brother is concerned, Tito, and so am |. We've had years of peace with Uhkov
and his family. Thisis unheard of. Y ou must stop this warring. Things are so volatile
right now. You can't risk it." Dad sips the water again and hands the glass back to me.
He's so weak, the water in the glass sloshes as his hand shakes.

“I'm taking care of it. Okay?' | have a mind to slash Carlos's throat, but unlike him, |
remain loyal to my family even when they are disloyal to me. If | find he's doing
something to hurt my family, however, God help him.

"I believe you," Dad rasps and then sighs. Another few coughs puff out of his chest,
but these ones are weak. | notice there is no ashtray, no pack of cigarettes or a pipe.
Not even a cigar lying around. He's not even strong enough to feed his addiction,
which is probably killing him. The withdrawal is horrible. | don't know how he can
stand it.
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"Fix it now, Tito. Before it's too late." Dad's stern warning comes just as his eyes
flutter shut. He's tired, and I'm furious. | need to leave before | hurt my brother and
start something | can't undo.

Without saying a word to my brother, | dip out of the room. Ariais here, a the door
listening, and the instant the door is shut with Carlos and my father inside, she throws
her arms around me. | am taken by surprise at the show of affection and pull away
from her.

"Shh," she whispers, taking my hand. Her furtive glances and the way she pulls me
toward the door intrigue me, so | follow without protest.

Safely inside the car and headed toward my home, she turns to me. "I can help you."
Those full red lips speak words a man like me never hears. My wife helping me with
what? My issue with my brother? Does she know something | don't? Is that why
Carlos was speaking to her privately so many times?

"With what?' | ask, feigning ignorance. | don’t know how much she heard, and I'm
not giving anything away.

"I heard that, Tito. Don't play dumb." Aria's expression darkens. "It seems to me your
brother is trying to instigate trouble. He's telling your father things that make you
look bad. Maybe he's hoping your father gives him the reins, not you."

Her accusation against Carlos is spot on, and now I'm really curious. "And exactly
how can you help me with this?' | angle my shoulders to face her as the car rumbles
onto the highway, and she lays out her plan for me as our fingers lace together.



"Petrovich Uhkov... | call him Peter. We went to high school together. We were
close. He was my first—" Aria cuts herself off as her cheeks flush, and she looks
down at our fingers locked together. "We have to stop the war, Tito. My father is
weak." She looks into my eyes. "They took my brother from him. They’ ve threatened
my sister, and she's away now, where it's safe." Thisis news to me, but Aria doesn’t
explain. She continues, "Peter can help. If you let me, | will do what needs done. Y ou
just can't ask me what I’'m doing, and you have to trust that it's the only way."

| think for a moment as | notice the serious look in her eye, and for the first time, |
wonder how dangerous my own wife is. | see afire there I've not seen since the day
we met. She'd have gutted me if she could have. Now | wonder about whom she is
thinking, about whose throat she's dreaming of dlitting while they sleep.

"And Carlos? Y ou know he'sinvolved?'

Arianods but doesn't explain, and | wonder how she will take care of this.

"Y ou won't harm him?' My question makes her bristle.

"I will only do what is necessary to save your life, your reputation, your family, and
your father the shame of having a traitorous son. Now, no more guestions. Do you
want me to do what | need to do?" Aria's hand pulls away from mine and she reaches
for her hair, collecting it and drawing it over her right shoulder.

The less | know about it the better, and | do trust that she has my back for a very
strange reason. I'm not looking at her as a weak and powerless woman anymore.
When she gave Carlos that business advice, | knew how smart she was. When she
stood up to me, | knew how strong she was. And now, | know how deadly sheis, and
if it means saving everything, | can turn ablind eye.

"Most men who make a deal with the devil have to share fluids... Spit on their hand,



mingle some blood...." My dick is already throbbing as | suck in the breath for the
next sentence, but she beats meto it.

"Then get your dick out and let me suck you off... My spit and yours..." Her eyes
haze with lust as she dlides to the floor, and my fly is open before her mouth
descends.

The way her lips wrap around my cock is glorious, sucking and sliding up and down
my shaft. This isn't forced. It's not coercion. Aria and | have something no one will
ever take from us now, and I’m beginning to see how wrong | was about this entire
family. | don't have to take them by force. They're willingly giving themselves to me
because they see my leadership and know it's good.

| wiggle the silk of her dress up over her hips and bare her ass, shoving my hand into
her panties to finger her backside as she continues to suck. Yes, | think this
partnership will work out just fine. Better than | hoped. And fuck, is she good at
sucking me.

25

ARIA

Ihave to do this under the cloak of darkness. It's nearing midnight, but if | were to be
seen with Peter, it would cost him his life. We go way back, but | know his
ruthlessness. When he's ensnared, his temper goes supernova, and | don't want to be
anywhere close to him if that happens. We have an understanding, but it'll never
supersede the connection with his family.

Tito agreed to let me work my magic without asking any questions. It's a matter of
trust, which | now have for him and he for me. When he said he wanted to be my
partner in life and in business, he wasn't kidding. For al he knows, | could be



working as a double agent for the Russians, hell-bent on destroying him, and though
the double-agent part wasn't accurate, for awhile, | was. | wanted him to weep at my
feet and grovel for my forgiveness because of the things he threatened to put my
father through.

Now | just want the fighting to end and my father to be of sound mind and safe in
body for the rest of his life. Losing Jasper changed the game. It didn't necessarily
change my outlook forthis arrangement. That came later. What it did was show me
how short life is and how fragile we all are. If Tito can order a hit to take my brother
out without even being suspected, then he could do far worse to my father, and it
seems Dad is handing him everything he wants on a silver platter.

| drive a borrowed car, untraceable and donated to my cause by Tito who did not ask
where | would go this late at night. Though he did kiss my forehead and ask me to be
safe. My stomach rolled with nausea when he said, "You may be carrying my heir."
He can only suspect things right now. There is no way he knows anything. I've
hidden it very well, behind fatigue and grieving. But he's right. | need to be safe for
the baby's sake.

The car—a small, early model Pontiac sports car with no registered plates—hugs the
curves. | have such little experience driving, though Dad insisted both of us girls
learn to drive. He cautioned us that we may need the skill in an emergency, and while
| don't consider this an emergency, | do think it's a necessity.

The night swallows the road, sucking in the light from the headlamps into its void. It
makes navigating the turns a little anxiety inducing. Asif | don't have enough anxiety
asitis. Thereisdanger on all sides. If my father discovers I'm speaking to Peter, he'll
be heartbroken. He told me a long time ago that the man—then just a boy—was off
limits. An enemy is not a friend. But now that I'm grown and know better, it would
tear his heart out. Two children dead, one gone off to safety, and the final one a
traitor? No, | can't do that to him.



If Tito's men see me speaking with Peter, they'll kill me on the spot. It's their training.
They'd do it to Carlos or any of the others. I'm just a tool to bind the Ramiros to the
Peraltas, and in meeting with Tito's foes, I'm breaking the agreement. | haveto place
my trust in Tito that he understands this is for his protection and my father's. He'll see
what I'm doing and he won't see it as my breaking the agreement.

But if Peter's family catches wind that I’'m with him, not only Peter will suffer.
They'll make an example of me in front of both my husband and my father. They'd
both be crushed. | can seeit in their eyeswhen | look at them.

| park a few blocks away, armed with my pepper spray, a switch blade | taught
myself to use with Jasper's help, and a Ruger .22 handgun. It won't kill much unless
the shot is perfect, but it'll buy me time to escape in a pinch. I'm not here to destroy,
just to maim, and my plan is simple. | have to make sure Carlos's plot is exposed to
everyone, not to harm him, but to disarm him. His father must know how he's
working with the enemy to overthrow Tito now, before the elder Ramiro dies and
gives his life to the wrong son. Tito is the rightful leader, and | was mistaken when |
thought Carlos could do it.

If Carlos takes the helm, there will be no respect for my family at al. He'll pick them
off one by one, destroy the business, and bury the Peralta name so deeply no one will
remember it ten years from now. Tito and | have an arrangement that we can at |east
push for ten years, longer if I'm carrying a son. | might be willing to make
concessions to ensure things go smoothly for my family, at least until my father and
mother pass.
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| move through the night along the side of the buildings with my knife in one hand
and my pepper spray in the other. It's been a long time since I've been in this part of
LA after dark. A decade at least. We used to sneak out, Melody and I, and meet with
Peter and his cousin. We'd kiss and do other things unruly teens do, and at one point,
| thought | was in love with him. Until my father taught me the dangers of the
Russian Family.

| feared Peter then, but | never needed to. Not then, at least. Now, it's a different
story. | sent him our message, a code word that only the two of us know. | asked him
to meet me here. His returned message stated simply,Petrovich is dead. | don’t know
what that means, but | gave him instructions for this time and place—our place. A
place we would meet amost nightly for along time.

