
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Savior

      A DARK IRISH MAFIA ROMANCE

      
        VIOLENT DELIGHTS

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    




      
        KAYA DARKE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Content Advisory

      

      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            1. Torrin - The Dark Lord

          

          
            2. Aria—Wings Won’t Help Me Now

          

          
            3. Torrin—Stay Sharp

          

          
            4. Aria—Use Me

          

          
            5. Aria—Blurred Lines

          

          
            6. Torrin—Moonshine

          

          
            7. Aria—Slow Kiss

          

          
            8. Aria—Earth Shattering

          

          
            9. Torrin—Open Casket Funeral

          

          
            10. Torrin—Nothing Lasts Foreve

          

          
            11. Aria—Longing

          

          
            12. Torrin—The Flood

          

          
            13. Aria—One Night Only

          

          
            14. Aria—Us

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            15. Aria—Dangerous Games

          

          
            16. Torrin—Protector

          

          
            17. Aria—Damned

          

          
            18. Torrin—Harsh Reality

          

          
            19. Aria—Aftermath

          

          
            20. Torrin—Believe

          

          
            21. Aria—Fractured

          

          
            22. Torrin - Tiocfaidh ár lá

          

          
            23. Aria—Together

          

          
            24. Torrin—Falling

          

          
            25. Aria—Boom

          

          
            26. Torrin—Mother Dearest

          

          
            27. Aria—Madly, Deeply

          

          
            28. Torrin—Betrayal

          

          
            29. Aria—Tear Me Up

          

          
            30. Torrin—Possession

          

          
            31. Torrin—An Indecent Proposal

          

          
            32. Aria—The Black and the Deep

          

        

      

      
        
          Part III

        

        
          
            33. Torrin—A Likely Gamble

          

          
            34. Aria—Savior

          

          
            35. Torrin—Interrupted

          

          
            36. Aria—Against All Hope

          

          
            37. Torrin—Confrontation

          

          
            38. Aria—Truth Takes Time

          

          
            39. Torrin—Alone

          

        

      

      
        Torrin—Epilogue

      

    

    

  







            Content Advisory

          

        

      

    

    




      CONTENT ADVISORY

      Savior is book one of the Violent Delights duet. This book is intended for mature audiences and contains themes that some readers may will offensive- this includes graphic violence, dubious situations, drugs, guns, swearing, death more and mature content not suitable for those under the age of majority.

      

      Please take care of your mental health.

    

  


  
    
      © COPYRIGHT KAYA DARKE 2023 - ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

      All rights reserved.

      

      No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by Canadian copyright law.

      

      For permission requests, contact kayadarke@gmail.com

      

      The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products are intended or should be inferred.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part One

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          

      

    

    







            Torrin - The Dark Lord

          

        

      

    

    
      The acrid scent of chemicals hangs heavy in the air, stinging my nostrils as I cut through the fine powder on the counter with clinical fascination. I tucked away my dimly lit laboratory in the basement of an old warehouse, aiming to create a sanctuary from the outside world.

      Somewhere out in the distance, the busy streets of Manhattan are bustling. In my lab there is nothing but silence and the low hum of the vibration of equipment as I focus on mixing what’s in front of me.

      I glance down at my rolled-up sleeves, the blue veins snaking their way along my forearms, and smirk at the thought of what I’m doing—putting an end to the Moretti family once and for all.

      It’ll be easy enough to lull Carmine into a false sense of security. My work is impressive. It speaks for itself without my reputation in Belfast. In Belfast, everyone knows who we are, and they know their place. Ask any person on the street who the Walker family is, and they’ll turn the other way.

      Here?

      I’m just another brilliant mind Carmine Moretti is seeking to use.

      By the time Carmine sees the depths of my distraction, he’ll be drowning in the power of the Walker family.

      The momentary distraction of the scent of glory also brings the sting of my finger being sliced open. I drop what I’m doing immediately and slip off my gloves. There’s an admiration for the crimson liquid before I mindlessly wipe my hand against my shirt. The contrast against my crisp white shirt looks like a piece of abstract art, like a Jackson Pollock painting.

      The florescent lights flicker as I rinse the blood from my hands, and I hear the echo of a door opening somewhere in the warehouse above. You can tell a lot about a man by looking at his hands. Mine are dry and chemical stained, the true mark of a mad man.

      A hidden lab as elaborate as mine only serves to back up my brilliance, everything carefully arranged with purposeful preparation for my next concoction. Bottles and vials line the shelves, chemicals and powders in a rainbow of hues. My tools lay scattered around, their purpose clear but their function a mystery to anyone else.

      I can feel the strain in my eyes, my muscles aching from a long day of work, but the night is still young. I’ve got much more to do, and little time to do it. I can’t afford distractions, but my eyes gravitate towards something in the corner of my eye. A magazine. I was in a rush to leave home when I noticed a magazine my housekeeper had left behind. The woman on the cover was intriguing enough that I picked it up.

      That same magazine stares back at me now, as does the beauty on the cover.

      Aria King. Her radiant beauty is undeniable, her gaze seeking to reach into the far depths of my soul. A flicker of fascination ignites within me, urging me to know more about this enigmatic creature who has somehow entangled herself with the city’s deadliest criminals.

      Her porcelain skin and vibrant blue eyes contrast starkly with her blonde locks and the smile on her face. Behind that smile I can see something, and I wonder if maybe she’s as lost and forlorn as I am.

      I flip through the magazine to the interview with her: Aria King.

      Her affiliation with the Moretti family really has me intrigued, and the interview provides nothing but a fraction of a real person. I have a hard time believing that woman is as dull as she seems in the interview.

      “Ye got a thing for models now, Torrin?” Liam’s voice echoes through the lab, dripping with amusement. My younger brother saunters in, his imposing figure filling the doorway. I roll my eyes, knowing full well he’s just trying to get a rise out of me.

      “Hilarious,” I retort, setting down my glass beaker. “She’s involved with the Morettis, I think. Seen her hanging around Carmine. Damn maid left the thing.”

      “Your maid comes by your lab now?” Liam teases as he turns the magazine around to get a good look.

      “Ah, that one,” Liam says, recognition dawning on his face. “They say she’s quite the charmer. Even got Carmine wrapped around her finger, if ye can believe it.”

      “Really?” I murmur, my curiosity piqued. “Now that’s interesting.”

      “Interesting enough to get ye out of this lab of yours?” Liam asks, raising an eyebrow. “We’re supposed to meet Carmine soon, I’m betting your new love will be there.”

      “Fine,” I grumble, pulling on my blazer. “Let’s go see what all the fuss is about.”

      “Ye may wanna change first,” Liam points out the bloody marks on my shirt.

      “It’s fine,” I tell him as I button up my blazer, hiding most of the blood.

      Aria’s face swims in my mind, her piercing eyes boring right through my mind. There’s something about her that tugs me in violently, like reaching for a flame, knowing you’re about to get burned. The thought of taking her viciously, without holding back, surreptitiously invades my brain. It’s like a silent killer sneaking up on its prey.

      “Try not to drool too much when ye see her, Torrin,” Liam teases, chuckling as he slaps me on the back.

      “Shut up,” I snap. But I know he’s right. I need to get my shit together.

      Aria isn’t for touching, especially when we have a job to do. I can’t go getting involved with one of Moretti’s girls. That could blow our whole operation sky high. There’s enough on my plate without adding the complication of a woman.

      The Moretti family won’t sink themselves.

      That’s for me to do.

      “Alright, calm down. Just remember,” Liam smirks, his voice lowering to a conspiratorial whisper, “we’re here for business, not pleasure.”

      “Of course,” I reply with a dry grin.

      I only need a few more months working the Moretti job, then I can make Moretti and his merry band of morons disappear as well. But being under Carmine’s thumb, even for mere moments, angers me.

      “What’s the plan?” Liam asks.

      “Right now, we have to impress him,” I tell Liam. “Once we get to doing business with him, then we’ll know what we have to do.”

      “You’re telling me you don’t have a plan?” Liam raises an eyebrow at me.

      “Well, do you have any ideas?” I inquire, my mind racing with so many possibilities. The chance of each is low enough that I don’t want to waste time until I meet Carmine myself. Every move must be cold and calculated. This is one of them.

      Liam smirks, clearly savoring the moment. “Like I said, he’s been showin’ quite an interest in Aria King, that pretty lass in the magazine.”

      I can still see Aria’s piercing eyes staring back at me. “No,” I say firmly, surprising even myself with the intensity of my response. “We’re not using her.”

      “Ye haven’t even heard what I have to say, Torrin,” Liam scoffs, raising an eyebrow at my outburst. “She could be our ticket in. If we can convince her to help us, we’d have the perfect inside source. She’s close to Carmine—closer than anyone.”

      “Absolutely not,” I insist, feeling a strange protectiveness over Aria despite having never met her. “We’ll find another way. I’m not using a woman to do my dirty work, I’m not Carmine.”

      “Suit yourself,” Liam says with a shrug, clearly disappointed. “But just remember, opportunities like this don’t come around often. And if we want to make a real difference in this bloody underworld, and take control, we need to take advantage of every chance we get. Sometimes, we have to do unpleasant things for the greater good,” Liam reminds me.

      Inwardly, I know he’s right. But something about using Aria King as a pawn in our dangerous game feels inherently wrong. With each passing moment, I can feel my resolve weakening, because, oh, how I’d love to get my hands on her.

      “Since when do we care about the greater good?” I raise an eyebrow at Liam, noting that there are at least two explosive devices sitting on the shelf behind him.

      “Our greater good,” Liam corrects himself.

      “Well, for our greater good, I’m telling ye no, Aria King is off limits,” I reply, snark laced through my voice.

      “Aye, you’re the boss then,” Liam shrugs.
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            Aria—Wings Won’t Help Me Now

          

        

      

    

    
      Who does she think she is?

      She doesn’t belong here.

      Talk about nepotism!

      Why would Aria King ever be relevant?

      Every comment, every meme, every nasty person bashing me all over social-media echoes in my head. Thankfully, I am highly skilled at masking my feelings. Outwardly, they see a beautiful woman in elaborate lingerie and beautiful wings, posing for the camera with confidence. I am elegant, poised, and astonishingly confident. I can create the illusion of any man’s fantasy.

      It helps that in the last two years I’ve spent with Carmine Moretti, and his family of thieves, I was nothing more than a highly paid escort with ulterior motives. I may have been one of Carmine’s finest, but I’m done selling my body for secrets and lies.

      Carmine said I was proving myself to him. Like the stupid girl I was, I always believed every wretched word. I was naïve, all he did was twist me into lies and promises. He put himself on a pedestal for me to worship at.

      The fitting drags on and eventually my mask fades. Between the shoot, the fitting, photographs for social media, and interviews, it’s all too much. We are getting ready for the biggest fashion show of the year, and I am at the center of everything.

      I know why: newbies don’t open segments, let alone newbies who have never modeled in the show before. The only reason they even took my audition seriously was because Carmine had connections. Carmine got me that interview, knowing full on well I would knock it out of the park.

      Of course, I blew them away. Carmine’s faith in me isn’t misplaced.

      A chameleon.

      A facade.

      There are whispers around me as people talk and drink champagne, toasting their work. Some of those whispers are comments include the words ‘Aria’ and ‘that was lucky’ or ‘how is she even here?’

      They’re meant to degrade me, but I don’t really care. Every person here is inconsequential to my life. Modeling is merely a means to an end until I figure out my next move.

      “I can’t believe she thinks she belongs here. Aria King is such a tragedy,” I hear one of the other models say, right behind me.

      I turn around and tap her on the shoulder. “Sweetie, if you have something to say, say it to my face, okay?” I smile sweetly.

      Jenn Anders, another nepotism model, with overly bleached blonde hair whirls around, horrified.

      “Well,” she scowls. “Do you really think that you belong here, Aria? Do you really think that you should even be here? What qualifies you to be with the elite other than being one of the Moretti whores?”

      There are gasps as Jenn crosses the line. No one mentions the Morettis without trouble.

      I simply smile. “Because that’s the benefit of being a Moretti Whore. It means that I’m with the Moretti family, and you’re famous for a sex tape.”

      Jenn’s jaw drops and I hear giggles.

      “You may have money, dear, but I have a Moretti,” I say. “If you ever attempt to humiliate me like that again, I will still have a Moretti, and you will have…” I trail off, my eyes flicking over her. “Let’s just say you won’t have to worry about what you have.”

      There’s an eerie silence between Jenn and her friends as I walk away, my strut in perfect form as I pretend my confidence is soaring. It isn’t until the privacy of the changing room envelopes me I feel like breaking down.

      I am not entirely that façade, and let’s be honest: I’ve wanted to get away from Carmine for so long, but I haven’t been able to truly break free. I bought my apartment, finally, from selling the shit Carmine gave me as gifts during our ‘relationship’—if you can even call it that.

      When I finally moved into that apartment and was paying my own bills, Carmine was obviously angry. He spent years making me completely dependent on him and I’d foiled his trap. He broke up with me, told me to leave.

      I did.

      Carmine probably assumed I’d come back, but I haven’t, and I refuse to. I will not be lulled back into a false sense of security while doing Carmine’s dirty work under the guise of a relationship.

      He swears it’s about loyalty to the family, but I know better.

      The powerful and ruthless leader of the Moretti crime family was… well, I can’t quite describe our relationship. Boyfriend? Lover? Liar? Our connection was beyond that of business transactions. That’s as far as I can think where Carmine is concerned. We’d shared nights of passion and whispered promises, but I now know those words were as hollow as his brain.

      Carmine has one motivation: money.

      My resolve hardens: I don’t need Carmine and I don’t need his connections. But I absolutely did not need to mention Carmine’s name to shut that social-climbing whore up. I slipped up after I promised myself ten thousand times that I would never speak that name again.

      Even worse: the devil himself is here somewhere, lurking around since models are his favorite. It will only be mere moments before he hears of my mistake. He’ll find me within minutes.

      Just like that, there’s a knock on my dressing room door and I scowl, knowing damn well it’s the loathe of my life.

      “Yes?” I ask, as I open the door. My bra is barely on, nipples exposed to the frigid air as I cover myself just enough.

      Facing Carmine was always easier half naked…

      “Well, well… well…” Carmine says, his voice slow as he takes in the view. “Why bother wearing clothes when you’ve got a body like that?”

      “Carmine,” I purr his name. “Carmine, what are you doing here?” I ask. Cleverly, I reach around to pretend to clasp my bra, instead letting it slip a little further, exposing more skin.

      “Here,” He whispers gently.

      Carmine doesn’t wait for permission. His hands forcibly turn me around, and he clasps my bra expertly, adjusting the straps with a delicate touch that makes me want to retch.

      “I always did like you in La Perla,” he comments.

      Carmine’s hands rest on my shoulders as he looks at me in the mirror, and my eyes meet his. There’s a long moment where he maintains eye contact with me, daring me to look away first but I’ve never been one to concede.

      “Still using the Moretti name, I see,” Carmine says, finally.

      He beats me this time, and I look away first.

      “Don’t be ashamed, Aria,” Carmine coos. “It’s only natural that you would want to, once again, be part of my world.” His touch glides down my arms, and I can’t stop the visible shiver from running up and down my body.