Not looking to rekindle the romance, | dressed very modestly—a black top that
buttons to the collarbone and loose-fitting jeans. My heels and long black trench coat
complete the incognito attire, but he'll recognize the hat, one similar to my favorite
hat back in the day, a felt fedora with a very wide brim, black, of course, to help me
blend in with the shadows.

| stand by the dumpster just out of the light of the street lamp overhead and wait. The
time on my phone tells me he's late, at least ten minutes, but then he did tell me he
was dead. | can only imagine that was his way of warning me off, trying to keep me
from coming, but | have to do this. I'm still not sure whether Tito deserves my help. |
instigated the trouble with Carlos for a reason, after all, but my father needs saving,
and this is my only shot. If | don't reach Peter and beg him to stop this, his family
may destroy everything.



"Y ou came," a male voice says from the shadows behind me, and | reel around to see
abroad set of shoulders moving toward me.

"You said you were dead..." My heart flutters nervoudly. | shouldn’'t be here. |
shouldn't be doing this. It's so dangerous. Peter is an Uhkov. He's not loyal to my
father or Tito. He could slit my throat in one swipe, but | have to believe the affection
we once had for one another will keep him from laying a hand on me.

"The Petrovich you knew is dead,kotenok."

Kitten. The pet name he had for me so long ago. The instant | hear it, I'm put at ease.
He remembers and he wants me to know he remembers. It wasn't my fault | never
came back. My father's insistence and my fear drove me to stay away. | think he
knew that.

"Peter..." | whisper, a sudden rush of al that lost emotion overwhelming me. He
moves toward me swiftly, cupping both cheeks. | can fedl the heat of his breath on
my lips as he leans in. He smells like whiskey and musk, the thick, heady scent
almost enough for me to forget who | am and why I'm here, but my breath catches in
my throat.

Before his lips can press against mine, | touch my finger to them, holding him back in
amove that silences his affection and his advance in one fell swoop. He lingers there,
eyes searching mine in light so dim | can barely make out the faint outline of a scar
across hisright eye.

"I'm married now, Peter." My confession doesn't shock him. His eyes never leave
mine.

"Forbidden fruit is sweeter and juicier, isn't it?" he asks, and he leansin again, only to
meet my resistance again. | turn my cheek, and he kisses me softly there before



pulling away. "Why isit that you've come to me?' His thick Russian accent has never
faded, not one bit. He dlips into a few dlurs that | can't understand and then releases
me. "Do you know how | suffered? How my heart ached for you and you ignored
me?"

There is anger in his tone, but he won't harm me. | can tell he still loves me. | put the
knife and pepper spray into my pockets and sigh. "Peter, | was only a tool in my
father's tool belt. | hadno choice. You have to know that." | reach for his hand and
take it, and he lets me pry the fist open until his palm is exposed. | trace hislines as |
continue. "l need your help."

"My family is at war with both of your families and you come to tempt me like a
seductress? Did your father put you up to this or your husband? Who should | kill
first?' His hand slides from my grasp and my heart clenches. Thisisn't the man | used
to love. Life has hardened him. Pain has hardened him. Rejection... turned his heart
to stone.

"You won't do eithertesoro..." My murmur pulls his strings and he loosens his
shoulders. "You love me, and | can see it on your face. | need your help, please. You
must help me."

He keeps his distance now, a man wise enough to know he's beat. "What isit, then?"
he asks, and | know | have him right where | want him. Tito turns a blind eye on my
plans for good reason. He cannot be found with red on his hands when his father sees
what's been done. | have no problem with the guilty stains. I'm going to have to come
clean, anyway. Tito will find out how | plotted, but he'll have no recourse. He plotted
too. And I'm carrying the heir both to the Peralta throne and his own. How will he
harm me? Anger, yes, but he will not lay ahand on me.

"What can | do?" Peter asks, and his tone is softer yet. If | were less of awoman, I'd
give myself to him now out of sheer relief, but | will not disobey my father, not even



now. And for some reason, | care enough to never cross that line with Tito.

"Thisiswhat | need..." | say, and my plan unravels before him like a map rolled out,
showing the way to all who seeiit.

Now if Peter stays on board and Tito can manage to follow my lead, everything will
work out fine. But that's a big "if". | can't even fathom the alternative. | won't even
think it. Peter and | will fix thisif it's the last thing we do.

26

TITO

I've spent the past hour speaking with Carlos and Sal about my father's concerns over
what's happening with the Russians. When someone tries to move in and take
territory, we have an obligation to push back, and maybe in his sickness, he'sfailed to
see the threat Uhkov and his family present to us now. He lived in a time of peace,
but I'm living with anything but.

"It's not like we can sit back and do nothing, Tito." Sal uses an open-handed gesture
to accent his disagreement with my father's notion that peace should be reigning.
"They moved on us first, and we al know it's because they're trying to dismantle our
aliance. They want Hector Peralta to get scared and run. They don't want us to be
strong."

"| disagree, and so does Father." Carlos angrily sucks on a glass of whiskey, eyes
hazed and glassed over from drink already. "Y ou could have stopped all of this."

| don't even want to speak with him right now. Aria never told me openly what is
going on, but she insinuated that it has something to do with Carlos's hunger for my
authority andposition. I'm reluctant to believe, even still, that my brother would form



a plot against me with my enemies, but | don't put it past him to humiliate me in front
of our father. It's anyone's game, apparently, though | believed myself to be the
rightful heir.

"I've had enough for tonight." | stand, moving away from my brother before my
temper gets the best of me. Six months ago, he would never have questioned my
decisions or authority. What snake has come into my garden and tainted my tender
vines? | rub ahand over my face and sigh as | hear the front door click shut.

"This can't wait, Tito. Y ou know?—"

"Enough,” | bark, cutting Carlos off. | turn my glare on him, and he scowls at me,
defiant even though he understands what that will mean for him when | am the leader.
And I will be the leader because | have no intention of letting go of my position. My
men respect me, and the loyalty runs deep. Our family would sooner be split in two
than follow Carlos. Everyone knows that.

"Let'sgo," Sal encourages, nudging Carlos with his elbow.

A hostile glare passes between me and my brother, and Aria steps into the living
room, drawing all the attention. The wide, dark hat over her head speaks to everyone,
and | get a sideways glance from Sal. Carlos's hands turn to fists, but he doesn't say a
word to her. My men leave, and | am left with my wife who approaches me,
removing her hat.
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"It's done," she says softly, out of earshot from the still-retreating men who just sat in
my living room.

| don't know what she's done, but | know why. Her loyalty to her father is unrivaled,
though | sense a growing loyalty to metoo. There is an unspoken agreement between
us now, one | haven't made good on. In her eyes, | see fierce determination to do
what's right for her family, and | want to believe that includes me.

"Y our father traded you to me in exchange for help..." | begin to circle her, feeling a
swirl of questions rise up. Her sneaking around, speaking to my brother behind my
back, the feistiness she had when she first got here that has now relaxed.

"He did nothing of the sort." Aria's words are firm and calculated. I'm not speaking to
a helpless waif. She is a powerhouse that no one suspects, strong and resilient. "I
made this choice myself, though he did mention it was a possibility."

And there is her confession. All along, | thought she was forced into this, which was
the reason for her fight and rebellion in the beginning. The cold expression on her
face, however, shows me she's being truthful.

"You offered yourself to me? To save your father, | assume..." | move toward my
liquor cabinet to pour myself a drink. "A glass?' | ask, but she shakes her head to
refuse.

"| pledged to do what was needed for my family, and | am here to do just that." Aria
sets her hat on the back of the new couch, replaced since my bleeding incident last
week. Then she sheds her black coat, revealing the dark clothing beneath. Anyone



would understand why she's dressed this way, but | know al too well it's been for
some nefarious purpose.

"So why help me?' The amber-colored liquid fills the tumbler, and | wonder why my
wifeisn't drinking. Could it be that she's aready pregnant and she's been hiding it? Or
Isit that she wants to keep alevel head—clear, sober thoughts? | turn to face herwith
my glass of whiskey in hand. "Why are you offering to use favors you have stored up
to help me, Aria? Why not just help your family?"

The question mars her expression. Her forehead wrinkles. Her lips purse. She averts
her eyes and licks her lips softly, lips that have touched mine in ways only lovers
understand.

"We have an agreement,” she says tightly, but there's moretoit. | know thereis. | can
seeitin her eyes. It's not just an agreement, and it's not just for her father.

| move toward her, stalking her like prey. She remains standing behind the sofa with
one hand resting on the trench coat now draped over its cushion. She doesn't flinch
when | touch her cheek with my pinky, drawing afew stray hairs off her creamy skin.

"Do you love me?' | ask her bluntly, because I've been wondering just this. | feel the
swell of affection now and then. It's hard to differentiate between that and the power |
feel when I'm around her, dominating her. But it's there, permeating my being.

Her lips are sealed, refusing to answer my question, but when she looksin my eyes, |
know she wants to. | see the war raging inside her thoughts even though | can't read
them. Aria Peraltais caught in a storm inside her mind.

"Let's ask an easier question. Are you sleeping with my brother?' My words hit their
mark, atarget in her chest designed to inflame that delicious anger she has.



Her shoulders stiffen, and she glares at me with nostrils flared. "1 will tell you exactly
what to do to make sure your father does not make Carlos his heir. And no, | have
not, nor will | ever,deep with your brother." The pain in her eyes as she defends
herself convinces me she is in love with me, even if she's not ready to admit it out
loud.

My hand lingers on her face, cupping her cheek. It's a tender moment between us, the
kind men like me don't often have. Watching my father grieve for my mother, 1'd
have thought there was no affection in their relationship, but | know better now how
much he loved her. And | feel it for Aria. The perfection of who she is as a woman
and as a partner doesn't go over my head.

"Mia cara, tell me what you've done." My thumb brushes over her cheekbone.

"I know of your plot to infiltrate my father's organization, to merge your finances
with his then bankrupt him." Her lips are alluring even as she speaks my sinsto me as
accusations. The fiery darts don't pierce me, though. It's asif she isthe leader and I'm
being scolded by her for my misdeeds, only it's softer and gentler than my father's
rebukes. "You'll stop that immediately. Our Families aren't now, nor will they ever
be, truly one. United in this marriage, but separate. Am | clear?"

Arias hand shakes as she lifts it to my wrist and presses my hand into her skin. The
way she looks into my eyes, igniting hunger for her inside my body, | can't ook
away. This woman is worth more than the entire Peralta fortune, their territory,
suppliers, customers, and the lot. | could live a peaceful life as a happy man with only
her, and yet I've been greedily pushing for more.

"And what if | don't?"

Her tongue draws out over her lips, moistening them, and she presses my hand more
firmly against her cheek. "Then bad things will come of it, a war unlike the ones



you've seen before.Y our father will roll over in his grave, and the last thing you'll see
will be my face over you as you breathe your final breath.”

Thisis not a threat. It's a promise. There are no threats between us because there is a
bond here. She's not telling me she will harm me. Sheis only predicting the inevitable
end for our relationship should | continue on the path I'm traveling. Which means
she's known about this path, the plot to forcibly take over her father's businesses, for a
while. That night when | told Carlos what | would do, she was there, and she was
listening.

"And my brother?' The idea that he could convince my father to change his will so
close to his deathbed doesn't sit well with me. Carlosisn't ready to lead. Father has to
know that.

"| told you not to question me and to trust me, and now | need to know that | can trust
you." Her bottom lip shakes as she speaks. She's given power to someone other than
herself to finish the task that must be done. It's written in her eyes, on her forehead,
the way her hand shakes against my skin.

"My trust isyours, Aria" | reach into my pocket and pull out my gun, pressing it into
her palm. "If you do not believe me, then kill me now, and al of this is yours."
Spreading my arms wide, | back away afew steps. The ultimate test between enemies
turned loversis submission and vulnerability. | want her to see that in order to survive
this war with Uhkov and his men, we must be united as one. Perhaps not our
families—she doesn't trust my leadership in that aspect yet—~but at least as partners.

"What good is lead to me?' She tosses the gun aside. "When | need assurance? | have
that now." She clings to my chest and breathes me in. "And | need to get justice for

my brother. His killer must pay."

The words sting like a slap to the face, even as her arms wrap around my body and



embrace me. | am her brother's killer, and thereisno way | can tell her that. Not now,
not when trust has been developed between us like this. | Slowly close her into the
circle of my arms and kiss the top of her head. Her tone is sad, too, not angry. It's not
like she is demanding revenge, but more as if she's mournfully accepting that nothing
will be the same.

"I love you, Aria..." | whisper next to her ear. It's a foreign word on my
tongue—love—but there's no other fitting word for me.

"I love you, Tito..." The words spill from her lips in a painful sob as tears begin to
flow. The game I'm playing is wicked and dangerous, and I'm seeing the rippling
effects flow outward from my choices now, effects | hate and wish were gone. That
turns to rage inside me and a determination to make things as they should be, in every

way.

If she says sheis handling this, then | must trust her. It's the least | can do after taking
her brother from her.
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27
ARIA

Tito's sweat-slicked body rolls off mine onto the bare mattress, the sheets tangled at
the foot of the bed from the wild romp we just had. His sex drains from me, soiling
the bed beneath me and reminding me that I'm his—the child inside me, too. He's
panting for air like me, and neither of us speaks. | lie there staring at the ceiling
thinking of the mess I've made and how things are going behind the scenes where |
cannot |ook.

| haven't heard from Peter, but | cling to hope that he will keep his word. | don't even
know how much pull he has in his family right now, but if he can give me what |
asked for, it'll be enough to set things right. Though, it may never make things
between Tito and me the way they should be in atrusting partnership or marriage.

"I'm going to shower," Tito says, pushing off the bed. It jostles as he stands and heads
toward the bathroom, turning over his shoulder to say, "Y ou want to join me?'

"Not tonight..." | turn my back to him as the thoughts continue to pummel me. I've
spent the past month trying to makeTito seem inadequate to his father along with
Carloss help. | don't know if Carlos's attitude and temperament turned on me because
| withdrew and had second thoughts or if it's because he's a monster in disguise.

Our plan was to discredit Tito, but I'm afraid Carlos has done something darker and
more sinister than | ever had in mind. Peter will confirm this for me, but my suspicion
is that he's employed the help of someone inside the Uhkov family, someone who



knows exactly what to do to make Tito a non-threat to Carlos's plot to become the
new |leader. The thought makes me shudder with fear.

The Russians may be regrouping right now, but their next strike could come at any
time, in any place. | hardly think they will attack Tito's residence, but anything is
possible. | fear that in encouraging Carlos to resist Tito's leadership and undermine
him, I've created a monster who won't be satisfied with just the authority and title of
Don of the Ramiro Family. The insatiable hunger for power and money sinks its teeth
into victims, and Carlos may have aready succumbed to it. An alliance with the
Uhkovs would be devastating, sucking my family into a web of deceit and treachery.

| hear the water turn on and Tito humming to himself. I'm tempted to join him if for
no other reason than to feel the physical comfort of his hands washing my body clean,
but | have no energy to move. I'm hiding so many secrets, | don't know which oneis
the heaviest. I'm weighed down, paralyzed by the circumstance and the grief. | still
miss Jasper, but | haven't even had time to grieve him properly yet. Not with
everything falling apart around me.

When my phone rings, it startles me. It's late, too late to have a phone call. Anyone
who calls this time of day has somethingimportant to say. | push myself up and look
at the screen—a blocked caller. It means only one thing. Peter has news for me.

| steal a glance at the bathroom door, still gar with steam rolling out. Tito is still
happily humming, occupied for the moment, so | take the call. My thumb dlides
across the screen to answer, and | hold it to my ear.

"Yes..." My simple greeting is both for my protection and his. If anyone is listening
to either end of this call, they can't ever hear any personaly identifying words. | wait

with bated breath as the line crackles in the silence for a moment.

"Kitten... | have news." Peter's voice is thick with emotion. He never stopped loving



me, though | have clearly moved on.

"Go on," | tell him, not willing to even risk the impression that I'm moved by that. If
Tito heard that, he'd be furious. I don't know how he'd react.

"Jasper was murdered by someone very close to your husband, Kitten. The man
himself probably gave the order.” The first thing | wanted to know, which | feared |
already knew, is confirmed. | don't know why rage wells up inside me.

| knew this, right? That Tito probably ordered the hit that killed Jasper... | knew it
and | blamed mysaf—blame myself. It never would have happened if | hadn't
messed with things, but Jasper is dead and now it's confirmed my husband is guilty,
caught red-handed.

"Thank you."

"There's more." Peter has several tasks from me. One of them is to make sure his
people stay away from my family. The Peraltas are not responsible for this feud, and |
don't want them involved.The next thing Peter has to do is get proof of Carloss
anarchy and deliver it to me or Tito, maybe even in front of hisfather.

"Go on," | repeat, glancing at the door. The shower water is off now, door still gar.
Tito isn't humming, but he isn't out here yet. | sit up, legs dangling over the bed. I'm
so angry | am shaking, but | have to know what else.

"Your family... | can't do much. They willingly entered this fight, and my brother
will do what's needed to maintain integrity. I'm sorry. It's out of my hands." Peter
clears his throat. "But | have what you asked for and | will send it to you soon.
Ramiro's brother has been working with mine. | don't know all the details, but I'll get
them."



"Thank you so much." | want to speak his name, a gratitude from me to him, but to
do so would be to put us both at risk.