      It’s fear.

      Not passion.

      Not anticipation.

      It’s pure fear that I pass off as attraction.

      “I didn’t mean to,” I tell Carmine innocently. “It just slipped out.”

      “Are you sure Aria,” Carmine questions. He moves my hair away from my shoulder with a gentle touch, his fingertips intentionally gliding across my skin until he can whisper in my ear. “I know you miss this life. I know you miss the danger, the darkness.”

      “I’d rather have this,” I reply smoothly.

      “Really?” Carmine challenges. “Because you seem quite intent on dragging yourself back into my life. One would almost think that you almost… dare I say it? You miss me, Aria.”

      “Not a bit,” I snap back at him, exaggerating my words as our interaction quickly turns sour.

      Carmine’s malicious grin is even more dastardly in the mirror as I see his lips move.

      “You belong to the Moretti family, Aria. You belong to me,” he says the words I dread.

      “No,” I shake my head. Finally, I turn away from him and put distance between us so I can find my clothes. “That’s where you’re wrong. I’ve done everything you’ve ever asked me to do Carmine, I want no part of this anymore. I’ve more than proved my loyalty, countless times.”

      “Prove it to me, prove to me you no longer want this life, that I can count on your loyalty, and I’ll let you go,” Carmine offers.

      “Like I’ll fucking ever believe that Carmine,” I snort at him.

      “Wear that,” Carmine tells me, referring to the clothing bag hanging in my dressing room. “I want you to look irresistible tonight. You need to look so sensational that any man who sees you is going to stop dead in his tracks.”

      “Why is that?” I ask, crossing my arms.

      “Just do it,” Carmine says. “I’ll be waiting outside.”

      I resent being just told what to do, but when I see the gorgeous crocodile pattern on the leather corset top, I can’t resist. It’s a gorgeous shade of blush, with a v-plunge in the front. Of course, it fits like a dream, and the cups give what breasts I have a fantastic lift without looking fake.

      The outfit Carmine’s given me is easily worth into the thousands, not including the shoes. Gorgeous clothes like this and the luxury that comes with the Moretti lifestyle will always be tempting. I just can’t help but think there’s more to life than designer clothes and flashy cars.

      When I step outside the studio, Carmine’s car is waiting for me, with Carmine inside. I detest the thought of going all the way out to the Hamptons with him. However, I’ve gone this far, so I may as well get in the car.

      “I’m not here to play games,” I tell Carmine, getting in the car.

      “But you’re here,” he reminds me.

      “What is it you want from me, exactly?” I ask.

      “Your loyalty,” he replies, his voice soft and dangerous. “To know that you’ll never betray me. Betray… us.”

      “Us?” I ask, shocked at the insinuation. “Carmine, there is no us. You made sure of that yourself. Kindly tell me why you think you still have any authority over me, because I sure as fuck don’t have a fucking clue.”

      “Aria, you’ve always been under my hand,” Carmine reminds me. “Why do you think you’re used to all of this? Why do you think you live this life? You’re about to stroll into a party on my arm, in a pair of two-thousand-dollar shoes I made possible, and you think you can just brush me off?”

      “This isn’t brushing you off,” I tell him gently, my eyes wide and vulnerable. “I’m just so confused as to why you would ever want me back in your life. Especially when you made it clear that I was no longer useful.” This is a last resort, turning the tables on Carmine. I attempt to manipulate him, and it works.

      “Truly, I miss you, Aria.” Carmine claims, with some sincerity. “I want you back.”

      I fight the urge to scoff at his insinuation.

      “Oh, Carm,” I say, using my pet name for him. “I just don’t know about all of this. You’ve really hurt me, and I just can’t bring myself to even think about going through all of that again.”

      “Are you sure about that?” he asks, a smile curling his lips as he closes the distance between us. “Our past is a tangled web, Aria. Passion, chaos… we shared something extraordinary.”

      The moment I feel his breath near my ear, I turn my head away.

      “I think those days are long gone,” I reply, faking a distraught tone. “I won’t let you drag me back into our toxic relationship. We can’t do this, not again. It’s not good for anyone, especially you. Like you said,” I tilt my head slightly, eyeing him. “Your mother always said you should have a powerful woman on your arm, and you’ve made it quite clear that isn’t me.”

      “You won’t walk away,” Carmine replies.

      “I have to,” I whisper back, allowing a tear to roll down my cheek as though it’s the worst decision I’ve ever had to make.

      “Then prove it to me,” he challenges, his eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that threatens to swallow me whole. “Show me you’re truly free of our world. Free of me.”

      This is a reckless game, a test of wills that I know can only end in heartache.

      “I will prove it, Carm,” I say, my voice calm, even if there’s defiance burning in my veins. “But don’t mistake my compliance for submission, Carmine. I am not yours to control.”

      “Ah, but my dear Aria,” he murmurs, leaning in close enough for me to feel his breath on my skin, “the best pawns are always the ones who believe they’re playing the game.”

      He pulls away, leaving me reeling in his wake. Was this a mistake?

      Should I just admit to myself that this is my fate?

      The darkness beckons, whispering promises of power and secrets, and I fear that even the strongest resolve might not be enough to resist its siren’s call.
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            Torrin—Stay Sharp

          

        

      

    

    
      Carmine’s country club is high class all the way. Liam and I walk inside after giving our names at the door. We’re ushered back, through a maze of doors and down an elevator into the private area of the club, the VIP lounge filled with smoke, strippers, and high-end escorts looking for their next target.

      This club is a legend in the crime world. It’s rumored that even presidents have been in this room. Billionaires, senators, dictators and movie stars alike: they’ve all been in this room thinking that they hold the keys to the city, when Carmine is at the wheel. Carmine may hold those keys for the moment, but really, he’s just keeping them warm for me.

      “See, told ya she’d be here,” Liam says. “She is quite the looker. No wonder Carmine is obsessed.”

      My gaze wanders to where Liam is looking, and I spy her: Aria King. In the pale toned flesh.

      Her light blonde hair is much longer than it was in the magazine, just reaching the top of her ass. It’s just perfect because her amazing ass in leather pant creates a devastatingly arousing effect. Aria’s waist looks impossibly small. But it only gets better; my eyes wander up the plunge of her top, to her breasts, cupped perfectly so. She is more than inviting; she is an absolute knockout. It’s like the wind is knocked from my sails for a moment and I pause to catch a breath.

      Aria struts across the room in high heels that bring her just below my height. As if she senses me, Aria turns her penetrating gaze on me. Her eyes are so blue, a lighter shade that almost mirrors my own. If I was any other man, I’d probably find her intimidating. The fact that she’s unabashed and unafraid of me makes my blood pump harder, heating my body up. There’s a slight twitch in my cock.

      “Catch your breath, Torrin,” Liam snickers at me.

      His words make me scoff and roll my eyes as I try to dismiss the captivating image of Aria that has burned into my mind. “Flavor of the month,” I mutter, feigning disinterest. “She must be something special for Carmine to keep her around this long.”

      “Special doesn’t even cover it,” Liam replies, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “I’ve heard she was one of the finest prostitutes Carmine ever had. Got him a lot of favors with high-ranking government officials, thanks to her…prowess.”

      My heart skips a beat at the mention of Aria’s past, and I feel a strange mix of fascination and revulsion. The thought of her tangled up with those filthy politicians makes my blood run cold. My body heats as the undercurrents of jealousy and annoyance surge through my veins.

      Annoyance because no one woman has captivated me like Aria has in mere minutes. Jealousy because I see the way she clings to Carmine. The way she almost flutters around him. I can’t decide if her lingering presence is because of devotion or because Aria is monitoring him. She steps away from Carmine from time to time, but he’s always within her view.

      I pretend that I’m listening to Liam’s commentary, but really, all I want is a closer glimpse of Aria. When I get it, the first word that comes to mind when I look at Aria is exquisite. With her plump pink lips and delicate features, I feel a draw to her I can’t explain. I watch her smile at some bloke she’s talking to, and he looks like he thinks he’s about to get lucky.

      He wishes.

      “Ten to one, that bloke winds up dead,” Liam says.

      “Worth the risk, I’d guess,” I tell Liam. “Wouldn’t kick her out of bed, that’s for sure.” I try to sound casual, but there isn’t anything casual about the way I manipulate Aria’s body in my head.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Liam warns, his tone serious. “We need to focus on getting closer to Carmine, not getting tangled up with his women, like ye said.”

      “Right,” I agree, forcing a smile as I attempt to shove my growing intrigue to the back of my mind. “Focus on Carmine.”

      But despite my best efforts, I can’t quite shake the lingering thoughts of Aria King. She’s like a siren, luring me closer with each passing moment. This could very well fuck up my plans for the Moretti family.

      Aria is like a bird, flitting around the room from person to person. She is the center of attention and Carmine basks in the glow, as though he possesses her. The thought of Carmine owning Aria only makes me want to take her from him more.

      The closer we get to our meeting with Carmine, the colder I become. I steel myself for what’s next, putting up my armor to avoid any entanglement with this woman. Years of beatings and narcissistic abuse have hardened me against the dangers of love. I’m no fool, I know how this ends.

      I snap my neck around, looking for Aria, having lost sight of her. She’s nowhere to be found, and there’s a boil of disappointment in my stomach.

      “Stay sharp, Torrin,” Liam reminds me, his voice cutting through my thoughts like a knife. “We can’t afford to let our guard down, not for a second.”

      I watch as Carmine whispers something to one of his men, and that bloke is taken outside. It’s clear that even a glance at Aria in the wrong way is a heinous crime.

      Of course, a little danger never stopped me.

      “I’ll stay sharp when he’s on time,” I reply, looking at my watch.

      “Aye,” Liam says, nudging me as Carmine waves us over.

      Carmine looks me dead in the eyes as I straighten my tie and jacket. Useless gestures because my blood-stained shirt is evident. Liam and I nod to each other before we stride towards Carmine, who’s waiting for us at his private booth, alone.

      “Please gentleman, have a seat,” Carmine greets us.

      He does not stand up, something I find very telling. The lack of respect for us would concern me if flying under his radar wasn’t the plan.

      “Carmine,” Liam speaks up when I fall silent. “This is my brother, Torrin.”

      “Torrin, Liam, glad you could make the trip out here,” Carmine says. “I honestly didn’t think this was really your scene. Was it a long trip?”

      “Aye, damn Jitney,” I lie to him, causing Liam to flash a grin.

      “Thanks for havin’ us,” Liam adds. “Quite a setup ye’ got here.”

      “Only the best for the best. Your brother is quite talented,” Carmine says. “I haven’t met a chemist as talented with drugs and explosives as your brother in quite a while, we’re happy to have him.”

      “He’s more into the explosives these days,” Liam says when I remain silent. “Torrin, tell him about what yer’ working on.” Liam nudges me and I glare at him.

      Carmine immediately senses my hesitation and smiles easily, like he’s been ready for this. Now he’s going to roll out the red carpet and do everything to convince me we need to work together.

      “Here, let’s get some champagne going. Marco, get us a bottle and tell Aria to come by please,” Carmine commands.

      Marco groans at the mention of Aria, pointing to the stage.

      When I look towards the center stage, the first thing I see is Aria’s delicate fingers gripping the pole as she swings around it, then the rest of her as she sways on stage to the hypnotic rhythm of some sensual song. My eyes drift from her hands, down her bare arms and across her body slowly, taking it every square inch of creamy skin. The bass is heavy and timed perfectly with the swing of her hips. Aria garners more attention than any of Carmine’s naked dancers and she’s fully clothed.

      Well… until she slips her leather jacket down her shoulders.

      
        
        Draw the cat-eye sharp enough to kill a man.￼

      

      

      Aria drops the jacket and the way she moves her body captivates me. Every twist, every arch of her back.

      
        
        You did some bad things, but I’m the worst of them.

      

      

      Aria slides down against the pole, and I can’t help but let my mind wander. Good lord. I can think of fifty sexually depraved acts I’d subject her to, given the chance.

      
        
        Sometimes I wonder which one will be your last lie.

      

      

      Aria swings her hair and the burn inside my stomach is a primal need to have her, do what I want with her. I want to spend every part of her until she’s shaking and used, begging for more of me.

      
        
        They say looks can kill and I might try.

      

      

      “Steady on, brother,” Liam whispers in my ear, clearly noticing my attention is elsewhere.

      “Of course,” I reply, tearing my eyes away from Aria with great difficulty.

      “That’s Aria,” Carmine says, assuming I have no idea who the woman is.

      I play along.

      “Quite interesting,” I say in a non-committal tone.

      “You seem taken with her,” Carmine grins.

      “Can’t blame the man,” Liam chimes in, laughing softly. “She’s a looker, isn’t she?”

      “Indeed,” Carmine agrees, his expression unreadable. “Aria is… exceptional.”

      
        
        I don’t dress for women.

      

      

      One glance and I see Aria’s lithe body twist and undulate to the sultry beat, her sensual movements capturing the attention of every man in the room.

      
        
        I don’t dress for men.

      

      

      Her long, pale blonde hair cascades over her bare shoulders, framing a face that could bring empires to their knees. Her full lips curl into a knowing smile, as if she’s privy to the darkest secrets of every soul in the club.

      
        
        Lately I’ve been dressing for revenge.

      

      

      Her eyes meet mine, and for a moment, the world stops. I expect her gaze to flit away, but she holds it with an unapologetic intensity. Aria watches me carefully as she bends down back-to-back with one of the other dancers. The way her hips sway and her legs open as she keeps her eyes on mine does things to my brain that I don’t comprehend.

      My inability to look away worries me.

      Perfect.

      “Damn,” I murmur under my breath, unable to tear my eyes from hers.

      “Incredible, right?” Carmine says. Amusement laces his words.

      “Understatement of the century,” I infer, watching as Marco waves her over to him.

      Aria’s lithe body bends over and her supple cleavage is on full display as she bends to hear what Marco is saying. Aria smiles at Marco. She crouches down, says something and runs a finger down the side of his face.

      I watch with fascination as Marco immediately nods and heads off.

      Aria turns her attention to Carmine, plump lips pressed together in a pout, her lashes fluttering under the stage lights. The stage is at least six feet off the ground, but Aria vaults herself down with effortless elegance. Despite the stairs being a few feet away. She lands in a crouch, her body tight and stiff. She doesn’t even wobble on those damn heels.

      One of the security guards approaches her as she stands up straight, and Aria wags a finger at him before she sends him off with an air kiss.

      There’s a crackle of electricity in the air, and my heart hammers in my chest as she draws closer. Aria strides towards us with such purpose. Liam and I immediately stand to acknowledge her presence, and Carmine follows our song and dance like a puppy.

      “I didn’t know you were such a gentleman, Carmine,” Aria fires at him.

      Carmine snorts, making a little room for Aria to sit next to him at the end of the booth. Aria steps over him instead, taking her place beside him but directly across from me.

      Her darkly lined eyes settle on me. There’s a vast difference between the woman smiling on the cover of that magazine and the dark enchantress in front of me.

      The woman in the magazine was airy and sweet.

      This woman in front of me… she’s daring and conniving.