"Speak nothing of it. And if you find yourself aone, Kitten, then come to me." His
invitation is comforting, but it doesn't move my heart. | am in love with the man |
forced myself to marry now, for good or for bad, in peace or at war.

"I will." My promise comes just as Tito rejoins me in the bedroom.

"Who was that?' he asks, using a towel to dry his hair. His naked body has droplets
of water across it, scars and tattoos bared for my eyes. He's a work of art, but I'm so
hurt | don't know where to begin. | need a buffer, some time to put this rage back
inside the box Peter just opened and lock it away.

| know Tito had my brother killed and | know it was my fault, but my anger isn't
directed at myself anymore. That's how | swallowed it before. That's how | was able
to push it away andnot feel it. But now, | can't help but feel it. The wound is reopened
and fresh, and he's standing right in front of me.

"My source..." I'm not lying, though | won't tell him who, or that we were once
lovers.

"And?" he asks, walking toward me.

"And he told me you ordered the hit that killed my brother." | can't look at him. Tears
burn my eyes as | set the phone on the nightstand and rise. | want to run out of this
house and find peace and solace somewhere else, with my family, maybe, but Tito is

my family now.

"Aria..." he starts, but | am livid.



"No!" | shout, an eruption so fast and so loud he jumps. Then his eyes darken as he
opens his mouth to speak, but | rush at him with fists ready. | pummel his chest hard,
screaming, "l hate you! | hate your family! | hate your business! | hate this marriage!
| hate you!"
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All the grief of the past several months is too much for me to control. My hands
hammer against his firm body until he grabs my wrists and pins them against my
chest.

"Stop it!" he shouts, but I'm relentless.

"You are a monster!" The accusation wells up, and | spit it at him, but | know it's
meant for me. | am the monster. | am the one to blame, but | don't know how to
express that.

"Aria, knock it off," he booms, and | try to wrestle away from him, but he shoves me
hard and | land on the bed. "This is business and | had no clue who snitched on us
until the hit was done. | sent my men to take care of a problem and they did as they
were told, and?—"

"And you stole my brother from me," | sob.

The bed shakes again as he sits down and lays a hand on my hip. "I didn't know, Aria.
| only found out when it was done. | had no way of knowing it was Jasper."

"Don't say his name!" | scream as | curl into a ball. "Don't you ever fucking say his
name again." The pain I'm feeling is too deep, pushed so far into my gut | hoped I'd
never feel it again. | know now what my mother has been feeling, my father too. I've
compartmentalized it away so | could function, and it's all rising to the surface,
threatening to drive me mad with anger.

For once Tito is silent, hand still resting on my hip. | know it wasn't personal, that he



didn’t love me back then the way he does now. And | believe him when he says he
didn't know who it was until it was too late. Things like this aren't supposed to
happen, though. The agreement was meant to protect us both, but | breached it first. |
leaked the information that got Jasper killed, and | can't blame my husband for his
reaction. | knew what sort of game | was playing.

My phone rings, but | ignore it. I'm in no shape to speak to anyone right now. And if
it's Peter, he will get the point and not call back again tonight. But Tito doesn't think
like me. He reaches for my phone and answers.

"Hello... Yes.... Oh, hello... Is everything okay?' My heart claws at my rib cage, a
wounded animal seeking refuge from the pain. "I understand. Yes, | agree. That's not
good. Wel'll be there in twenty minutes."

"What?' | ask, sitting up. My naked body feels very exposed to him now, the
vulnerability of our sex juxtaposed next to my ragefor the man seated in front of me.
"Who wasit?" | ask, now trembling.

"It was your parents security team. There's been an attack.” He doesn't explain much
as he stands and walks to his dresser with determination.

"Attack? What attack?' | ask, the fear now overwhelming my anger. "What
happened? Are they okay?' More tears come now, but not from rage. | rush to the
dresser and pull out clean clothes, dressing in tandem next to the man |
simultaneously loathe and love.

"I don't know," he growls as he steps into his boxers. "A bomb. We have to go there.
| need time to get my men ready.” And then Tito is gone, taking my phone with him.
He carries his clothes as | scurry to dress. My mind is racing with terrifying images
flashing through it.



My God, what have | started? Dear God... Protect my parents.

28

TITO

Tony drives us to Don Hector's house, but we can't even get onto the block. Smoke
rises from the back of the house and the street is lined with firetrucks and first
responder vehicles. Ariais frantic, trying to jump from the moving car, but | hold her
down, pinning her against my side as she cries and pleads audibly with God to protect
her family. She didn't even react like this when Jasper died. That was more of asilent,
inward mourning that she couldn’t even speak of. Thisisloud and painful to watch.

"Hey, look, the security team would have told us if it was really bad. Thisis just a
home and it can be repaired.” | try to encourage her with the full knowledge that she's
still angry with me and probably will be for a long time. She has reason to terminate
our agreement now, proof that | harmed her family and in doing so broke one of the
clauses that would permit her to leave me.

But she won't.

With the way the Russians have moved in, she needs me. She needs to stay with me
to continue to tap into the strength | canprovide, and tonight, I'm thankful for that.
Just holding her as she cries and panics makes me want to erase suffering from the
face of the planet just to help her feel better.

"What if they're dead? My God, Tito! How will | live?' Arias words are barely
intelligible. Her face is covered in tear streaks and snot. | offer her my handkerchief,
and she mops up the mess, but it will return, as it has so many times. She emptied the
glovebox of the restaurant napkins stored there for emergencies.



"I don't think they are, baby, but if they are, | won't rest until they are avenged.” | pull
her head into my chest, and she buries her face there, as if none of the previous
argument had even happened. She clings to me, a shuddering leaf in a violent
tornado, and | am her refuge.

| mean it, too. No one who harms the woman | love this much emotionally will live to
tell about it. The crushing guilt of my part in this night's emotion tempers my anger
toward her for lashing out. How can | blame her? We both understand this business
and how things work. Jasper did something that crossed a line and my men
dispatched him without a care in the world. All at my order.

"My God..." She sobs, and her hands claw my shirt into tight fists that don't let go
until the car stops.

"We're as close as | can get." Tony's eyes look at me through the reflection in the
rearview mirror, and | nod.

"Come on, baby..." | don't have to tell her twice. She slides out the door with me,
and till trembling, clings to my side as we walk around the police barricades. My
men have been on this house for more than a month now for various purposes, but in
the wake of the skirmishes with the Russians, I’ve hadto decrease security here to
avoid wearing them out. It was afoolish move. | know that later on, Ariawill learn of
it and be even angrier.

"Sir, you can't go back there!" | hear, but | ignore it. My wife needs to get to her
parents as quickly as possible. "Sir!" the officer shouts again.

"“It's my wife's parents home. She has to get to them, please." | continue walking even
when | see him reaching for his radio to call for backup. I'll knock him out if | have
to, but luckily, he only radios in that we're breaching the line. He doesn't attempt to
stop us, likely because he has to stay by the barricades to stop others.



The neighbors are out in droves, staring at the flames shooting out the rear of the
house. First responders bustle about in full fire gear. A few EMTs sit in the back of
an ambulance treating someone, | can't see who, and one firefighter mans along hose
that snakes between houses toward the fire in back.
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The entire block is lit up with flashing lights and spotlights from the tops of cars and
trucks. In the chaos, it's easy for usto dlip through unnoticed, and when we get to the
front of the house across the street, | see Hector standing next to an EMT with an
oxygen mask on his face. Aria notices him at the same time, and | can't even restrain
her. She'sawild animal, tearing past the crowd to crash into him.

"Papa," she sobs, clinging to the older man's chest. She nearly knocks him over with
the force of her hug, and he lowers the mask to wrap his arms around her.

"Aria..." Hector coughs, and Aria pulls away when the EMT puts the mask back on
his face.

"Papa, where's Mammina?' She stands back as the EMT straps the plastic tubing
down around Hector's jawline and neck, securing the mask with elastic straps around
his ears. As he speaks, the mask fogs.

"She's going to the hospital. She has afew burns and cuts. | have to stay here, find my
men." His coughing rivals my father's. He doubles over, and the EMT forces him to
back up and sit on the wide bumper of the ambulance. Aria stumbles along with him,
trying to cling to him and fawn over him.

"Aria, you should go." | look up a the ambulance with the EMTs working on
someone and know it has to be her mother. " Go to the hospital with your mother."

Her eyes are full of fire as she stares up at me. The same anger that heated her gaze at
home is there, defiant and burning through my soul. "I'm staying here with my father.
They won't let me ride with her anyway, and she'll be getting treatment for a while. |



can go in alittle bit." Her harsh tone warns me that I'm going to get nowhere, but |
have to try. This place isn't safe. If the Uhkovs are anywhere close, there could be a
shootout, and | need her to be away from here.

"Tony will drive you."

"No," she says sternly and glares at me. "I'm staying here. We will find who did this
and we will take them down together, and don't cross me, Mr. Ramiro. If you do, you
won't liveto regret it."

Even Hector is surprised by his daughter's outburst. His eyebrows rise and | see him
struggling to breathe. He takes her hand and gently pats it.

"Aria, please listen to your husband. He's only trying to keep you safe.” The words
are muffled through the mask, but | know shehears them. Her shoulders droop a little
then stiffen again as she stands.

"I will do whatever he says, but here, not at the hospital. | have to know how this
happened and why. It was Uhkov, wasn't it?" She keeps hold of his hand, and he
nods.

"Find Nigel and he will help you. My men, they're at your disposal, Tito. Perhaps I'll
let them take me to the hospital. With you in charge, | trust things will be handled."

Aria looks hesitant at her father's words, the same hesitation | noticed in Jasper's
expression before his death when he protested our financial merger. She fears my
leadership of her father's family, and for good reason. She still believes I'll take over,
and she has no clue I've had a change of heart, how good this will be to truly merge
our families and eventually become one by blood, not by force.

"Y ou have my word, as aman of my honor, Father." When | call him that, Arialooks



up at me with pain and confusion in her eyes. "I will protect your daughter, my wife,
and | will find who did this. They will pay.” Only this woman could do to me what is
happening, my heart changing, my loyalty shifting. Seeing how she loves her family
makes me love her family as much as | love her.

"Sir, let's get you into the ambulance. You're going to need more rest..." The EMT
takes over, pulling Hector away from us, and | walk away, heading out to look for
Nigel, one of Hector's top men. Aria stomps along beside me, her feet slapping the
pavement.

"Why did you say that? Who are you trying to fool?" She's hurt and angry. She still
thinks I’m manipulating him. | will only prove my altruism by action, not by words.

"Why do you question everything | do? When will you trust me?* | continue moving
with purpose, seeing Nigel's face in the distance among a cluster of Peralta family
members just on the other side of the police barriers.

"When do you trust a snake?' she hisses, and | stop short and turn around so fast that
sherunsinto my chest. | grab her by the biceps and shake her hard.

"Thisis my territory, Aria. If you can't trust me, at least have the decency to respect
me and your father. He trusts me, and for good reason.” I'm angry, but | know she's
going through things. "I fucking love you, alright?* My voice islow, agravelly anger
seeping through my tone. "I never intended to kill Jasper. If | wanted him dead, I'd
have taken full credit immediately and owned your family and you by force. But |
haven't done that. And | won't."

She trembles, then her lip quivers. Then she turns away from me and dry heaves,
bending toward the pavement and coughing as nothing comes up, but her body
doesn't stop. The emotion overwhelms her so much, her body has symptoms, and |
hate this but | can't stop it. | stand next to her with my hand on her back until she



rights herself and nods at me.

"Are you okay?' | ask sternly, asif she were one of my men, not my wife. Because
right now, in this situation, she's one of the guys and she has to be treated as such.

“I'm fing," she growls. "Let’sfind and kill those bastards."

When we start moving again, | know it's as a unit. The two of us have one purpose, to
recompense the evil perpetrated on our family. And we won't go home without
vengeance on our plate.

We approach her family who all look to me with expectation. They've seen me
around enough to know who | am and that Don Hector trusts me. For now, they've
lost their leader, and they have to collect themselves to move forward. But what |
don’t expect isthe warm welcome | receive.

They all shake my hand and ask me for direction, and | have no trouble issuing it.
"Tonight, we're going hunting. The men who are responsible will pay, and we will
avenge our trusted leader and friend, Don Hector Peralta.”

A cheer goes up and draws a little attention from the police, but we're not backing
down. With Ariaby my side, I'll lead them into battle and come out victorious. And if
not, I'll die trying.

29

ARIA

For a moment, | thought Tito was going to impose his will on me, make me go with

my parents to the hospital. But here | am, seated next to him in the back of his car
while his men drive us into battle. If | hadn't known about Peter's family, we'd be



going nowhere, so Tito really had no choice but to bring me aong. I'm the one with
inside information—me and Carlos, apparently. | don't know how Tito will react
when he learns that. | don’t even have the details, but something tells me tonight,
we'll uncover the truth ourselves.
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"Are you sure this is the right place? Seems sort of exposed to me..." Tony doubts
me, not because I'm new to this game but because I'm a woman. Men don't like when
women play their games, but while | may not be the cold-blooded killer they think |
am, | know how to play.

"It's the right place,” | say firmly, remembering many nights where Peter and |
spirited away to this exact location. "Hidden in plain sight... | guess you've never
heard the term."

Tito has a weapon, polishing it, making sure the rounds are loaded correctly. He
hasn't given me a weapon yet, and | rushedout of his home in a panic, frantic to see
my parents and find out whether they're okay. | never thought to grab mine. He can't
expect me to go into this situation without protection.

"How do you know it's the right place?' Tony's questioning is annoying, and | don't
have to tolerate it.

“"Look, Tony, just drive. That's what you're supposed to do, not question my
knowledge or orders.” My hard glare isn't missed. His eyes shift from meeting my
gaze to the road, then back to the mirror where I'm certain he's looking at Tito. But
my husband is preoccupied, probably going through each step in his head of how to
appropriately respond to our enemy. He says nothing about my comments to Tony.

"Where is my weapon?' | ask Tito, and he pauses for a second to look up at me.

"Y ou don't need one. You're waiting in the car." He's serious. He thinks he's keeping
me locked up like alittle puppy in a cage while he goes to take care of business.



"The hell I am. I'm going to be right beside you. If | can't avenge my own brother's
death by taking out the man who murdered him, then | deserve the right to avenge
this attack on my family." The words are asap in the face, and | mean them to be. He
knows the pain I'm in, and while | still blame myself for Jasper's death, the reaction |
had at home before learning about the attack on my parents home spoke volumes.

"Boss, a woman in a gunfight?' Tony chuckles. "That's the dumbest thing I've ever
heard."

"I told you to mind your fucking business." Glaring at the driver, | try to calm myself
before turning again to Tito. "Y ou said youwant me to be your partner, so give me a
fucking gun and let me be your partner.”

Tito's eyes flash with anger and stubbornness, but his scowl softens into a resolved
defeat. He moves swiftly, leaning over the seats in front of us and reaching for the
glovebox. When he returns to his seated position, he's holding a large handgun, my
guessis anine mil or athree-eighty, but I'm not well-versed in weaponry.

"Y ou've handled a weapon before, | assume?' he asks, and | nod.

The guns I've worked with were limited, mostly twenty-two pistols, and once, | fired
aforty-five, but it knocked me on my ass. | release the clip and it drops into my hand.
It's full. I count fourteen rounds, which | slide back into the gun and clip in place. |
feel sort of badass as | pull the slide back and chamber a round, then drop the clip

again.

"One more..." | tell him, holding an open palm up so he can give me one more round
to fill the clip again.

His eyebrows rise, as if he is surprised that | actually know what I'm doing. If I'm
going into a war zone, | need as many rounds as possible. There's no sense in taking



only fourteen when the gun will hold fifteen. His lips purse and he reaches into the
box of ammunition on the seat beside him.

"Aria, | don’t think thisisagood idea. Y our father would?—"

"My father isn't here, and he taught me to use a weapon for areason. If | were Jasper,
joining you on a hunt to avenge the family, you wouldn't doubt me for a second, but
you take one look at my tits and believe I'm incapable." | slam the clip back in place
with the final round loaded and glare at him. "Stay out of my line of fire. | don't take
to people who doubt me."

The car rolls to a stop in the middle of my rant, so when I'm finished | climb out and
round the front of the vehicle without waiting for him to respond. Several more cars
fall in line behind ours and men begin exiting them. The looming furniture store and
adjoining warehouse is only ablock away. If any of Uhkov's men see us approaching,
we're sitting ducks, but the amount of adrenaline coursing through my veins keeps me
focused on my task.

Peter won't stop the attacks on my family because they got involved, and whileheisa
good friend and likely would be a good husband if things had been different between
us, he is still an enemy. Even more so now that his family has openly pitted
themselves against mine. | will never kill him myself, nor will | ever order it to be
done indirectly, but | won't sit back and take this shit. We have to defend the Peralta-
Ramiro alliance.

"I know how to get in. There's a door in back and the key is aways inside the
drainpipe.”

Tito, who's just joined me at the front of the car, nods at my instruction. I'm not the
leader here. I'm along for the ride, and | won't be told to sit like a good dog. So, |
offer my respect to him when he moves out first, taking the lead.