      “Allow me to introduce Aria King,” Carmine says, his voice dripping with pride. “Aria, this is Torrin Walker and his brother, Liam Walker.”

      “Charmed, I’m sure,” I say, my tone nonchalant despite my desire.

      “Likewise,” Aria replies, her voice is like silk. It sends a snake like chill down my spine, adrenaline beginning to course through my veins.

      “Aria,” Marco interrupts, handing her a martini.

      “Thank you, dear,” Aria smiles at Marco.

      “So tell me, what brought you to our little island?” Carmine asks Liam.

      Liam launches into the story, and I nod along passively.

      “You’re from Ireland?” Aria asks me.

      “Belfast, Northern Ireland,” I tell her. “It’s not much, but it’s home.”

      “I’ve heard Ireland is beautiful,” Aria comments.

      “It’s gorgeous,” I say. My voice is low, secretive. “But, from where I’m sittin’ the view of Belfast leaves somethin’ to be desired.”

      A slow smile spreads across those glorious lips before Aria takes a sip of her martini to hide her smile from Carmine.

      “Are you hitting on me, Mr. Walker?” Aria whispers.

      “Torrin, tell Carmine about it,” Liam says to me, interrupting our moment.

      “Should we discuss such things in the presence of a lady?” I bounce back, not taking my eyes off Aria.

      “A lady?” Aria scoffs. She raises an eyebrow at me. “What exactly are you implying, Mr. Walker?”

      “That you may not be trustworthy,” I respond.

      “Well, you’re straight up, aren’t you?” she bounces back at me, her lips pursed, eyes narrowing.

      “Why dance around it?” I ask. “I may as well be up front about it, because in this business there is no room for blind faith.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Aria says. She doesn’t miss a beat.

      “Aria’s presence is necessary,” Carmine reassures.

      I glance at Aria, who raises a challenging eyebrow at me.

      “Just tell him about the explosives, Torrin,” Liam says, huffing as he’s finally catching on that I wasn’t paying attention.

      The words come out of my mouth, but I’m all too aware of Aria’s presence in front of me. As she quietly sips her martini, I can see her calculating her next move. She’s not just a part of the scenery, a pretty picture.

      My heart races as I resist the urge to reach out and touch Aria’s soft, flawless skin. It’s maddening - the way she captivates me without even trying. I can’t afford to slip up with Carmine gnawing at my heels, but there is a strong urge to not give a fuck.

      “Not just that,” I hear Liam say to Carmine. He’s a true salesman. I’m not one to brag about my accomplishments. Liam is the one who does the selling.

      “Can I ask you something?” I question Aria, leaning slightly closer to her.

      “Something tells me you’re going to ask me even if I say no,” Aria raises an eyebrow, her full lips curving into a teasing smile. “What would that be?”

      “Are you really as empty-headed as the magazines suggest?” It’s more of a taunt than anything, a test to see how far I can push her.

      Aria laughs lightly, her eyes dancing with amusement. “Beautiful women, with a brain, threaten men. Tell me, Torrin, are you threatened?”

      “Not at all,” I reply easily.

      “I guess we’ll have to see if that’s true,” Aria teases.

      “Are you enjoying yourself tonight?” I ask, my voice low and steady, almost a rumble.

      “Immensely,” Aria replies, her eyes locked on mine. “It’s a rare pleasure to meet someone new around here. Carmine’s boys are usually all the same, boring and useless. You’re not useless, are you, Torrin Walker?”

      “Not at all,” I reply.

      “Well then, that’s new,” Aria smiles. “I didn’t expect that tonight.”

      “Indeed,” I agree, my heart pounding in my chest. “It’s rare that one comes across such… intriguing company.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere, Mr. Walker,” Aria says playfully, her gaze never wavering from mine.

      “Good to know,” I reply with a smirk, feeling my resolve slowly crumbling beneath the weight of her attention.

      As Carmine launches into a discussion about the latest business ventures, my focus is elsewhere, on Aria beside him, to be exact. The way her fingers brush against his arm, the way she leans in to listen to his words — it’s maddening: what would it be like to have all her attention directed at me instead?

      The evening drags on, every stolen glance between Aria and I amplifying the tension that crackles beneath the surface. I get bored easily. Carmine isn’t much in the intellectual department. Aria is quite the contrast.

      “Okay Sisyphus,” Aria mutters, rolling her eyes at Carmine while my own eyes widen in surprise. Did she really just imply that Carmine does the same thing over and over again with no result? Aria is far braver than I’d ever expected.

      Carmine glares at Aria and she returns his gaze defiantly. “I think that’s about all we needed to discuss,” he says. “Liam, let me introduce you to a friend of mine.”

      I watch as Carmine’s plan to divide and conquer clearly takes action. It becomes clearer that Aria is a distraction, put in my path to disarm me while Carmine squeezes Liam and I dry. She’s right: he’s doing the same thing repeatedly, and he’s about to get the same result. Somehow, I’m not entirely convinced that Aria is simply a ploy to distract me.

      “Bold,” I tell Aria once we’re alone.

      “What?” Aria asks, her eyebrow raised.

      “You’ve got a penchant for Greek mythology?” I question.

      “More of an interest in Camus, general philosophy,” Aria corrects me.

      “Do you agree with him?” I prod further.

      “The ends rarely justify the means,” Aria replies, leaning forward slightly. “Just imagine rolling a boulder up a hill only to have it fall before reaching the top for all eternity.” She sounds bored as she recalls the myth of Sisyphus.

      A chuckle escapes my lips. “You don’t think Sisyphus was happy? Isn’t the struggle itself enough to fill a man’s heart?”

      “Maybe a man,” Aria bites back with a malicious smile. “But women are far more complex.”

      “You just haven’t found anything that satiates that desire, Aria,” I lower my voice.

      Aria arches an eyebrow at me suggestively, cocking her head to one side as a smile spreads across her lips. “Are you suggesting that you have the solution to my conundrum?” she queries.

      “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting,” I tell her.

      “What would that be?” Aria asks.

      I open my mouth to speak, but Carmine returns before I can answer her question. In my head I’m already calculating my next move.

      “Torrin, can you give us a moment?” he asks.

      “Of course,” I say. “I’ll have to be off soon, anyway. Until next time, Miss King.”

      “Until next time, Mr. Walker,” Aria purrs, her voice low and sultry.

      “Indeed,” I reply, unable to shake the feeling that there’s something dangerous brewing between us, a storm waiting to break.
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            Aria—Use Me

          

        

      

    

    
      I watch Torrin’s receding back, willing him to return. Instead, I am seated next to Carmine as his hand squeezes my thigh.

      “I’m glad he took a liking to you,” Carmine says. His voice is dangerously low, almost a growl. “You’re going to get close to Torrin Walker, and you’re going to find out what he’s up to.”

      My head snaps in Carmine’s direction as I knit my brow, tilting my head. “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      “You said you wanted out of this life, that you wanted nothing more to do with me or my family. If you prove it, if you prove yourself, you can walk away,” Carmine tells me.

      “How does spying on Torrin Walker prove that, exactly?” I ask.

      Carmine smiles at me, pursing his lips.

      “Torrin has seemingly appeared out of thin air. No one in Belfast seems to know who he is, or in all of Northern Ireland. The man is a ghost, and I want you to find out who he really is, and why he’s here,” Carmine continues. He ignores my question entirely, and I feel a familiar pang in the pit of my stomach.

      “Think about it, Aria,” Carmine suggests. “If you expose this threat to my family, you’ll have proven yourself. You’ll be able to walk away and ride off into the sunset free and clear. The Moretti family will pretend you don’t exist… if that’s what you want.”

      “That’s for me to decide,” I remind Carmine.

      “Face it Aria, you love danger. You love the darkness and what comes with this life. The excitement is thrilling, and you don’t know how to live without that adrenaline pumping through your veins. Otherwise, you’ll have to face the worst of what you’ve done,” Carmine dares to attack my humanity. It makes me scoff with ease.

      “I’ve made my peace with what I’ve done for you,” I respond. My voice is harsh, lacking the warmth I know Carmine craves from me. “If I didn’t want to be a criminal, I wouldn’t be.”

      Carmine laughs with a shake of his head. “Dear Aria,” he whispers to me. “Do you really think you’ve had a choice in any of this?”

      “Carmine,” I purr before I press my hands against Carmine’s chest. He leers as I lean in close to him. “Do you really think I would’ve done any of that if I hadn’t chosen to want you? It’s unfortunate, because if I’d seen through your lies and manipulations a bit earlier, we could’ve avoided this.”

      “Ah, but you see that’s where you’re wrong,” Carmine tells me. “Those lies and manipulations are a fragment of us, Aria. There’s so much more to our relationship.”

      “Well, I don’t plan on breathing life back into it to find out,” I hiss in his ear. “I will get close to Torrin and find out exactly what he’s hiding. That information, however, will stay with me until I decide exactly what I want for it. But I can tell you right now Carmine, I won’t be asking for you.”

      He grins down at me, running a finger across my bare arm.

      “Oh, Aria,” Carmine snickers. “You should know better than anyone that I don’t take kindly to threats.”

      “It’s not a threat,” I tell Carmine. “It’s insurance.”

      “Tell you what,” Carmine decides. “We’ll make a deal. The more information you give me, the more I get out of Torrin, the farther away I’ll stay. But, if you fail to deliver, I can promise that neither of you will go anywhere, except in the ground. I may care for you, Aria, but you will not impede my business.”

      “Please, I know what I’ve given you using my body alone,” I growl back at Carmine.

      “All the more reason,” Carmine reminds me. “See dear, you simply have too much information. If I can’t trust you, I certainly don’t see a reason to keep you around, or let you out of my sight.”

      A shaky breath escapes my lips, and I swallow hard.

      Carmine’s gaze finds mine, my eyes wide as I look away from him.

      “This doesn’t have to be so difficult; you know. There’s the easy option of simply listening when you’re told to do something,” he reminds me. Carmine’s eyes on me are penetrating.

      I swallow hard, finding my resolve, defiance in my tone. “If there is any evidence of Torrin Walker being more than a simple chemist, I’ll get it. I’d like suggestions, however, on how you expect me to get Torrin to trust the woman you pretend to have on your arm?”

      Carmine smiles as though he’s been waiting for this moment.

      “That’s where you shine, my sweet Aria,” he leers. “You’re going to get inside that thick Irish head and convince him you need help getting away from me.”

      What he’s suggesting… it’s a long game. This isn’t some overnight date, or a weekend away with a questionable billionaire. He’s asking me to intricately weave myself into Torrin’s life. There’s a deeply unsettling drop in my stomach as I mull over the thought of getting close to a man that makes me drip with one intense gaze. Torrin is like a god, from his chiseled features to the way his suit is cut. Even the blood on his shirt felt suggestive in a way, like I was being dared to get closer to him.

      The color of his eyes, an almost unsettlingly light blue, is seared into my mind.

      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” I remark.

      Carmine smiles, patting me on the back as he licks his lips. “Your loyalty to me has always been unwavering, Aria. I’ve stuck my neck out for you a few times. Don’t make me look like a fool.”

      “As long as you promise to let me go,” I purr.

      My lips wisp against his intentionally before I press them next to his ear. “Promise me you’ll give me a choice, Carmine. Promise me, and maybe there’s a way we’ll find our happy ending after all.”

      “You’ll always have a choice,” Carmine replies.

      I’m satisfied with that, for now.

      “I’d better go to work,” I tease.

      As I stand, Carmine takes my hand, kissing the top of it gently. “Until next time, Aria.”

      It’s like there’s curdled milk in my stomach as I fight the urge to claw my hand away from him. I detest being so close to the man, but I have to play the cruel game he’s set between us.

      Once Carmine Moretti decides he wants you dead, there’s nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. Not to mention the people I’ve betrayed, the things I’ve done, the deals I’ve made… all of that for Carmine. I’ve made a lot of enemies, but I was never fearful because I was happy to have Carmine on my side.

      It took me far too long to realize that was part of the trap.

      As I walk away from Carmine, I fantasize about running away and finding a tropical island somewhere. No one would ever know who I was in a past life, and I could let all the awful things I’ve done seep away.

      I could pretend to be someone else.

      But there is still hope. The hope that I will belong somewhere with a genuine family. The fearful part of me gurgles in the pit of my stomach, and the doubt creeps in. Doubt that I am about to make a huge mistake, that Carmine is my only chance at belonging somewhere.

      I’ve never given myself a chance to prove that’s wrong, though. That gives me two obvious choices: walk away from the world entirely and spend the rest of my life running and hiding, or face this bullshit head on and fight my way through like I have every single time before.

      The sane part of me has one eye on the door, my intuition telling me that if I don’t make a break for it now, I never will.

      The wild side of me, however… oh, how the wild side can’t resist the allure of the tall Irish man standing at the end of the bar, watching me intently with those piercing blue eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Please don’t tell me you two are back on again,” Rosie pleads with me when I find her at the bar. She’s easy to spot with wildly curly red hair in a vivid lime green dress. “I cannot handle another Aria and Carmine episode. The last one was too much. You two have gone ten seasons past your expiration date, just like Grey’s Anatomy.”

      “Yet, you still watch every single episode,” I reply wryly.

      “Oh, come on, it’s been so long I just have to see this one through to the bitter end,” Rosie laughs. “Remember Aria? The bitter end? What you said last time Carmine broke your heart?”

      “Relax,” I tell Rosie. “The only bitter end here is Carmine ending up alone.”

      “You’re sure?” Rosie eyes me carefully.

      “What’s with the third degree?” I question. “Is it that unbelievable?”

      “Well, yes,” Rosie says.

      “Well,” I reply sarcastically. “Believe it this time, because I have no interest in further intertwining myself with the Moretti family.”

      “Aside from me?” Rosie questions. “You know, not all of us made it out of the escort game to become world famous models.”

      “I’m not world famous,” I tell Rosie.

      “Please- you’re on your way. Just remember the little people when you’re up there,” Rosie teases.

      “I’ll do my best,” I say, flashing her my brightest PR smile.

      “That is the fakest shit I’ve ever seen,” Rosie shoots back at me.

      “Trust me, babe. You can be my plus one for the next fashion show. Then you can see just how boring the whole scene really is,” I explain.

      “I’ll take you up on that,” Rosie grins. “As an apology for ditching me tonight.”

      “Ditching you?” I question. “We didn’t even have plans?”

      “No, but I think you have something… or someone… far more interesting to do,” she purrs. Rosie reaches into her bra and pulls out a piece of paper, handing it to me discreetly.

      “What’s this?” I ask, unfurling the note.

      Rosie rolls her neck, glancing around. Her eyes fall on Torrin, then back to me as her red lips press together. “He’s a little paranoid, but god that man looks like he has a body.” Her murmur is lost against her glass as she sips her martini.

      I unroll Torrin’s note to see his clinically neat all caps handwriting.

      
        
        Come find that solution…

      

      

      

      An uncontrollable smile spreads across my lips as I re-read the note, running my thumb across the words. I wonder if Torrin is actually going to play right into my hands. That would make it so, so much easier.