We dlip under cover of darkness along the storefronts next to the warehouse and then
into the black alley where we ailmost vanish. If | weren't so closeto Tito, I'd lose him.
My gun hand shakes as he stands by the door and reaches for the key in the drainpipe.
The light over the back door has been busted out for as long as | can remember,
evidence of the childish things we did when we were younger. | can't believe they've
never fixed it, but then there is a new generation of Uhkov teenagers who probably do
the same thing.

Tito dlides the key into the lock and turns it, and the door clicks. He whispers a few
harsh words as the men collect behind us. | can't see how many there are, but the
small herd is noisy. He hushes them and quietly pulls the door open.

"Stay behind us," he growls at me, and suddenly, I'm wishing I’d have stayed in the
car. What the hell was | thinking believing | could come in here and do thislike | am
a grown man? My stomach rolls, nausea reminding me that it isn't just my safety I'm
in charge of. My little one has to be protected now too, and my anger over everything
pushed me to be the hero.

The men file into the building, Tito holding the door for them, and before thirty
seconds pass, gunfire erupts. My pulse is hammering, my hands sweaty, but | lurch
through the door behind Tito and step into his world.

It's surreal, the explosive sounds around me, the eerie, dim lighting. | feel likeI'min a
bad dream, hoping I'll wake up before things get scary or | die. At least | can see now.
| creep forward behind the men, now having lost track of Tito for the moment. My
gun is raised, my breathing rapid and thready. | can't hear anything. The gunshots
have deafened me. | wince every time they go off. | don't belong here.

"Y ou're gonna die, Ramiro, you and the whole Peraltafamily." A sinister laugh is cut
short by another blast, and | faintly hear gurgling and coughing.



Tears well up, and | don't try to blink them away. | back myself into a corner near a
stairwell and slide down the wall with my gun on aim. The men are gone now up the
steps, down the corridor, into various rooms, and | sit cowering like a fucking fool,
shaking so badly | almost piss myself. I'm hyperventilating.l pull my shirt up over my
face and breathe in the stale, recycled oxygen, and it helps.

| don’'t even see most of what's happening, but | don’'t miss a single one of the
gunshots. Each one makes me jolt with fear. Each one feels like a nail in my coffin
being hammered in place. And when | see a shadow at the top of the stairs, | turn my
gun in that direction. It isn't one of my father's men or Tito's, and the paralyzing shot
of adrenaline to my heart stabs me into action.

| squeeze the trigger once, twice, three times, missing a few and striking him in the
shoulder with one. The body falls down the stairs at me, tumbling and rolling. His
gun bounces on the steps and hits the wall, and he sumps into a pile, groaning.
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I'm trembling, still aiming my gun at him even as he reaches for his own, but he
doesn't get it in time. | fire off a few more rounds, not even counting how many |
have left. The blood splatters everywhere, so much of it. It stains my conscience and
my clothing. | can't look away from him, can't peel my eyes off his dying form. | did
that. | murdered him, and I'm going to throw up now.

"Hey, it'sokay," | hear, and then | feel hands on me. Startled, | jerk and inadvertently
fire off another round when Tito's hand slides down my arm to lower the weapon.
"It's over, baby."

| turn and curl into him. He was right. | don't belong out here with guns and
bloodshed. I'm strong, and | can do a lot of things, but killing apparently isn't one of
them. Tito holds me tightly against his chest, and | sniffle afew more times, listening
to the patter of feet on the steps and down the hall.

"We got it locked up, Boss. Should we head out?' An unfamiliar voice says the
words, and | stay hidden in my husband's chest.

"Go on... Tony and | will clear everything and make sure the cleaners get here.”
Tito's warm baritone rumbles my chest, and | hear the door opening and shutting. "l
need to do one more sweep, okay? You go wait in the car. I'll be right out."

For a second, | think of handing him the gun, but even in the car there is danger. If
someone approaches the building or the car, | need to defend myself. | loathe the idea

of killing another person, but | take it with me, nodding.

| dlip back into the cover of night alone. The others have already dispersed, leaving



the aley empty. | hear voices and move that direction, seeing the light on the street a
hundred yards away, but one of those voices sounds familiar, too familiar. It's Carlos,
and he wasn't part of our raid party coming in. What the hell is he doing here? It
makes the hairs on my arm stand on end.

Ducking behind a dumpster, | crouch down in the darkness trying to make myself
invisible. My mind has played a trick on me, making me think Carlos was coming
from the direction | need to go, and in reality, he comes from the opposite way, which
Iswhy he never saw our men moving that way. He's with three other men. | can only
see their silhouettes, but | hear their voices distinctly... Russians.

Anger isignited in my chest as they move toward the door and open it. One of them
comments about how it's unlocked, and all four of them pull their weapons. Tito isin
there with Tony, outnumbered two-to-one, and the gun in my trembling hand could
even the score. But | sit paralyzed, seeing the blood of the man | killed splattered all
over the wall, the steps, his body.

| can't bring myself to move and go in there. | know if | do, | have to kill more, and |
don't know if | can do that. So | stay planted where | am, even when guns start going
off again. | hear muffledshouting, men's angry voices, more gunshots, and my fear
rises. Finally, | am thawed, able to jog to the door where | can hear more closely
what's being said. | stand to the side and press my body against the brick exterior.

"You know she's turning on you. She's the one who set you up, Tito. Look around
you. Don't you get it? You think she hired a fixer to take the Russians down, and
sure, you killed afew of them tonight, but look where you are." Carlos's voice sounds
victorious, boastful, as if he's gloating over a dying man, not toe-to-toe with an
enemy. Because heis definitely Tito's enemy.

"You... You'regoing to pay." Tito's voice is hoarse, gasping for air. It makes me sick
in the stomach again, but thankfully, I'm used to that feeling. | can't stand here and



listen to him gasping for breath not knowing what's going on. | don't care if there are
more shotsfired or if | die. My husband needs me.

| whip around and yank the door open, marching into the tight hallway with my gun
raised. Tito lies on the floor with a knife in his belly, high near his liver, and Carlos
stands over him with a boot on his neck. Tony is on the ground writhing in his own
blood. One of the Russians is lying face down, lifeless, and two others stand near
Carlos. | takeit al inin asplit second before pointing my gun at Carlos and shooting,
one, two, three shots, and hefalls.

The others open fire, but my gun is faster, meeting one in the shoulder and another in
the gut. The two men drop their weapons and fall to the ground, and | stand over
Carlos who is grasping his knee, rolling back and forth. His weapon is still on his hip,
and | disarm him, throwing it to the corner near the dead man | killed earlier.

"You sick fuck!" | scream, kicking him hard in the wounded knee. | missed with all
shots but one, and it hit his leg, but it's enough to injure him. He can't do much
anymore except scream.

"Tell him, Aria... Tell him you're the one who made this all happen. Tell him you
were supporting me," Carlos taunts while his men lie on the ground out cold.

"Shut up!" | shout, kicking his knee again to draw another scream. | run to Tito,
whose body now is soaked in sweat. He's shaking from shock and bleeding so heavily
he will die without help.

"Oh, God. No. Tito..." Laying my gun down, | wrap my arms around him and pull
his head onto my lap. | need an ambulance or at least someone to come help me get
him out of here before one of Carloss men comes to or Carlos gets to his gun.
"Fuck... I'm so sorry." | weep, curling over him.



Then the door opens, and Nigel struts in with two more of my father's men. We're
saved, for now... But now, Tito knows I'm the one who made this happen, and | don’t
know how he will react.

If he even livesto have areaction...

30

TITO

Iblink my eyes into focus. The lights are bright overhead, and | hear sirens roaring.
I'm moving, being jostled by a force greater than myself. Two people, a man and a
woman in what appears to be scrubs, sit on either side of me. I'm in pain, excruciating
pain. There's something strapped to my face, a breathing mask, possibly? Am | in an
ambulance?

“Mr. Ramiro, you have been stabbed. We're taking you to Our Lady of Mercy
Hospital.” One of the EMTs is speaking to me, but I'm barely able to understand what
they're saying. | feel lightheaded and dizzy, probably an effect from losing blood.

“Two CC's of epi now," the other one says.

| try to look around, try to locate whether Ariaisin the ambulance with us, but | don't
see her. And that little bit of activity makes me feel so exhausted, | have to shut my
eyes. It's hard to breathe. It's hard to move. | remember marching into that furniture
store and warehouse to take back the dignity that was stolen from me when my
enemies attacked Aria' s father's home. | don't, however, remember how | ended up in
this ambulance on my way to the hospital.

"My wife,” | croak out, but before I'm able to hear a response, | lose consciousness
again, sucked into the void of blackness where | stay for | don't even know how long.



The rhythmic whirring and beeping of machines lulls me to a state of consciousness.
There's a pressure on my chest, as if someone or something is lying there. I'm groggy.
| don't remember where I'm at or how | got here. | smell the faint hint of lavender
shampoo, and | think of Aria, her smile warming my heart without even having seen
her.

| try to open my eyes but | feel like I've been drugged. And that's not al | fedl. I'm in
pain, a pain unlike anything I've ever experienced before. It starts beneath my rib
cage and spreads across my whole torso. | try to breathe in a deep breath, but the pain
iIsso intense | wince. Like fire and ice being poured into my veins at the same time, a
volcano meeting an avalanche and suffocating me in its world of heat and pressure.

| am not a weak man. | have stood upon the precipice of death many times, looked
into the void of eternity and questioned my existence, what comes after this life. But
this—thisis excruciating. And then it all comes back to me—the look in my brother's
eye as he pushed the knife into my gut is al | can think about. The anger in those
eyes, the jealousy. And the words he said to me as he did it were even more painful.
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"Y ou will never be my leader."

Those words reverberate inside my mind until my eyes force themselves open to
avoid seeing that hatred that bore down upon me. My throat is dry or | would speak.
Instead, | lift myhand and rest it upon the back of Arias head. She lies draped over
my chest, arms extended to wrap around my torso as much as possible. | can see that
she has tried to avoid the spot in my stomach that's so painful, but just the light
pressure of her draped across me makes me grimace.

"Miacara,” | whisper.

Aria sits upright with her eyes wide and a hand covering her mouth. “Y ou're awake?
Oh, my God, | thought you were dead. There was so much blood, Tito.”

“Shh, I'm here now.” | try to reach for her, but the small strain to my stomach
muscles as | lift my arm up and extend it in her direction is enough to make me wish |
had never woken up. She captures my hand and brings it to her lips, kissing it, and
then laysit gently at my side where it relaxes and the pain lessens.

"Tito, I'm so sorry." There's apprehension in her gaze, like she has some reason to
feel guilty or apologize to me. But | know | am the one who's guilty. I'm the one who
should be apologizing. Her brother is dead because of me. Her father and mother are
in the hospital. Their home is destroyed, and it will take years to rebuild.

My enemies have become her enemies—have become her parents enemies. None of
them deserve this. It was my selfish plot to try to assume control of something that
did not belong to me. | brought this upon them all, even upon myself.



"Shh, hey, this isn't your fault. You don't need to apologize to me.” | wiggle my
fingers, indicating that 1 would like to hold her hand, and she notices. She laces her
fingers through mine and squeezes gently.

I'm beginning to remember more now. | remember her hovering over me with a gun
in her hand aimed at my brother. | remember her firing several shots into that narrow
hallway. | remember the look of rage in her eyes, the kind of rage that | have felt
before when seeking vengeance for someone or something that had been wronged. |
remember the way she fell at my side and held me, pleading over me, weeping onto
my face.

"Y ou don't understand, Tito.” Ariais sorrowful. Her head droops but she doesn't stop
holding my hand. “Thisisall my fault.”

The silence of the room is only broken by the rhythmic beeping of the machine above
my head. My heart is steady and strong, though my mind is confused. When | look
into her eyes, | want to erase her pain. | want her to forget anything and everything
that might be causing her discomfort. But | am beginning to remember even more
now.

“Carlos... Did you...? What happened?’ | study her with an intensity, hoping to draw
answers from her expression, but she says nothing, and in that silence, I remember
everything.

My brother flung harsh accusations against my wife. He told me that Ariais the one
who set me up, that she is the one who partnered together with him to take me down.
His maniacal laugh as he stood over me after having stabbed me with his gun pointed
at my chest, it's something I'll never forget.

“It's true, Tito. | did everything he said.” There's a sadness to Arids tone as she
confesses to me what she believes to be her gravest sin. | can see it in her eyes. She



feels guilty. “I was so angry with you. | heard you in that meeting telling Carlos and
your cousins that you were going to take over my father's businesses and how you
were going to do it. Our agreement wassupposed to be so that you would save my
family, not so that you could take over my family.”

| listen to her carefully as she spells out every detail of her betrayal to me. In any
other circumstance, the person sitting before me admitting this level of disloyalty and
disrespect would earn death. But these words are coming from the lips that I've kissed
so passionately, the woman | have loved so fiercely, and the heart that beats so boldly
in my favor, so | can do nothing but listen. And | wonder how she can be confessing
thisto me after knowing that | am the one who killed her brother, by whose command
her heart was destroyed. And | realize that all along, she had the power to break our
agreement, keep my money, and set herself free while saving her family.

“Miacara” | hum, reaching for her. | find just enough strength to reach up and cup
her cheek. “You were angry. | did plot against your family. | did intend to take over.
But | give you my word, | did not purposefully kill your brother."

"I killed my brother.” Tears well up in her eyes, and when she blinks, they creep
down her cheeks.

“What do you mean, you killed your brother? That order came directly from my lips.
Aria, this isn't your fault.” | brush her cheek with my thumb and wipe away a few
more tears that escape.

“But I'm the one who leaked the information about that drug bust, Tito. Jasper knew
nothing about it, not until it was done. Not until the drug bust was spoiled and you
were angry. | called him in celebration that my plan was working. | wanted to
celebrate with him because | was going to take you down from the inside, make you
hurt and then break our agreement and go home to my family.”



Arias sincerity tells me that she's telling the truth. Even after watching the pain she
went through upon learning that her brother had been murdered, the grieving that she
did that she still does, | can't find it in my heart to be angry with her.

“Then we're even. I've wronged your family, and you've wronged me. Either one of
us could break the agreement. Either one of us could back out right now, and it would
take a court of law to negotiate who got what portion of the settlement.” | brush her
cheek again, and her eyes open and she looks into mine.

“What, then? Are you going to kill me the way you killed Jasper?’

“And kill the best partner I've ever had?’ | don't know how to articulate what I'm
feeling without sounding weak, without showing my hand, my vulnerability. “I am
your husband, Aria. | love you. Can we put this all behind us now and simply love
one another?’

She bursts into tears once again, draping herself over my chest, and | feel a crushing
weight that makes me grunt in pain. | use every last ounce of my strength to wrap my
arms around her and hold her while she cries. I'm never giving her up, not after
everything we've been through.

| hear the swish of a door opening and | look up to see Sal pushing a wheelchair. My
father sits propped by pillows with an oxygen mask strapped to his face. His eyes are
more sunken than normal, and it appears he hasn't eaten in several days. He looks like
he's lost even more weight.

“Well, you've done it this time, haven't you?’ His tone of disapproval does not
surprise me at al, but now that | know the truth, that Carlos has been working against
me this entire timewith or without my wife, I'm now ready to stand against my father
if it comes to that.



Aria sits up quickly and then stands, turning to face the imposing figure who has
entered my room. | couldn't sit up if | tried, but she comes to my defense quickly, and
| find myself nudged out of a conversation I'd rather not have, anyway.

"Mr. Ramiro, sir, Tito amost died. It was Carlos. | saw him myself. Things aren't
what you think." She's flustered, and rightly so. My father would cut her down at the
kneesif he had the strength. She spoke when she wasn't addressed, and he hates that.

"Ms. Perdlta, |'7—"
"Y ou mean Mrs. Ramiro. Or more rightly, Aria." Her determination knows no end. |

can see the look on my father's face, and instead of being angry as | expect him to,
he's amused, perhaps impressed.
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"Aria, dit," he says camly. Though his voice is muffled by the mask and his hot
breath steams the clear plastic, | understand him. "I've come to visit my son who
nearly died. And | understand all the facts of what happened. Nigel and Hector have
been to see me. | know everything." Dad coughs and takes the mask off to cover his
mouth with a handkerchief. Sal hovers behind him like a nursemaid. We all know it
won't be long now. Days, maybe.

"Areyou okay?' Aria asks, and | wonder that myself, if today will be the last breath,
or tomorrow.

“I'm fine," Dad grunts as his coughing fit passes, and he covers his mouth again. His
breathing is raspy and choked by mucus in his airway. "I came to tell you | will
handle what must be donewith Carlos. I've had a visit from a certain young man
whose name | will not mention, but he said to tell Ariathat he is fond of his kitten
and to thank her yet again."

Arias cheeks flush and she looks away nervously. | make a mental note to ask her
what that means later and then turn to my father. " So, what will be done with him?* |
don't want my brother to die, but the suffering he's caused is too great to look past.

“I'll handle it, Tito. You will lead this family, and that's my final word. Now, do
exactly as the doctors say because we need you at home. There's too much to do, and
| won't be around much longer." Hearing my father speak of his own imminent death
Is disheartening, but it's a truth we can't turn away from.

“I'll make sure helistens," Aria sayswith asmile, and Dad nods.



Together, these two are going to make my life hell for afew days. | just wish | knew
what Dad intended for Carlos. He won't kill his own son unless Carlos refuses to
repent. Even still, it will be acold day in hell before Carlos is trusted again.