      Not that I don’t love a good challenge, but the less time spent with him, the better. There’s an itch to look around the room for him, and I immediately acquiesce, unable to resist the lure. As if by magnetic force or fate, I meet Torrin’s gaze at the other end of the bar, his expression beckoning me to follow him.

      “Looks like you’re right,” I tell Rosie.

      “Tell me all about it at dinner next week,” she replies to me, giving me a silent cheers.

      Instead of going straight towards Torrin I grab my jacket and head towards the back exit, weaving through the kitchen because it’s quicker than going through the rest of the club. I step out into the darkness of the night, intent on lighting my cigarette only to find that my lighter isn’t working. I shake it, looking at the empty thing miserably.

      “Heading off, then?” Torrin asks from the doorway.

      “Thinking about it,” I admit, watching as Torrin strolls towards me, pulling a lighter out of the inside pocket of his jacket. He doesn’t just offer the lighter, he holds it out to me, lit, so I can light my cigarette.

      I lean in close to the fire, taking a puff to light my smoke.

      “How are you gettin’ home, then?” Torrin queries.

      “I’m going to walk,” I tease.

      “In those heels?” Torrin raises an eyebrow at me.

      “I’ve done worse,” I snark.

      “That’s utterly believable,” he laughs. “Do you need a ride?”

      “You’re not really going all the way into the city,” I tell him. “It’s a long drive.”

      “Trains stopped running, though. Hours ago,” Torrin reminds me. Then, as if reading my mind, he adds a suggestive touch. “I’ve got a place nearby.”

      Torrin’s relaxed body language somehow eases the tension in my muscles. The way he casually has his hands in his pockets is a stark contrast to the way his eyes search mine, as if he’s trying to read me.

      “Oh?” I ask, turning my body towards him. “Is that a suggestion?”

      He scans my body up and down, analyzing me as I put my hand on my hip expectantly, waiting for an answer.

      “Indeed it is,” Torrin confirms. “Who knows, we just might discover what exactly it is you desire.”

      I grind my teeth together like I’m debating the answer, but Torrin calls me on it.

      “You don’t have to pretend with me,” he says. “I’m not Carmine.”

      For a moment, I feel indignant, and the stark punch of embarrassment hits me right in the gut. Not because he called me on it, but because he knows that my interactions with Carmine are purely for show. Somehow, he sees through the façade.

      “What gave me away?” I ask, curious.

      Torrin smirks, walking backwards towards his car as he jingles the keys in his pocket. “Ye’ really wanna know?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I tell him.

      “Come find out,” Torrin taunts me.

      I roll my eyes and shake my head as I try to fight the contagious smile on my lips. It’s difficult to hide it, and the idea of Torrin knowing he’s the cause irks me. I run my hand through my hair to hide my face, but Torrin is relentless. My cheeks are flushed with heat anyway, so I assume my face has gone that shade of red that is impossible to hide.

      “Didn’t take you for the blushin’ type,” Torrin quips.

      I smack him with my clutch. “Stop it,” I admonish.

      “Ouch,” he deadpans, before he continues walking towards his car.

      My stomach lurches out of fear. Fear of the unknown, and fear of following him down the proverbial garden path because he’s so disarming.

      “Fuck it,” I say, inhaling the last of my cigarette. “Let’s go.”
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            Aria—Blurred Lines

          

        

      

    

    
      The pool house at Torrin’s estate is a world unto itself, separate from the chaos of the city that lies beyond the walls of his epic property. The scent of chlorine lingers in the air, mingling with the aroma of expensive cigars and the faint trace of roses from the gardens outside. Inside, the furniture is plush and dark, a mix of leather and heavy velvet. A dimly lit chandelier hanging in the center of the vaulted ceiling casts shadows across the room, creating an atmosphere that is secretive and alluring at the same time.

      “Make yourself at home,” Torrin tells me as he walks across the room towards the polished mahogany bar.

      “This is gorgeous,” I tell Torin as I look around.

      It’s odd, to me, to feel right at home.

      “Ye fit right in,” Torin tells me with a smirk.

      He’s right. The rose color of my top complements the decor, the rose color blushing under the light of the chandelier. I shrug off my black leather jacket, letting it slide down my arms slowly before I drape it over the arm of the sofa. Torrin’s eyes widen ever so slightly, his eyes drifting down my body before his eyes meet mine again.

      Unabashed and unwilling to back down, I take a seat on the dark couch, feeling the softness of the fabric beneath my fingers.

      “Pick yer poison,” he says, referring to a bong and a bottle of aged whiskey.

      “Bong please,” I giggle.

      Torrin gives me a dangerous half grin as his long fingers grasp the elaborate bong on the bar. It’s a beautiful piece, made of swirling colors, like a galaxy trapped within the glass.

      “Yer in for a treat,” Torrin tells me.

      He sits next to me, leaving a tiny space between us. I can feel his body heat and my cheeks flush. Hopefully, he doesn’t notice in the dim lighting.

      “I think I can handle it,” I tell Torrin.

      A wicked grin plays on his lips as he lights the bowl and pulls, inhaling deeply before he pulls the bowl out and sucks the bong empty.

      Torrin’s eyes never leave mine and every hair on my body is standing on end. The way he looks at me doesn’t make me uneasy, but he does somewhat make me nervous. Torrin’s pointed jaw, his cheekbones, the way his eyes study me. His black hair only makes his eyes even more piercing, and I know why I’m intimidated: my body simply responds to everything about Torrin.

      “Sure, you can handle this, love?” His accent curls around the words, teasing and challenging me all at once.

      “Try me,” I retort, narrowing my eyes playfully. He passes me the bong, and I wrap my lips around the mouthpiece, taking a long hit. Smoke fills my lungs, and I exhale slowly, meeting his gaze.

      “I’m impressed,” Torrin admits.

      When I pass the bong back to Torrin, his fingers go out of their way to graze mine, and a spark of electricity passes through my body.

      My senses are on fire.

      The smile on his face is dangerous. It’s inviting and confident, a smile that makes me wonder about Torrin.

      “I’m impressed. Most chemists don’t have all of this,” I comment. There’s a reason Carmine is so interested in Torrin. I’m very interested, for very different reasons.

      He smirks as he takes another pull from the bong.

      “What’s the deal?” I prod.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Torrin replies.

      As we pass the bong back and forth, the sexual tension between us grows stronger. The air is thick with unspoken desire. Now that we’re alone reality sets in, and I feel the pressure of a hard knot of fear. My stomach turns over on itself and I take the bong, bowl freshly packed, to soothe my fears, taking a long enough hit that the moment I exhale I’m coughing up a lung.

      “Easy there, virgin lungs,” Torrin laughs.

      “Trust me,” I cough. “There’s nothing…” more coughing. “Virgin…” cough. “About me.” Those words are all it takes for me to dissolve into a fit of giggles as I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself. There’s a free feeling that seems to have warmed over, something different. I glance from the weed he put in the bowl to the jar he took it out of, noting that there are two jars on the table.

      There’s definitely something laced into the weed.

      I try to place the feeling. It’s not a buzzing in my head… it’s more like a dulling sensation akin to the lift of Ativan, which basically makes me not give a shit. Last time I took an Ativan from Rosie we were on a plane to Las Vegas, and I remember little else.

      “So I’ve heard,” Torrin teases me. “What does Carmine want with ye, anyway?” Torrin questions me.

      “What he always wants,” I sigh, passing the bong back to Torrin.

      “He wants ye back then?” Torrin guesses.

      I scoff.

      “The only person Carmine wants is himself,” I explain to Torrin.

      There’s a sense of betrayal as I hear the words, but Carmine betrayed me long ago. It wasn’t just the cheating, or the constant lies, but the manipulating me into fucking powerful men for his benefit.

      “Bold words against someone like him,” he replies.

      “I’m not afraid of Carmine,” I tell Torrin. “Men like him don’t scare me. Most of them are too concerned with getting their dicks wet to actually use the power given to them.”

      “What makes you say that?” Torrin prods carefully.

      “Carmine makes a lot of critical decisions, I guess,” I offer. The second the words are out of my mouth, I am horrified, but I just keep talking. “That, and I know firsthand that men in power are the easiest prey. Easy to read, easy to use, easy to manipulate. All you have to do is dangle more power in front of them.”

      I know what he put in the weed.

      Fucking sodium pentothal.

      Goddamnit.

      Who the fuck just happens to have truth serum laced weed on hand?

      My eyes widen and I see the smirk on Torrin’s face, like he knows what I’ve realized. Torrin Walker is far more dangerous than I thought. And far more conniving. He watches my reaction carefully. Any smart woman would leave now. However, I’m determined to know more about Torrin. My body sways slightly on the couch, and I blink a few times to clear my head.

      “What kind of critical decisions?” Torrin asks pointedly.

      I press my lips together to stop myself from talking, but it’s no use. “Are you going to torture the information you want out of me?” I ask with a grin.

      “Yer not scared of me, then.” Torrin responds.

      “Why would I be?” I ask.

      “Most women…” Torrin pauses as he rolls the lighter between his fingers. “Men like me intimidate most women.”

      “Men in crime?” I guess.

      “Men with a twisted past,” Torrin answers.

      “Try me,” I tell Torrin with a yawn and an eye roll. “I was out of the house by the time I was thirteen because my mother refused to acknowledge that my stepfather had some twisted predilections. We ended up in foster care and I figured I was better off on my own.”

      I left.

      Then Carmine happened.

      Everything got fucked up.

      But I made it.

      “Is that all?” Torrin asks.

      “Pretty much,” I tell him, never breaking his gaze.

      “Aye,” Torrin says. “You’re haunted enough. Something tells me the monsters in yer closet hide from ye.” Torrin’s twisted sense of humor tugs at me. Something about Torrin making dark jokes sends shivers down my spine. Despite the darkness within him, or perhaps because of it, I’m very attracted to Torrin. There’s something about him that makes me feel alive.

      “The monsters in my closet aren’t the only ones that hide from me,” I grin back at him.

      “Careful now, Aria,” he teases, observing the way my eyes linger on his lips. “Wouldn’t want you to get burned.”

      “Who says I’m afraid of a little fire?” I shoot back, an impish smile playing on my lips.

      “Maybe it’s not the fire you should be worried about, love,” he murmurs, his voice rich and low. “It’s the darkness that follows.”

      The dimly lit pool house seems to take on a life of its own, shadows dancing on the walls as the flickering candles cast an eerie glow on the opulent furnishings. The air is heavy with tension and the scent of weed, making it feel like we’re in some forbidden realm.

      It’s here that Torrin and I sit, perched on the edge of a plush velvet couch, passing a beautifully crafted bong back and forth between us.

      It’s here that we sit, testing the boundaries of how far we’re about to go.

      There’s a long lingering moment where Torin presses his lips together and I can feel the heat radiating from his body. Then, I get an idea.

      If he’s going to drug me, the least I can do is return the favor. With a wicked smile I take a long hit, pulling the bowl out to suck the milky smoke out.

      It’s all too easy to tease Torrin, and I brace myself on the couch, careful not to touch him directly. Then I raise my hand, putting one finger under his chin to tilt his head up towards mine as I lean over him. Torrin parts his lips and mine almost graze his as he inhales the smoke from my mouth. I feel our bodies brush against each other, and when Torin’s hand touches my bare torso, it’s hard to breathe. I take a ragged breath, stopping myself from being foolish before I pull away.

      Torrin looks more stunned than anything.

      I smile at him, determined to prove that not only am I unafraid, but I’m a force to be reckoned with as much as he is.

      “Your turn,” I say, handing him the bong. Torrin accepts it, his fingers brushing against mine. There’s an electric shock to my system. His piercing blue eyes lock onto mine as he sets the bong down, emptying what’s left in the bowl.

      He packs another bowl from the other jar, confirming my suspicions.

      Torrin keeps his cool, however, even if I’ve turned the tables on him. He’s too good with his work, and I can see his features relax as the weed takes hold of him. Torrin looks at me with a hungry gaze, like somehow a woman turning the tables on him makes me all that much more attractive to him.

      Or maybe he just likes a challenge…

      “Tell me, Aria,” he asks. “What do you think happens when two lost souls collide?”

      “Depends on how damaged they are, I suppose,” I reply, feeling the heat as his eyes linger on me. “Sometimes they find solace, sometimes destruction.”

      “Interesting,” Torrin muses, taking another hit from the bong before passing it back to me. “And which do you think we are?”

      “Isn’t that for us to decide?” I challenge, inhaling deeply as the smoke fills my lungs.

      “Ah, a fighter,” Torrin chuckles darkly, his eyes gleaming with amusement. “I like that. But sometimes, love, fate has other plans.”

      “Then let fate decide,” I retort, leaning closer to him, our faces inches apart. “I’m not afraid of whatever darkness lies ahead.”

      “Bold words,” Torrin murmurs, his breath hot against my lips. “But can you truly handle what you might find in the shadows?”

      “Maybe that’s exactly what I want,” I shoot back, meeting his gaze head-on, refusing to back down.

      The air seems charged with electricity, and I can feel Torrin’s gaze on me. The room feels like a vacuum, the tension palpable as I study his face; a sharp jawline under piercing eyes and a wave of black hair—he exudes confidence and strength. His lips seem to twitch in amusement. Suddenly, I am pulled in by the daring aura that surrounds him, and for one moment, I let myself get lost in it.

      “Then let the games begin,” Torrin whispers, his eyes never leaving mine as the flames of the candles continue to dance, casting shadows on whatever twisted romance lays ahead.
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        * * *

      

      “How did someone like you get mixed up with Carmine Moretti?” Torrin’s Irish accent lends an air of mystery to every syllable.

      Between the truth serum laced weed and my attraction to Torrin, I can’t help myself.

      “An unfortunate encounter.” I admit. “I was looking for a job and wandered into Moretti’s, where I got a job as a bartender. My first night working, I met Carmine, and within two weeks he was suddenly everything I thought I wanted. I was young and naïve, just easy prey.”

      “But you were special to him? No?” Torrin asks.

      “Mmm…” I press my lips together, humming for a moment. “I don’t think so,” I tell Torrin. “And honestly, even if he felt that way, there’s not one shred of me left that wants anything to do with him or the rest of the Moretti clan. I just want out.”

      As the words leave my lips, I feel a pang of guilt. Torrin differs from anyone I’ve ever met—dark, dangerous, and yet somehow… genuine. It’s this authenticity that makes me want to trust him, even though I know I shouldn’t. Yet, here I am, laying the groundwork to betray him anyway.

      It’s probably the weed making me second guess myself.

      “Sounds like a classic mafia romance,” Torrin quips, but there’s an edge to his humor that tells me he knows there’s more to the story.

      “Something like that,” I concede, avoiding his gaze as the weight of Carmine’s demands settle on my shoulders. “Lies and manipulation seem to be the name of the game.”

      “Doesn’t it bother you?” Torrin asks, his voice softening as he leans closer. “Lying to people you care about?”

      “Who says I care about anyone?” I shoot back defensively, but the vulnerability in my eyes betrays me.

      “Call it a hunch,” he replies, a wry smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      I laugh bitterly, shaking my head as I look away. “Maybe that’s my problem.”

      Torrin doesn’t respond, but I can feel the weight of his gaze on me—a mixture of understanding and something else, something that feels a lot like desire. But maybe that’s just dreaming on my part.

      “Life’s messy, love,” Torrin finally says, breaking the silence between us. “We all have our secrets, and sometimes we must lie to protect them. The question is: What are you willing to do to keep yours?”

      “A whole hell of a lot,” I respond. “Probably as much as you’d do to keep your secrets.”

      When I look at him, I yearn for more. I want to tell him everything, but fear holds me back. There’s a part of me that’s drawn to him—his intelligence, his wit, and the darkness that lingers just beneath the surface.

      “Guilty as charged,” he admits, his Irish accent thickening with amusement. “But I’ve never been one to shy away from a challenge.”

      “Neither have I,” I whisper, my gaze drawn to his lips.

      My breath catches in my throat as Torrin reaches out to brush a strand of hair away from my face, tucking it behind my ear. His fingers trail down my cheek, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake. Torrin’s lips linger close to mine, daring me to resist his pull, all the while knowing it’s impossible to stay away from him.

      There’s no innocence, no ease.

      Torrin’s demanding lips finally crush against mine and my resolve dissolves as his rough kisses leave a lingering need. Each following kiss is fueled by the fire that’s been building between us since we first laid eyes on each other. Torrin takes control of me, his demanding lips building a heat between us I’ve never experienced before. My body aches for his touch and I open my mouth to his, letting Torrin take whatever he wants.

      Torrin’s hands find their way to my waist, pulling me closer, and I can feel the solid strength of his body against mine. The sensation is electrifying, and I’m lost in the moment, drowning in the intensity of our connection.

      His tongue teases mine, a dance of dominance and submission that leaves me breathless and wanting more. My fingers tangle in his hair, pulling him impossibly closer, as if trying to meld our bodies into one.

      We break apart, gasping for air, our eyes locked together as we try to regain control over our racing hearts. The intensity of the moment lingers between us, a promise of what could be.

      “Are you scared, Aria?” Torrin asks, his voice low and seductive.

      “Terrified,” I admit, unable to hide the truth from him.

      But maybe that’s exactly what I need.

      “Then let’s see where this fear takes us,” he whispers, his lips brushing against mine once more, sealing our fate.

      After the first kiss I could’ve pulled myself away.

      Now?

      Now, I just drown in the second, wrapping my arms around Torrin’s neck as he grips my waist tightly.

      The scent of the marijuana smoke, now heavy in the air, has become a seductive perfume that lingers between us, enveloping us in its haze. The taste of Torrin’s kiss on my lips leaves me with a heady mixture of smoky desire and unspoken promises. My heart races as I try to catch my breath, each inhale an attempt to steady the storm brewing inside of me.

      Our surroundings seem to fade away, the pool house reduced to nothing more than background noise as the sound of our breathing fills my ears. The world beyond our bubble ceases to exist, leaving only the electricity crackling between us, a live wire ready to spark.

      Torrin’s arms pull me flush against him. I can feel the beat of his heart against my chest, a rhythm that seems to sync with my own as we teeter on the edge of surrender. The sexual tension between us has solidified, forging an unbreakable bond neither of us can deny any longer.

      “Wherever this leads us,” Torrin whispers, his voice laced with danger. “I can’t promise a happy ending.”

      “Happy endings are for suckers,” I tell Torrin with a wicked smile.
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CHAPTER 6: TORRIN—MOONSHINE

      I watch the smoke curl from my lips, a ghost of memories past. My mind drifts back to when I was just a young lad in Ireland, the day I found out about my father’s mistress, how it broke my ma after all that time.

      My da’s words echo in my head: “Love’s a curse, Torrin. Mark me words.”

      “Hey,” Aria’s sultry voice pulls me back to the present. Her blue eyes shimmer like the depths of the ocean, waves crashing against the shore. The effects of the laced weed we smoked together have cast a hazy glow over everything. Sodium Pentothal was a good choice, I think to myself. Although Aria turned my plan against me, I feel at ease.

      The effects of truth serum easily influence Aria. Unfortunately, every word out of Aria’s mouth lingers in my mind, seeping into my brain like a fog.

      “What about yer father?” I question.

      “I don’t know who he is or was. My mom was never much of a parent. She had zero interest in raising us,” Aria says. “It was my half-sister and I until we ended up in foster care, you know, because of my stepfather. After that, I tuned out, struck out on my own by the time I was seventeen.”

      “And yer sister?” I ask.

      Aria sighs, shrugging. “We’re half-sisters. How was I supposed to look out for myself if I focused on her?” Aria shakes her head. “Besides, who knows where Carmine would’ve taken her?”

      “How did you even get mixed up with tha bastard?” I relent, wanting more than what she’s told me.

      “Carmine told me everything I wanted to hear. I was beautiful, intelligent, funny, anything he could come up with when he needed something.” Aria sighs with a shrug.

      “When you were eighteen?” I guess.

      “Yup,” Aria admits. “I was eighteen and one of the most eligible bachelors in the city paid attention to me. He wanted me. I was so caught up in being part of Carmine’s world. I didn’t realize the back and forth of our relationship was Carmine manipulating me to keep me around.”

      “Oh?” I raise an eyebrow. “And what exactly broke the spell for ye?”

      “I found out he knew who my father was, but he never admitted it. Never told me a word. He just kept it from me.” Aria whispers.

      “And ye’ have no idea who he is?” I relent.

      “No. I’ve never even seen a picture of the man,” Aria admits. “I overheard them talking about my father, talking about how it was important to keep me around, because of my father.” Aria babbles. “I don’t need parents, or family, or anyone. The only person who is ever going to look out for me, is me.”

      My senses tingle as Aria repeats words I’ve said before, about myself.

      “Aye,” I agree with her. “Ano’ the feeling.”

      Aria smiles at me.

      “I wish I could find him,” Aria admits. She sounds haunted to me. Like she’s lost a part of herself.

      My family has always been close, but if it weren’t for my relentless mother, I’m sure that would’ve fallen apart years ago.

      “Maybe ye will one day,” I tell her, nudging her with my elbow.

      Aria looks at me with a devastatingly sexy smile. “Torrin, I’m not looking. I don’t go looking for things. If he wanted to be found, he would’ve found me by now.” She looks up, into my eyes, like she’s baring her very soul to me. “Would you want to be with someone who doesn’t want to be with you?” she asks.

      “Never,” I answer immediately.

      “It’s all so dumb anyway,” Aria tells me. “Get married, they say, have children, they say, have a normal life and white picket fence, they say. I’ve always wanted out of this life, but I don’t know what my version of out is. It’s not like I have any marketable skills,” she quips.

      “Aria, yer so much more than what ye let on,” I tell her.

      Back in Ireland, there was a lass my mother expected me to marry. I wasn’t interested, and I told them both, I’m not the marryin’ kind, and that was the truth of it. Besides, Bria is far too annoying for my taste, too simple. Aria comes with her complications, and she’s broken, but I much prefer Aria’s determination despite the darkness.

      I never considered myself the marryin’ kind because I had no desire to protect the woman they wanted to be my wife. My wife, if I ever had one, would need protection. I’ve done things and taken steps to ensure my family’s survival. Taking over the family, being the leader, was never my plan. I was content to be the brains behind the operation, but the opportunity to be the one in charge was far too tempting to resist.

      Aria’s gaze holds me captive. She reaches out, her fingers brushing against the back of my hand, a sensation that immediately makes my shoulder brush against hers. I see the way Aria shivers ever so slightly, and I can’t get enough of the way her body language speaks to me.

      “You look like you’re a million miles away. What are you thinking?” Aria asks.

      “My past,” I admit. “But it’s nothin’ worth sharing.”

      “Maybe it is.” She leans closer, her warm breath ghosting across my skin. “We all have our demons, Torrin. But sometimes, talking about them can help set them free.”

      “Are you tryin’ to psychoanalyze me, love?” My lips twitch into a wry smile, but the pain in my chest tightens its grip.

      “Maybe,” she replies with a flirtatious grin, her fingers still tracing patterns on the back of my hand. “Or maybe I just want to know you better, understand what makes you tick.”

      “Trust me, Aria, you don’t want to dive into this rabbit hole.” I pull my hand away, part of me longing for her touch, while the rest of me screams not to let her get any closer.

      “Try me,” she challenges, her eyes never leaving mine.

      I let out a small laugh, but it’s hollow. “You’re persistent, aren’t you?”

      “Obviously, Torrin,” Aria smirks, shifting closer to me on the plush cushions of the pool house. “Now, spill. What’s got you so guarded? Especially around women like me?”

      “Women like you?” I raise an eyebrow at Aria with a smirk.

      “Women you’re attracted to,” Aria says confidently.

      Shit.

      “Aria, it’s not worth going in to,” I tell her.

      I watch as her full lips turn into a pout. I can’t help myself, and I rub my thumb against her bottom lip. Aria’s lips part slightly. In desire or shock, I can’t tell.

      “My da died a few years ago. It wasn’t good.” I confess. “He always told me love’s a curse, and I take his words for gold because his mistress got him killed.”

      Aria’s expression softens, her hand reaching for mine again. This time, I don’t pull away. I’m aware of the words that I’ve just confessed, which are as close to the truth as I’ve ever let anyone get. That’s as close as I’ve ever let Liam or Declan get to the issue of my father.

      “I’m sorry, Torrin.” She squeezes my hand, biting her lip like she’s nervous.

      I rub my thumb across her bottom lip.

      “What are you thinking, dear?” I whisper low.

      “I just don’t see love as a curse, maybe unfortunate circumstances, but not every love story has to end that way,” Aria says, baring her soul to me.

      “It does with women,” I say curtly. “She’s the one who pushed him, pushed him to do things he would’ve never done before. She’s the one who put the family at risk. She got him killed.”

      “Not all women are like that,” Aria reminds me.

      “Are you?” The question slips out before I can stop it, my heart racing in anticipation of her answer.

      “Only one way to find out.” Aria’s blue eyes sparkle with determination and a sliver of hope worms its way into my chest.

      In answer, my arm wraps itself around her waist.

      Aria leans in, her warm breath brushing against my ear as she whispers, “You know, we could always prove your father wrong, together.”

      The idea of proving my father wrong with Aria satiates the dragon in my chest, raging for her. The idea of presenting Aria to my mother makes me smirk. My ma would lose it. I’m torn between wanting to pull her closer and pushing her away. She’s dangerous, intoxicating, and I want more.

      “Is that right?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. My heart thuds wildly in my chest as her fingers trace lazy circles on the back of my hand.

      “Absolutely,” she says with a confident smile. “But first, let me in, Torrin. Let me see the man behind the walls.”

      I swallow hard, feeling the weight of her words. She’s asking for vulnerability I’ve never given before, and it terrifies me. Her direct request is jarring—her strength, her determination—all of it draws me in.

      “Let’s take a walk,” I suggest, eager to put some distance between us. “There’s a beautiful garden on the east side of the property. It’ll give us a chance to talk, maybe even clear our heads a bit.”

      “Sounds lovely,” she replies. Her gaze is intense, unwavering, and it feels like she’s peeling back the layers of my soul with each passing second.

      “Come on, then,” I say, standing up and offering her my hand. With a small nod, Aria takes it, and we begin our walk towards the garden.

      As we stroll through the lush landscape, the scent of blooming flowers fills the air. The moonlight casts a soft glow over everything, creating an almost ethereal atmosphere. It’s a welcome reprieve from the tension between us, but I can still feel Aria’s presence beside me, electric and undeniable.

      “Tell me something, Aria,” I begin, my voice low and steady. “Why are you so determined to get close to me? You know who I am, what I’m capable of.”

      The question rolls off my tongue even if I don’t want the answer.

      “Carmine warned me about you,” Aria says. “But I think there’s more to you than the man behind the facade. There’s good in you, Torrin,” she whispers, her fingers brushing against mine as we walk.

      I scoff, trying to hide the warmth that spreads through my chest at her words. “You barely know me, love. What makes you think I want a second chance?”

      “Call it intuition,” she replies, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “Besides, everyone has their demons. Yours just happen to be a little more…visible than most.”

      “Why is that?” I ask.

      “You’re purposefully attempting to intimidate with your intensity. I see your eyes Torrin, I know that look because it mirrors my own,” Aria reads me easily.

      “Is that a compliment or an insult?” I ask, chuckling despite myself.

      “Take it as you will,” she teases, bumping her shoulder against mine playfully.

      Aria looks down at the delicate gold Rolex on her wrist to see that it’s just shy of three in the morning. “I should probably get going,” she says.

      “Do ye really think I’m letting you out of my sight?” I ask.

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Aria says cheekily. She cocks her head to one side, her plump lips pressed together as she takes me in. “I don’t think you want me to go anywhere, do you, Torrin?”

      “Nope,” I say with a dangerous smile.

      “Then I’m not going anywhere,” Aria whispers, tilting her head towards mine cheekily. There’s a long moment where I wonder why I don’t want her to go anywhere. This possessive feeling isn’t something I’m used to where women are concerned.

      “Neither am I,” I whisper, though I can’t shake the feeling that giving in to Aria would be the most dangerous thing I’ve ever done.
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        * * *

      

      Our walk eventually leads us to the pool area, a secluded oasis hidden behind tall hedges and flowering vines. The pool itself is a massive, crystal-clear expanse of water, stretching across the meticulously landscaped garden like a gleaming mirror. Elegant stone statues stand guard along its perimeter, their cold, unyielding gazes a stark contrast to the warmth of the flickering torches that cast dancing shadows on the surrounding foliage.

      “Wow, Torrin,” Aria breathes, her eyes wide with admiration. “This place is… stunning.”

      “Thank you,” I reply, my voice barely a whisper as I watch her take it all in. I can’t help but feel a strange sense of pride at her reaction; for all my darkness, I’ve created something beautiful here.

      As if sensing my thoughts, Aria turns to me with a mischievous grin. “I bet this pool feels amazing,” she says, her voice sultry and inviting.

      “Probably,” I agree, trying to maintain my composure. But my resolve crumbles when she reaches back and unzips her little crop top, letting it fall away to reveal a lacy push-up bra. Her movements are slow and deliberate as she unhooks the bra, letting it fall away to reveal she looks as good without it as she does with.

      My breath catches in my throat as she continues to undress, discarding her clothes like a snake shedding its skin. She’s a vision of pure temptation, her flawless body illuminated by the soft glow of the moonlight. I know Aria is beautiful, but seeing her like this—vulnerable, yet fearless—I feel like I’m witnessing something divine.

      “Are you just going to stand there?” Aria teases, her voice low and seductive as she hooks her thumbs into the waistband of her panties. With one swift motion, she pushes them down her legs, stepping out of them with a grace that defies logic.

      Seeing her panties around her ankles does things to my brain that I don’t understand. The image of bending her over enters my mind. In my head I pound into her relentlessly as she screams for more.

      “Maybe,” I reply, my voice cracking as I struggle to maintain my self-control. But it’s a losing battle, and we both know it.

      With a triumphant grin, Aria turns and dives gracefully into the pool, her body slicing through the water like a knife. The sight is mesmerizing, and I can’t tear my eyes away as she swims—her lithe form gliding effortlessly beneath the surface, her long blonde hair fanning out behind her like a golden halo.