Dad moves closer and sets the brake for his wheelchair, and | listen as he begins to
unravel his plans for our family, the Peraltas, and dealing with the Russians. The fact
that he doesn't ask Ariato leave is encouraging. Even he sees her as my partner now,
and that's all a man could hope for from his father in these, his last days. | think
everything is going to work out fine now. Aslong as Carlosis handled, | will recover
and lead, with my wife by my side.

31
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The tables on the patio are set, decorations and place settings all laid out and ready
for our guests who are beginning to arrive. Today is a celebration both of life and of
victory, and almost everyone will be here... except Jasper. It's bittersweet for me,
knowing | will never see my brother again, but knowing my family is safe now and
that the war, for now, isover, isahuge relief.

Tito stands next to me, surveying the spread. I've had everything decorated perfectly,
floral arrangements, catering, even soft music playing through speakers set up for this
intimate garden party. His hand in the small of my back is reassuring but not
demeaning. It's been three weeks since the night of the attack and subsequent
retaliation, and things are finally calm.

Tito's father was able to get al the money-laundering charges against him dropped
and his name cleared. And as it turns out, Peter's father has made peace with my
father and Donatello, though I'm not sure whether I've had any influence in that
matter. Exposing Carloss ill intent was a strategic move that helped peel back some



of those layers, but | know the threemen met a few times and worked things out, and
today, we can breathe a little easier. Albeit without Carlos around.

"It's a sad day, and yet still happy." Tito sighs, and | feel the weight of that emotion
too.

"Yes, it is. | wish our whole family could be here." My sentiment finds agreement in
his nod and the way his expression calms as he presses hislips to my temple.

"Jasper is with us in spirit, and maybe one day, Carlos will be able to find his way
back to us." He carries weight he shouldn’t have to.

We've had afew really long talks about the entire thing, and |'ve come to realize, with
Tito's help, that Carlos was always going to do what he did. He had a gentle nudge in
that direction from me, but whether it happened before or after their father's death, he
was going to try to take over. It was inevitable. Tito had seen it coming for years. It
breaks my heart because | wish for Tito's sake that he'd have grown up in a family
more like mine, where honoring our father was the only thing that mattered.

"He will," | say, turning to face him. He faces me, and | splay my hands on his chest
and tilt my chin upward to accept a kiss. Things haven't been the same since Tito
learned how close he came to losing everything—the family, the power, the money,
even me. He's different, softer.

"I have what | need most right here," he says, holding me against himself. Hislips are
tender on mine and his stubble scratches my chin.

"Get a room!" Melody calls out, chuckling at our display of affection as she leads
Mom and Dad onto the patio. Tony nods at us from the door, having escorted them
through the home. It'sthe first time I've seen Mél in weeks. | pull away from Tito to
hug her and breathe her in.



"I'm so glad you could make it," | whisper, knowing how challenging it must be to
return to LA after she was attacked.

"I wouldn't miss it for the world." Melody hugs me back as Tito shakes hands with
my father who has fully recovered from his smoke inhalation. Mom has bandages on
her arms and likely on her chest beneath the blue blouse she wears, but she looks
happy. | pull away from Melody to embrace Mom.

"How are you feeling?' | ask, knowing she's well on the way to being recovered. I've
spent hours every day at their house caring for her and even learning to change her
bandages. Now that Melody is home, shelll take that over, but I'll still visit often.

“I'm feeling as good as can be expected. | just wish Jasper were here." Mom's eyes
aways sparkle with emotion. She probably wishes both of her late sons could be
here. | know | do.

"He's here in spirit.” | press my hand to my stomach knowing today is the day | will
tell everyone the secret I've been hiding. They deserve to know, and | want to tell
them now. | know that the little one growing in my womb will lead our family
forward, the entire Peralta-Ramiro clan, not just my father's legacy. And it will be this
way whether | have aboy or agirl. I'll seeto that.

"You're right,” Mom says, squeezing my arm, and we're distracted by some
boisterous laughter near the door as Donatello is pushed through the doorway in his
wheelchair. With Tony and Sal at the helm bickering and laughing playfully, | feel
like things are more than back to normal.

"Bumbling idiots,” Tito mumbles, but he laughs too. | can still see the pain in his
eyes. He wishes Carlos were here, but thatwon't happen for a while. He's off on his
own, trying to right the wrongs he started. He's in debt to the Russians, and he'll have
to find away to make that right or he'll continue to suffer. | know Tito will help him



out in a split second if he asks, but for now, Carlos is too prideful, his ego too
wounded.

"Benice," | chide him and swat his backside. | peck Dad on the cheek as | walk past,
maneuvering myself so | can nudge the men out of the way and push my father-in-
law's wheelchair into the shade near a table. We'll have a few more guests—cousins
on both sides—but the people who matter most are here, and | am too excited to wait
any longer.

| push Donatello up to the table and he smiles at me. He's amost nonverbal at this
point and probably should be in bed, but he insisted on coming today, one final
hurrah before death comes calling. | lock the wheelchair in place and reach down and
take his hand and pat it.

"Thisisfor you," | tell him, knowing a dying man's wish is only for his family to be
whole. One day, | will have to face this goodbye with my father, and | can only guess
how it will affect Tito, but | want Donatello to know joy before he goes to his grave.
His eyebrowsrisein curiosity as | say, "Can everyone listen for a second?"
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Slowly, the chatter and greetings quiet. Tony stands once again in the doorway while
Sal and the rest of the family quiet down. Mom and Dad sit at the table with Tito's
father, and | clear my throat. No one, not even Melody, knows what I’ m about to say,
but they all look at me with expectation.

I'm nervous to make this announcement because | don't know how it will be taken by
everyone. | expect my father to be thrilled and Donatello to be proud. Tito, I'm not
sure. But | know it'sinevitable, and | want everyone to learn at the same time, get all
those reactions out of the way at once.

"I, uh... | have something to tell you all and I'm excited about it." | bite my lower lip
and watch as Melody's lips curve upward into a grin. She's reading my mind. Mom
folds her hands in her lap, and Dad rests his hand on the table. Tito joins me and
places his hand in the small of my back again, and I'm instantly given more courage.
"The past few months have been sort of chaotic. Some good things have happened,
some not so good things." My sentence is punctuated by the silent weight of that
statement, but | continue.

"And the best is yet to come..." | look up at Tito, whose face is serious and stern as
aways. He's not expecting this, and | hope his reaction is good. "The best for the
Peraltas and the best for the Ramiros. I'm going to have the heir."

| let the words sink in, hovering in the air as they all understand what I’m trying to
say. | don't even look at the family. My biggest concern is what Tito thinks. His

expression darkens, eyes hazing over with confusion then concern and then upset.

"Y ou went into that warehouse into a shootout and you knew you were pregnant?' he



asks, and | smile at his anger and protectiveness. It's how | know he loves me even
when he's sometimes so angry or withdrawn that he can't show affection.

"Yes, of course." Wrapping my arms around his torso, | say, "Am | your partner or
your wife?' And then | hear my father chuckle.

Dad laughs louder, causing Mom to laugh, then Melody. Tony and Sal join them in
the fit, and if Donatello wasn't so sick, | am certain he would laugh too. It makes Tito
seem angrier at first,and then he cracks, a smile forming on his lips as he hugs me
hard and sways back and forth.

"Mrs. Ramiro, what will | ever do with you?' The moment is priceless, the two of us
surrounded by our family in celebrating the newest Peralta-Ramiro to join the ranks.

"Love me?' | say playfully before he pecks me on thelips.

Everyone claps as | rest my head on his chest, finally settled in the ideathat it doesn't
matter whose heir my son or daughter is. We will love them the same. They will have
both families to love and be loved by, and in the end, he or she will lead us all into
the future, one where both families are one and strengthened in number and
influence.

"Congratulations,” my father cheers, and everyone here offers their congratulations
too. It's a happier moment than | imagined as | lean on Tito and accept the celebratory
cheers.

"Y ou know this means diaper duty, right?' | say to him quietly, and he speaks to me
out of the corner of his mouth.

"Y ou know there will be no more shootouts until this child is at least five, right?' He
ticklesmy side, and | snicker and squirm.



"Deal." After the last one, | have no intention of doing that again. | will help lead
with my wisdom and let someone else be the muscle. Asthe Donna of the family, I'm
al for letting others do my dirty work, including poopy diapers. But I'll love every
second of motherhood, even if it means cleaning up vomit.

"l love you, Mr. Ramiro." | hug him alittle tighter as he shakes his father's hand and
the elderly Ramiro nods his praise.

"I love you too, Mrs. Ramiro," he growls as he leans down to kiss my cheek and nip
at my ear. "Let's eat something. You're eating for two now. Y ou've got to take that
job serioudly."

| couldn't be happier now, which | never saw coming. Mom was right. Over time,
respect turned to affection, and that affection and fondness have formed an
unshakeable bond. I'm better off because of where | am today, and | wouldn’t change
it for the world.