      For a moment, I’m torn—part of me wants to join her, to lose myself in the sensation of her body pressed against mine in the cool embrace of the water. But another part of me knows that giving in now would only make it harder to resist her in the future. And as much as I want her—God, how I want her—I refuse to let her become my weakness.

      The sight of Aria’s body, glistening from the water as she emerges for air, is too much to resist. I can’t deny the temptation any longer and I hate that she does something to my brain that I can’t explain.

      “Fuck it,” I growl.

      Aria naked in my pool?

      When Aria resurfaces from under the water, her eyes widen at the sight of me taking off my shirt. I smile as I toss it on one of the lounge chairs.

      Pants.

      Underwear.

      Gone.

      As I stand there, naked and exposed, the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end—not from the cool night air, but from the weight of Aria’s gaze on me. Her eyes roam over my body, taking in every inch of me with an intensity that sends a surge of desire pulsing through my veins.

      “Your turn,” she teases, her voice like velvet as she beckons me into the water with one slender finger.

      I dive in, the shock of the cold water doing little to dampen the heat that burns between us. As I surface, I find myself inches away from Aria. The scent of her perfume, mingled with the chlorine, is intoxicating.

      “My dive was better,” she says teasingly while reaching out to playfully splash water on me. I retaliate, sending a wave crashing over her in return. We laugh, the sound echoing through the night air, and for a moment, the darkness that seems to cling to both of us fades into the background.

      Aria swims closer, our bodies brushing against each other as we move through the water. With each touch, the space between us feels charged with electricity, the tension palpable.

      “Careful, Aria,” I murmur, my voice low and husky as my fingers brush against her arm.

      “You don’t scare me Torrin,” Aria replies boldly as I meet her intense blue eyes, daring to stare me down.

      I’ve spent my life intimidating people away from me, but this woman, she doesn’t back down. Her words ignite a fire within me I’ve been trying to keep at bay. The closeness of her body, the softness of her skin beneath my fingertips—it’s all too much. My resolve crumbles as I reach out, pulling her to me, our bodies colliding in the water with a force that leaves us both breathless.

      From the moment Aria wraps her arms around my neck it feels like I’ve been missing something dearly, something I never even knew I wanted.

      Our lips collide, like two stars in the night, and all I feel is the gnawing hunger born of years spent denying ourselves this kind of intimacy. Our touches are delicate yet urgent, filled with a desire that threatens to consume us both.

      Even so, I know I can’t let myself give in completely. The darkness within me is a constant reminder of the danger that lies in surrendering to this passion. Aria is in my arms, wrapped around me. It would be so easy to just take her, take her for myself, leave nothing for anyone else. But I know what I must do—maintain that last shred of control that keeps us both from drowning in this dangerous game we’re playing.

      I dunk her under the water as a last-ditch attempt to keep away from whatever is happening between us. Aria dives further under the water before resurfacing farther away. Her laughter ripples through the air as she swims away from me, her lithe body gliding gracefully through the water like a siren beckoning me to follow. I watch her, feeling both drawn to her and afraid of what might happen if I give in to this intoxicating temptation.

      “Come on, Torrin,” she calls out teasingly, her blue eyes locked onto mine with a chilling intensity.

      I smile at her taunt, even though it only adds to the danger I’m trying desperately to resist. The water feels like liquid fire against my skin as I swim after her, my movements fluid and controlled—a stark contrast to the storm of emotions I feel: anger because Aria can read me, anticipation because I long to touch her, and uncertainty because Aria is slowly luring me in, proving that she has to power to match my wit.

      Our bodies brush against each other as we swim, each touch sending a jolt of electricity coursing through my veins. Every fiber of my being is screaming for me to claim her, to lose myself in her embrace and forget all the reasons I shouldn’t.

      “Caught you,” I murmur, my hand closing around her waist as I pull her close. Our lips graze against one another, the heat of her breath mingling with mine as our eyes lock in a silent battle of wills. For a single heartbeat, I allow myself to consider giving in—to imagine what it might feel like to surrender to this desire that threatens to consume us both.

      I see something in her gaze that makes me hesitate: the same hunger that courses through my own veins, dark and dangerous and utterly irresistible. And I know, without a doubt, that if I let myself taste her now, there’ll be no going back.

      My grip on her waist tightens as I pull away, the space between our lips widening as I force myself to swallow down the need that threatens to choke me. “We shouldn’t,” I whisper.

      Aria’s eyes flash with a mix of frustration and amusement as she studies my face. “Afraid you can’t handle me, Torrin?” she teases, her voice sultry and tempting.

      “Never said that,” I reply, my voice laced with a dark tinge that I know only adds fuel to the fire between us.

      I watch as she effortlessly hoists herself out of the water, droplets cascading down her toned body like diamonds reflected in the moonlight. The sight leaves me momentarily breathless, my resolve wavering as I consider the offer she’s laid before me. As much as I want to give in, I know I can’t—not when there’s so much at stake. So, I force a smile onto my face and follow her lead, climbing out of the pool with every ounce of self-control I have left.

      “Trust me, Aria,” I say, my voice rough with suppressed desire. “You’ve no idea what you’re asking for.”

      Her gaze flickers over me, taking in the tension that coils through every muscle in my body. “Maybe,” she admits, her voice low and seductive.

      And as I stare into her eyes, I wonder if she really knows what she’s getting herself into—and whether either of us will survive the consequences.

      “Can’t handle it, Torrin?” Aria’s laughter vibrates through my skull, the sound like a siren’s call I can’t resist. She stands there, her towel clinging to her wet body, water droplets tracing paths down her skin like an invitation for me to follow. I fight against the urge that threatens to consume me.

      “Make no mistake, Aria,” I growl, feeling the heat of her pulse beneath my fingertips. “When I want something, I take it.”

      Her lips part slightly, her tongue darting out to moisten them, and I remember what those lips feel like on mine. It’s a sweet torture, being this close to her, our breaths mingling as we stare each other down.

      “Then take it,” she whispers, defiance shining in her eyes as she meets my gaze head-on.

      My restraint snaps. In one swift motion, I close the distance between us, my hand wrapping firmly around her throat. The shock in her eyes doesn’t last long before it transforms into something darker, more enticing.

      “Do you ye’ really want to test me?” I ask.

      “I already am,” she replies swiftly.

      Her words send an electric shock running through my veins, her refusal to back down enticing me even further. The air between us crackles with tension, heavy with unspoken promises. I groan, shaking my head as I lean in closer. The scent of her perfume mixed with chlorine and the summer air ignites a blaze that scars my memory with this moment.

      “This isn’t even the beginning,” I growl, squeezing the base of her throat harder as I whisper in Aria’s ear. “You may be fearless now, but that won’t last.”

      I listen to Aria’s shaky breath as she inhales and expect her to resign herself. Then, I look into her eyes again and I see zero hesitation, zero desire to give in. Our eyes lock, and for a moment, it feels as if the world has stopped spinning. The desire between us is palpable, a living entity that threatens to consume us both.

      There’s no helping myself.

      Should I trust this woman?

      Absolutely not.

      Yet my lips crush against hers as I grip her body forcefully in my hands. Aria’s reaction, the way she throws herself against me and wraps her arms around my neck to pull me in-all of it cries out to me as the opposite of a warning. It’s inviting, and tempting, not dark and hollow.

      I’m ready to rip the towel off her, doubting we’ll even make it inside, when Aria jumps. She clings to me with a yelp before she looks down.

      Olly.

      “Oh, for feck’s sake,” I groan, releasing Aria from my grip to bend down to pet him.

      “A bulldog?” Aria questions, looking bewildered.

      “Yeah,” I reply with a smile. “I rescued him from a couple who had no interest in taking care of a blind old man.”

      Olly lets out a low bark, more of a gruff sound, as he noses around Aria’s legs for more attention.

      “Come on,” I say as I pick him up. “Let’s go inside, ye’ look freezing.”

      When the first tendrils of dawn sneak in, rising over the house, Aria and I are laying in my bed. Aria curled around a pillow in one of my shirts, and me in just my pajama pants. The night feels like a blur of weed, lines, innuendo and Aria. Quite the turn from what I was expecting. I try to focus on the news on the TV, but having Aria in my bed beside me is far more interesting.

      “I never let women sleep in my bed, ye know,” I tell Aria.

      “That means I’ve proven myself then,” Aria grins. “I’m not most women.”

      “C’mere,” I mutter, unable to resist any longer. “Move the damn pillow.”

      Aria groggily moves the pillow. She doesn’t protest when I pull her against me. No. Aria fits right in my arms, curling up against my chest and laying her head in the crook of my arm.

      “Thank you, Torr,” Aria whispers somewhere in the back of my mind as we drift off together.

      “For?” I ask.

      “Everything.” she gets out one last word before she drifts off.

      I kiss the top of her head quietly.

      “Everything,” I repeat.

      Aria is dangerous to me.

      She could easily become my everything.
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            Aria—Slow Kiss

          

        

      

    

    
      My head is still fuzzy as I slowly come to, my eyes adjusting to the slim stream of light filtering through Torrin’s blackout curtains. Waking up with Torrin’s arms around me is like a fantasy, one where I’m comfortable and warm and at home. The realization that Torrin’s arms around me is triggering a sense of peace only triggers to make my heart pump harder. The heat radiating from his body makes me flush and my chest tightens.

      I slowly detangle myself from Torrin’s limbs, my touch careful and light as a feather so I don’t wake him up. There’s a pang in my chest as I remember all the times before that I’ve done this, left a man sleeping alone after a night of doing Carmine’s bidding and fucking their brains out. That was always out of necessity.

      This is self-preservation, and it physically hurts. My heart is being pinched and the visceral reaction to leaving Torrin sleeping like this makes me grind my teeth nervously. I tip-toe around the room, grabbing my pants and my shoes from the floor. My jacket is still in the pool house, but I’ve no desire to go back and get it.

      If Torrin wakes up now, there is no doubt I will sleep with him.

      Truth serum has never been my forte. The last time I was subjected to this concoction, it was via Carmine sticking a needle in my arm. I was tied to a chair and out of it, but I specifically remember the needle going into my arm. Carmine was determined to draw the truth he believed out of me. He questioned my devotion to him, sure that I had betrayed him somehow.

      Carmine was wrong then, but I doubt I could withstand the same line of questioning about my loyalty to him now.

      All of those memories are why I slip out the door and into a taxi to the train station to get back into the city. It’s one of those lazy Saturday afternoons, where the train station is empty and there’s too much room for my thoughts. Bile rises in my throat as the panic sets in and I whip out my phone to text Rosie.

      
        
        SOS BITCH.

        WHERE U AT?

      

      

      I wait anxiously for her reply as I look around, teeth gnawing at my fake nails. My hyper-focus goes to my phone, scrolling through things absent-mindedly in between repeatedly bringing up my conversation with Rosie.

      Finally, she replies.

      
        
        What’s wrong? Where are you?

      

      

      I heave a sigh of relief.

      
        
        Train station.

      

      

      Rosie replies immediately this time.

      
        
        On my way.

      

      

      

      She shows up minutes before the train arrives, a quizzical look on her face. Rosie’s red hair is clipped into a messy bun, her face devoid of makeup as she hides behind oversize Dior sunglasses. She heaves her overnight bag over her shoulder as she looks me up and down.

      “Was it good?” Rosie asks, a smile spreading across her lips.

      “I didn’t sleep with him,” I tell her.

      “Please,” Rosie doesn’t believe me. “You’re still wearing his shirt. Obviously, you spent the night with Torrin Walker.” Rosie whistles. “Carmine’s going to be pissed. You know how he feels about you fucking other men, let alone men that work for him.”

      “Torrin doesn’t technically work for Rosie,” I tell her. “He’s more of a… product specialist,” I say diplomatically.

      “A product specialist that specializes in women, apparently,” Rosie laughs.

      “What have you heard?” I ask, raising an eyebrow at her comment.

      “Nothing,” Rosie says. “But, Aria, you never go home with men just because. When was the last time you dated, or hell, even fucked someone without some sort of motive? I’ve never seen you remotely show interest in anyone other than Carmine. We both know that you may have loved him, but there was always a motive.”

      “Why else would I have kept coming back?” I agree with Rosie. “It’s not like Carmine was that good in bed.”

      “How does he compare to Torrin?” Rosie asks with a devious look.

      “I told you, I didn’t fuck him,” I remind her.

      “You’re shitting me, so what the fuck were you doing?” Rosie gasps. “He’s fucking nuts if he didn’t make a move on you.”

      “There was kissing,” I tell her. “Then…”

      “Then?” Rosie prods me to finish as we board the train, finding seats near the doors.

      “We slept,” I tell her.

      Rosie’s jaw drops and she tilts her head, confusion clouding her face as she tries to process what I’ve said.

      “It shouldn’t be that shocking,” I tell Rosie.

      “Yeah,” she agrees. “It’s probably pretty fucked up that sleeping, but not fucking a guy is a shock to me.”

      “Isn’t it?” I ask.

      An uneasy silence settles between us. We’ve taken this train ride so many times before, back into the city, chatting about our ‘work’ from the night before and comparing notes. This is the first time I haven’t offered up anything beyond the basics.

      “Well,” Rosie says, crossing her arms. “I can tell you one thing.”

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      “Carmine is going to shit a brick if he finds out,” Rosie says. Then her eyes widen, and I can see fear. “Aria, Carmine can’t find out about this.”

      I shudder at the thought of lying to Rosie, but divulging the truth would put her at risk. It works more to my advantage anyway, to have someone involved in keeping my secret dealings with Torrin secret.

      “Don’t say a word,” I say. “Carmine will… there’s no telling what he’ll do if he finds out. I have a feeling that truth serum would be the least of my worries.”

      Rosie’s face pales at the mention, and I know I have her silence.

      “What did Torrin say when you left?” She whispers.

      “Nothing,” I tell her. “I left before he woke up.”

      “Why?” Rosie asks, her confusion evident.

      “No idea,” I whisper back.

      It feels like an absolute sin to lie to my most loyal friend, who’s willing to lie to the man that controls her. Until I figure out exactly what I want, there’s not much to say, though.

      Carmine wants me to extract Torrin’s secrets to use him. Something that I, until last night, had no problem with. I know Torrin more than likely has his own motives for getting close to me. My stomach lurches at the underlying fear that claws at my face as my skin goes cold as I realize Torrin could just as easily be attempting to use me as much as I intend to use him.

      I sigh as I realize my mistake: getting too comfortable, too wrapped up thinking there’s something between Torrin and I. In the light of day, it’s easier to remember who I am. The lack of Torrin’s presence makes my judgement clear. I will not allow my mild attraction to suck me into something so complicated.

      Not one shred of me believes that Torrin Walker is a grand gesture sort of man. Yet, as the train pulls into the station at Grand Central, there’s a fleeting thought of Torrin just showing up at the station, waiting for me. I call it fleeting because the sliver of hope in the bit of my stomach is satiated at the thought.

      “Aria? You Good?” Rosie asks.

      I snap out of my thoughts to see that the train has stopped and is half empty.

      “Yeah,” I answer, still feeling out of it. “Tired, I guess.”

      “Still thinking about Torrin?” She prods.

      “Maybe,” I shrug nonchalantly.

      “I think you like him,” she accuses.

      “No.” I shake my head. “I just want him wrapped around my finger, like every other man in my life. I’m sure I’ll find Torrin useful somehow.”

      “You would say that. You don’t always have to push everyone away, Aria. Do you want to do dinner?” Rosie asks, changing the subject abruptly. “We can just grab a bite at that Italian place around the corner from your apartment.”

      The word yes is on my lips; however, it’s caught in my throat when I see Torrin waiting on the platform. My heart stops before it careens off a cliff, beating wildly. The sight of Torrin waiting for me sends adrenaline coursing through my veins as I feel that familiar cold seep through my skin.

      To say that I’m shocked is an understatement.

      It is unmistakably Torrin. He’s hard to miss, with his height and the tattoos that snake all the way up his neck. The sight of him standing on the platform, with his hands in his pockets and that laser focus, makes me jittery like I’ve had too much coffee.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” Rosie pokes me in the side and I jump. “You better call me after this. I fully expect every detail of that tattoo covered Irish delight.”

      “Never say that again,” I plead with her, trying not to snicker.

      “I promise I won’t,” Rosie laughs, disappearing into the fray.

      Torrin closes the distance between us when Rosie is gone, and we stop just short of each other. Not close enough to touch, but close enough that I can smell his aftershave. Close enough that Torrin makes me want to take that step forward and close the distance.

      “Did you want your shirt back?” I tease.

      “Looks better on you, anyway,” Torrin replies. A grin spreads across his face, slightly crooked and devastatingly charming.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, my heart palpitating nervously.

      “I wanted to see you,” he says. “Is that a crime?”

      “I’m not getting involved with you,” I tell him bluntly. The words are meant as a defense against his honesty. My heart flip-flops wildly between tense beats and long heady ones that make me dizzy. All I can do is try to pretend that those weren’t the words I wanted to hear.

      “Ano,” Torrin says, but I can tell that he doesn’t believe me.

      “Don’t think I believe for a second…” I begin.

      “Aria,” Torrin cuts me off. “Just let me fecking take you to dinner.”

      “Is that really wise?” I ask him.

      “Carmine can fuck himself,” Torrin growls, shrugging.

      “I wasn’t talking about Carmine,” I reply, watching Torrin’s face for any hint of a lie. He doesn’t blink too much, he has zero tells, and those gorgeous eyes of his, which are telling, show a certain glint that makes me believe his sincerity.

      My eyes widen slightly as I begin to actually think he’s being sincere.

      “Satisfied?” Torrin questions, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “For now,” I reply, before I can stop myself. Before I realize I am admitting he knows how to read me. Torrin smirks at my realization, proving my theory.

      “Don’t get too cocky,” I tell him.

      “Aye,” Torrin chuckles darkly and I know he thinks he’s got the upper hand.

      I’ve got him right where I want him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A pang of guilt hits me as I follow Torrin across the roof of an abandoned warehouse by the dry docks in Hoboken. The incredible view showcases the true beauty of Manhattan, the city humming away under the twilight. The silence is deafening up here, with only the sound of gravel crunching under my feels as I follow Torrin.

      “Ye’ll like this,” he says, picking a spot in front of the skylight. We take a seat with the sushi we picked up and Torrin sets the food between us. “Lay back against the windows.”

      “Trying to kill me?” I ask.

      “Oh, shut up. Just do it, Aria,” Torrin growls.

      “Don’t tell me to shut up,” I growl back at him.

      “I’ll do what I want,” he fires back with an overly cocky smile that makes me want to smack him.

      Torrin lays back against the windows, muttering something under his breath in Gaelic. “Just look up,” he tells me.

      When I look up, I can see stars and I gently lay back against the windows. I face a panorama of the night sky and it’s breathtakingly beautiful.

      “Ye’ know, what you see up there is just light. It takes so long to travel because the stars are so far away that what you’re seeing is actually the past. Those stars could easily be dead now,” Torrin talks quietly.

      “That’s morbid,” I say, looking over at him.

      “It’s kind of romantic, actually,” Torrin replies, surprising me. “If someone were to point a telescope at us in the galaxy from those stars, they would see us in a time far beyond our lifetime.”

      “The image would exist for…” I start.

      “Infinity,” Torrin finishes for me.

      My heart pounds wildly again, my brain trying to process the idea of existing here with Torrin far beyond this moment. I don’t like the way my heart twists towards him, daring to tug me closer and closer to Torrin.

      “Okay, it’s romantic,” I whisper.

      When I look at Torrin, his eyes are focused on me. Having his full attention somehow makes this moment scary. But I’m also blinded by the way I can feel excitement stirring in my veins with adrenaline. My mind is heady with dopamine as anticipation curls around my body and I tense up. By the time Torrin leans towards me, I’m damn near shaking with energy.

      Torrin’s lips crush against mine, his hands pressing into my skin, under my shirt, so he can pull me flush against him. His kiss is deep, passionate, and slow as Torrin presses me down against the window. His long fingers grip my body harder, fingertips imprinted into my skin so roughly that it hurts. The pain, however, is welcome. The way Torrin handles me, without a care in the world, is the most wonderful freedom because I let myself fall into his grasp. Torrin’s lips make me all too trusting and willing.

      CRACK.

      Torrin pulls me away from the glass just before it shatters. Having barely scrambled to safety, it’s like someone has jumpstarted my body. I’m suddenly reminded of why I shouldn’t be kissing Torrin.

      I have to crack him and find out what the hell he’s hiding.

      “Well, that was lucky,” Torrin quips and we both laugh lightly.

      My hand presses against my chest, against my heart, so I can feel it beating to make sure I’m still alive.

      “Are you okay?” Torrin asks, a smirk on his lips, when he sees how shaken up I am.

      “Lean against the glass, Aria,” I mutter, making fun of his accent. “It’s perfectly safe, Aria.”

      Torrin’s eyes narrow at me, and I’m all too aware he isn’t used to being made fun of. The look on his face, the seriousness of his features, tells me he’s not used to people talking to him like that.

      “I’m not afraid of you, so cut the scowl, Torrin,” I snap at him.

      “Even if you are a Moretti girl, that doesn’t protect you against me, ye’ know,” Torrin growls back at me.

      “It’s Moretti whore,” I correct Torrin. “And no, I’m not. Not anymore.”

      Torrin suddenly looks interested, his anger subsiding slightly.

      “What exactly does that mean?” he asks.

      “It means my only interest in the Moretti family is in getting away from them. Away from Carmine,” I tell Torrin.

      “But you were there,” Torrin reminds me.

      “Not all of us have a choice, Torrin. You know just as well as I do that once you’re in, there’s no walking away. Not completely,” I tell him.

      Torrin nods somberly.

      “Once yer’ in, yer’ in,” he agrees with me.

      The mood between us shifts, and I feel the crushing weight of reality on my shoulders, making my spine ache. It feels so fucking good to kiss Torrin, but deep down there’s betrayal that lays already between us.

      “What would ye’ do if ye could do anything ye’ wanted to do?” Torrin asks.

      “No restrictions? Unlimited money?” I ask.

      “Oh, ye’ve played this game before,” Torrin nudges me. “Yes, unlimited money.”

      I chuckle because I always have the same fantasy.

      “A big house, on a quiet street,” I tell him.

      “With the 2.5 kids and a white picket fence?” Torrin teases.

      “Or five cats and a Gothic Revival fence with those point sticky things,” I correct him.

      “Aye, that sounds a lot more like you,” he doesn’t seem surprised.

      “You?” I ask Torrin as he reaches into the bags for the food.

      He pauses, glancing at me with a soft expression for just a moment. Just as quick as the softness in his eyes is there, it’s gone, replaced with his usual steely gaze. “You’ll have to figure that one out, pet,” Torrin says.

      “I’m sure I will,” I tell him. “I’m guessing it probably has something along the lines of a blind bulldog sanctuary.”

      “Don’t tease,” Torrin pretends to be angry, but I can see him smiling.
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            Aria—Earth Shattering

          

        

      

    

    
      I arch my back gracefully, running my hands through my perfectly styled hair to strike another flawless pose for the photographer. The shoot today is subdued. It’s just a bunch of promotional shots for the show coming up in a few days.

      “Very good Aria,” the photographer encourages. “Now turn your neck,” he tells me.

      When I turn my head and arch my neck, I look around for Torrin’s piercing blue eyes, but I don’t see him yet. Douglas continues to snap away, praising my beauty.

      I haven’t decided yet if we’re spending so much time together because he wants me or because he wants to watch me.

      A piece of hair falls in front of my face and the photographer pauses, walking forward to rearrange my hair.

      “You’re gorgeous,” he says, arranging my hair just so.

      “Thanks, Douglas,” I say with a smile, watching Torrin out of the corner of my eye.

      “Do you have a boyfriend, Aria?” Douglas asks.

      I blush under the studio lights appropriately, instead of rolling my eyes. I know how this business works: thwart off a photographer’s advances and you may never be in front of a camera again. “I don’t, why?” I ask, tilting my head slightly.

      Douglas rearranges my hair. “What about Carmine?”

      “That’s over,” I remind him. “It has been for a while.”

      “Then,” Douglas says. “We should go out sometime.”

      “Oh?” I ask, feigning interest.

      “Is that a yes, Aria?” Douglas asks.

      “It’s a maybe,” I flirt back with a smile.

      Douglas returns to his camera, and when I look around for Torrin, he’s still not here.

      He said he was coming. Where is he?

      “Just put your hand up a bit,” Douglas instructs.

      “Like this?” I ask, doing it wrong on purpose, merely for the attention.

      Douglas falls for my trick and immediately comes closer to position me properly, his hands lingering on my body longer than I’m comfortable with. I tilt my hips away from him with a light smile, wagging my finger playfully as Douglas grins down at me. It must be a rush of adrenaline for photographers, touching women who don’t exactly want to be touched.

      I tolerate Douglas and his hands for a little longer until he finally decides he’s had enough.

      “Alright, we’re good,” Douglas finally announces. “That’s a wrap.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief as one of the set assistants brings me a robe and I wrap it around my body like a suit of armor. Even I need a little something extra. As much as I wish I could just run around ass-kicking in my bra and panties, I’d much rather do it fully clothed.

      “Aria, c’mere,” Douglas calls to me.

      I fight the urge to snort as I stroll towards him casually, shoving my hands in my pockets as I watch him rolling back through some of the shots.

      “Look at these, Aria. You’re so elegant, it’s breathtaking,” he dolls out the compliments.

      “Oh, Douglas,” I feign embarrassment.

      “How are you getting home?” he asks, looking at his watch. “It’s late. Do you have a ride?” he asks.

      “I was going to grab a cab,” I say.

      Suddenly, I feel slightly uneasy around him. Not that I can’t handle myself, but I’m tired and I just want Torrin.

      “Did someone not show up?” Douglas asks.

      “Hm?” I pretend like I didn’t hear him.

      “You were waiting for someone,” Douglas says. “Looking at the door every five seconds, I know a woman waiting for a man when I see one.”

      “How do you know I wasn’t waiting for a woman?” I tease lightly.

      “I’m betting you weren’t,” Douglas grins at me like this is the best line he’s ever had. “Let me give you a gift, my car is waiting downstairs.”

      I hesitate just long enough for Douglas to touch my arm gently. “It’s okay, Aria,” he says. “Carmine isn’t going to mind,” he laughs.

      “Alright,” I agree. “Just the ride home, though.” I tell him.

      Deep down, I only agree because I want to get away from him and any mention of Carmine before I try to kill Douglas myself. Even as I’m shedding my clothes and putting on a pair of jeans and my button-down shirt, I feel too sexy.

      I usually wouldn’t take the time to wipe off my make-up before going home but now, I do. I wipe away all the fake crap carefully before I pull my hair up into my favorite claw clip, taking one last look in the mirror.

      “You look about five years younger,” Douglas tells me when I come out.

      “That would be illegal,” I laugh at him.

      “How old are you again?” Douglas asks.

      “Twenty-two,” I answer with a smile. “I’m old by model standards.”

      “Could be worse, you could be… oh I don’t know, twenty-five,” Douglas jokes back.

      He puts a hand on my waist and I seriously considering ‘forgetting’ something inside to go back in and slip out the back way.

      That’s when I see something out of the corner of my eye. There’s a flash of white somewhere, but when I snap my head around, it’s gone.

      All I can think about is Torrin’s white GTR.

      “I forgot my keys,” I tell Douglas as he opens the car door for me. “I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll come,” Douglas says.

      “No, stay, it’s fine,” I insist.

      “It’s not safe,” Douglas pretends to be the big man, despite the decrepit security guard sitting at the front desk. He follows me into the building, and I realize I’m not getting anywhere alone.

      Shit. I really didn’t want to fuck up my nails…

      “Just two seconds,” I tell Douglas as I make a break for it, running up the stairs towards the dressing room I was using. I can hear Douglas behind me, but the sound fades as I shut the dressing room door behind me.

      I heave a quick sigh of relief but not before the door swings open on my back and I fall right into Douglas’ arms.

      “Hey, you okay, there?” he asks.

      “Fine,” I smile as I try to push myself away from him.

      “Come on, Aria,” Douglas purrs. “It’s just us now. We can do whatever you want.” His hands drift down my arms as he attempts to kiss my neck and I turn my head.

      “Douglas, I should really go…” I start with the usual excuse.

      “Carmine said you’d play hard to get,” Douglas breathes. “He said you like to play rough. How rough do you like it, Aria?”

      I stare at Douglas, too shocked by his words to even move at the moment. It strikes me that Douglas could be lying, but using Carmine’s name like that is a bigger risk than most men will take for pussy.

      “What did he say?” I ask, turning my head as Douglas’ lips graze my ear. When I turn my head, Douglas grips me harder, pressing me into the dressing room.

      “He said you had quite the mouth,” Douglas grins. “Or should I say, throat?”

      “And what did he promise you?” I ask, attempting to move out of Douglas' grasp.

      I hear the sound of being hit before the searing pain hits, my ears ringing from my head being smashed against the wall of the dressing room. I groan, the sound of being hit reverberating off my skull and making it hurt worse because it’s like I can still feel that moment of impact.

      “Fuck,” I groan as I slide to the floor. “What is your problem?”

      “My problem is, I want what I’m owed,” Douglas sneers. “I did Carmine a favor, and now this is my reward. He said I could.”

      “I’m not property,” I snarl back at Douglas.

      He reaches for my hair and I scramble back, but not quickly enough. Douglas grabs the ends of my hair and I yelp in surprise as my clip clatters to the floor. I can’t help the scream that escapes my mouth as it feels like he’s ripping at my hair. I try to sweep my foot out to catch Douglas off balance, but I’m rewarded with a kick to the stomach that sends me spiraling out of the dressing room, landing on my back in the studio.

      The air leaves my body momentarily, and I barely suck in a breath before he attempts to get me on my knees by my hair.

      This time when I sweep my leg out in defense, I catch Douglas in the back of the knee and he tumbles to the ground. I try to take the opportunity to get away, but he still has a hold on me, and I can’t get myself away from Douglas before he throws me across the studio with what strength he has.

      Douglas may not be stronger than me, but he’s larger and has enough body weight that when I throw myself at him to push him away, he simply snarls and backhands me.

      My cheek stings, but not as bad as my head when I hit the ground again. Now my ears are ringing in earnest, and I don’t know how much longer I can put up a fight.

      “Fucking whore,” Douglas mutters under his breath as he rips my jeans open.

      I can’t even push my body away from him. My head is screaming so loudly.

      Just close your eyes and be somewhere else.

      It’s a stark reminder of all the times before this I had to pretend I was somewhere else. I can feel the fight draining from me as Douglas flips me over, mercilessly pulling my jeans down my ass like he’s going to have his way.

      “Just take it,” Douglas growls as I hear the sound of his pants unzipping.

      I make one last desperate break to squirm away from him, but he’s got a hold of my jeans, which are too tight to just shrug off. They hug my thighs relentlessly as I will them to slip off, but it’s no use. My fingertips stretch across the ground, reaching for whatever little hope there is as Douglas pulls my underwear down, exposing me.

      “Take your fucking like a good Moretti whore,” Douglas croons in my ear as he mounts me from behind, ready to take whatever he thinks belongs to him.

      I hear the click of the gun before I hear the glorious sound of Torrin’s voice.

      “Ye’ get the fuck off her, now,” he demands.

      Tears of relief stream down my face as I feel the weight lifted off me.
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      I throw the pug-like photographer off Aria, seething with anger as I try to decide how I’m going to kill the bastard. But then I see Aria, scrambling to get her jeans back up her thighs. Exposed. Raw. Vulnerable.

      “Touch her again,” I tell the photographer. “And I promise you, this,” I wave the barrel of my gun around. “Will go right in your mouth, and I’ll enjoy watching your head get blown to pieces.”

      There’s no waiting for Douglas to nod that he understands before I shove him aside to get to Aria, falling to my knees in front of her. Tears of relief wash down her cheeks as her lower lip trembles relentlessly. I see her eyes well up and there’s an ache in my chest unlike anything I’ve ever felt before.

      “Let’s get you out of here,” I tell Aria.

      Aria only nods as I pull her up, off the floor, into a standing position, where she sways enough that I’m worried she may have a concussion of some sort.

      “Aria,” I call to her. “Stay with me, love.”

      “I’m fine,” she mumbles, shaking her head.

      “Here, hold on to me,” I instruct. Aria grips my shoulders and I pull her jeans up the rest of the way, my hands on her body for a very different purpose than I’m used to. I shield her from whatever horrors I physically can, but when I see the way her hands shake as she tries to button up her jeans the dragon inside me roars to life.

      “Let’s get you to safety,” I tell Aria.

      “I’m okay,” she finally manages a few words. “I’m fine, just shaken up,” Aria insists.

      I’m floored by her strength, or maybe even saddened because she’s so hardened that this could easily be a fleeting mishap by the sound of her voice.

      “Aria, I’ve got you,” I remind her.

      She takes one more look at Douglas, her eyes swiveling from him to me before she finally nods and presses a hand to her head where blood has trickled down her hair. My trigger finger twitches, but I see the slight shake of her head.

      “Come on,” I say, tugging her downstairs and out the back exit of the studio, to where Declan and Liam are waiting. “Stay with them,” I tell Aria.

      “Where are you going?” she asks.

      “I forgot something,” I respond casually, adjusting the collar of my coat as I head back inside the studio.

      “Torrin, you don’t have to kill him you know,” Aria tells me.

      “I’m not,” I lie. “Just going to grab the security tapes, I’ll be right back.”

      Aria only looks partially convinced, but I nod to Declan as if to tell him to keep her here while I take care of the rest of our business.

      Ours.

      When I walk back into the studio, I can hear running water coming from up the stairs. I follow the sound to where I see the wretched photographer taking a piss. He sees me, a look of surprise on his face like he wasn’t expecting me to come back for him.

      “Ye’ touched her,” I tell him.

      “Who do you think you are!” he demands. “Carmine is going to hear…”

      “Hear what?” I cut him off with a snake-like tone. “You’re going to tell him how you tried to use his woman?”

      “She’s another one of his whores!” he spits back at me. “I’ll have you ki…”

      The sound of my gun going off is followed by utter silence as he falls to the floor, blood pooling around his head from the gunshot between his temples. I look down at the spray of blood for a moment, wondering if that’s arterial spray. It’s quite elegant, the way the blood has splayed around the bathroom.

      “Torrin…” Aria gasps.

      I turn around and there’s no getting out of this one.

      “Aria…” I stare at her in horror. There wasn’t a part of me that wanted her to ever see the dark side of me, which I know now was unavoidable.

      She takes a few steps forward, her eyes wide as she eyes the body on the floor. She looks over the gruesome scene, her eyes taking in every detail before she turns to me and holds out her hand.

      “What?” I ask.

      “The gun,” she says. But Aria doesn’t wait for me to release it to her. Instead, her fingers slip through mine, and she gently pries it from my hands.

      It’s a glorious sight, Aria turning around with determination, her hands steady as she empties the rest of the bullets into his body, pausing at the last one. I watch with curious interest as she rolls over the body and stuffs the gun into his mouth. Then Aria turns her head away, with a wicked smile on her face, before she pulls the trigger.

      The resulting sound is more of a splat than a gunshot.

      Even for me, it’s a little disgusting.

      There’s nothing more pleasing in the world than watching Aria exact my revenge. Even more so as she walks towards me before placing the gun in my hands.

      “Thank you Torrin,” Aria whispers.

      She reaches up to cup my face with her hand, smiling at me.

      It’s a vulnerable, raw smile that reaches the light in her eyes and makes her beauty shine through, even with a blood splattered face.

      “He was Italian,” she explains to me. “I had to make sure he couldn’t have an open casket funeral.”

      It takes all my effort not to drop to my knees in front of Aria and beg her never to leave. She sees past how monstrous I am. She sees right past what I’ve done. Not only does she ignore the darkness, but she also welcomes it. Aria embraces the ugliest parts of me I was sure no woman would ever get past.

      “Yer’ incredible,” I tell Aria.

      I need this woman like I need air. Just the mere thought of not spending my life with her makes me fraught with confusion. How could I ever be with anyone else when this absolute angel beckons over me?

      “Thank you, Torr,” Aria says, taking a shaky breath. She wipes at her face, smearing the blood before she looks around, her eyes wide as she takes in the scene of everything.

      I wait for the moment when Aria realizes how irrational she is, and what a monster I truly am. There will be a time when she walks away, and I won’t fault Aria for that. But for now, I’ll kiss her while I still can.
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      “Are ye’ okay?” I ask through the locked bathroom door, knocking twice before Aria answers.

      “I’m fine, Torrin,” she insists.

      Her rosy skin is devoid of blood splatter, her hair wet and wildly curling around her face as she opens the door a crack.

      “I just need a minute,” she says.

      “No,” I shake my head.

      “No?” Aria raises an eyebrow at me.

      It’s impossible to figure out how to express to Aria exactly that I need her, in my arms, in my life, in so many ways. I need to touch her, feel her skin, know she’s there. Aria stares at me, bewildered as I scan her face, looking for any hint of difference in the way she looks at me.

      “Torrin?” Aria says my name, jogging me out of my fog. “What’s going on?”

      There is an irrational, insatiable need for her I’m not capable of controlling. Even if I could control such a thing, I wouldn’t. I see absolutely no reason to hold myself back.

      “I don’t want ye’ putting yourself in a position like that again,” I tell her.

      Aria’s face goes absolutely red, and I realize I’ve probably said it wrong.

      “Put myself in that position?” she echoes.

      “I mean vulnerable,” I snap back at her.

      Aria looks startled for a moment before her brow furrows. “Torrin, it’s nothing I couldn’t handle…” she starts to say.

      “Oh yes, and ye’ would’ve handled it so well had I not come along,” I retaliate before she can even finish her sentence. “Aria, I know ye’ can handle yerself, but I’m sayin’ right now that I don’t want ye’ anywhere near that kind of situation again.”

      “You don’t own me, just by the way,” she seethes sarcastically. “Torrin, if I was never in a room with a skeezy photographer ever again, I’d have to just stop modeling. That was a one of.”

      “Was it?” I ask.

      Aria swallows, and I know there’s something more to this.

      “What aren’t ye’ telling me Aria?” I prod further. “There’s something else… did Carmine set him onto ye’ then?” I guess, knowing it’s not entirely out of the realm of possibility. She doesn’t answer right away, though.

      Instead, Aria’s face pales slightly.

      “He did,” I groan, bracing myself against the doorway of the bathroom.

      “Torrin, don’t do it…” Aria starts.

      “Don’t do what?” I ask.

      “Don’t blame yourself,” she says. “This had nothing to do with you.”

      “You saying that only gives me a reason to believe it does, ye’ know that? You sayin’ that confirms almost exclusively that you ended up in that position because of your affiliation with me.”

      “There’s no way of knowing that, Torrin,” Aria argues with me. “Come on, please just listen to me. It’s not worth the trouble.”

      “What makes ye’ think you’re not worth the trouble to me?” I fire back at Aria.

      Her eyes widen with confusion, searching mine as if that’s going to provide her with some sort of answer, but I don’t know what she’s confused about.

      “I don’t know how to answer that,” Aria tells me with total honesty. She steps back and the bathroom door swings open as she leans against the counter, holding her towel up with one hand. “Am I?” Aria asks, her voice small and distant.

      “Aria,” I breathe her name, almost a gasp because all I want to do is protect this woman and keep her entirely to myself. “You are.”

      Aria’s eyes flutter closed with a shaky breath. She presses her hand against her chest, like she’s trying to make sure she’s still breathing. I can’t keep my hands off her, even if I know I should. The truth is I’m aching to have her in my arms. Aria doesn’t pull away from my touch, but leans into me, resting her head against my chest.

      It feels like I can breathe, and I suddenly realize there was a pressure in my chest that lifts the second I feel Aria relax against me. Logically I could attribute a blood pressure decrease to the simple pressure of Aria pressing herself against me. But really that only applies to situations where pressure is being intentionally created in order to lower the anxiety of a subject in stressful situations.

      “Aria,” I whisper her name, my lips pressing against her forehead.

      “Hm?” she wonders.

      Then Aria looks up at me with those blue eyes that speak volumes. I can see the shine, the emotion, and the defiance that comes with inner turmoil. We’re both working through how we feel about each other, I supposed.

      This is entirely new ground for me, and I suspect Aria is just as foreign to it as well.

      There are so many words swirling around in my head that it’s confusing, trying to pick out which ones I want to put together.

      “Ye’ make me such a fool,” I tell Aria.

      “Then we’re both fools,” she replies, her voice tight.

      I want to confess everything. I want to tell Aria every single way she makes me feel, and then some. She needs to know exactly what she means to me. But the sheer terror of letting Aria in? That’s even more overwhelming.

      Oh, what a woman would do to me… especially a woman like Aria.

      The last thing I ever thought about was being twisted up with a woman I actually wanted to trust. Now that Aria’s in front of me, it’s like I can see a future I never thought was for me. Aria bolsters my confidence, like I am the man who should be behind the Walker family. I no longer feel like an imposter.

      I’m whole.

      Aria’s arms wrap around my neck, and I know if I kiss her now I’m done for.

      “Feck it,” I whisper.

      “What?” Aria questions.

      I cut her off with my lips on hers. Aria’s warm, inviting lips melt against mine as I feel her sag against me, clinging to me with a new desperation. Her hand snakes down the back of my shirt, nails clawing against my skin as I push her up onto the counter. Aria’s soft, slow kisses drag me further into the moment.

      I’m drowning in her.

      “Torrin,” Aria whispers against my lips. “I need you,” she tells me breathlessly.

      There’s no need to tell me twice as Aria lets the towel fall away.

      She’s bruised.

      There’s a bruise on her hip, and both her arms. For the first time I see how ragged she is, and I know we can’t do this right now.

      “Aria,” I whisper gently, burying my face in her neck. “You know we can’t do this.”

      “Why?” she asks.

      “You know why,” I tell her.

      The scariest part of this encounter is Aria’s silence as she wraps the towel around her body and slips away from me without a word.

      “Aria!” I call to her.

      But she doesn’t listen.

      She walks away and when she comes back she’s wearing one of my shirts with a belt since she had no other clothes. She looks sexy and vulnerable, tears shining in her eyes, and I feel the clawing need to soothe her. This has never been my first instinct and I’m terrified I’m going to handle this poorly.

      “Where are you going?” I ask. “Are you crazy?”

      Aria narrows her eyes at me, and I watch as her skin turns a shade of red that I associate with her rage.

      Yup, handled it poorly.

      “No,” Aria spits back at me. “But you might be.”

      I sigh because I’m absolutely fucked here.

      “Aria, it’s not like that,” I try to tell her, my anger with her rising.

      “Then tell me what it’s like,” Aria demands.

      What do I say?

      I want this to be right.

      This isn’t good timing.

      You just went through something traumatic.

      “Aria, just stay, please,” I ask. “You need to rest, and you could have a concussion.”

      “No,” Aria refuses, pushing past me.

      “What are you going to do?” I question, following her with the kind of persistence I hope she’ll appreciate. “Aria, you just can’t go.”

      “Why?” she asks, crossing her arms. “Why shouldn’t I go, when you clearly don’t want me.”

      “Aria,” I plead with her now, ready to get on my knees and beg because it’s not safe for her to just leave. Not after tonight. I refuse to do anything less than keep an eye on her. “I don’t want you to go anywhere.”

      “Why?” she persists, her arms still crossed. “Why, if you don’t want me?”

      “Don’t say that,” I hiss at Aria, grabbing her arm to pull her closer. “Don’t insinuate that I don’t care about you.”

      “Why?” Aria just keeps popping up with the word, grinding on my nerves. She knows I hate when people repeat themselves.

      “Because yer’ fecking mine,” I growl at her, pulling her closer to me. “Don’t you get it?”

      “No,” Aria spits back at me. “I don’t get it, and I probably never will.”

      This time when she rips her arm away from me, I let her go, purposely.

      Then I hear the words meant to hurt me: “No wonder I always fucking go back to Carmine. He may be a piece of shit, but at least he’s a consistent piece of shit.”

      “So, that’s it then?” I ask. “You’d rather be one of the Moretti whores?”

      “It’s my past, isn’t it. You know what they say, you can’t escape your past,” Aria says, her eyes are wild with a rage I’ve never seen before. “You knew who I was, you know my past, you can’t judge me for it.”

      “If that’s true,” I snarl back at her. “You can’t escape me.”

      Aria raises an eyebrow defiantly. “Watch me,” she says.

      I can’t bring myself to follow her, or even move. Long after Aria’s presence is gone I’m still standing in place, watching the door, hoping she’ll come back.
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      The bright lights of the world’s biggest televised lingerie show fade, leaving me standing backstage, my heart still pounding from the adrenaline. I lean against the vanity, looking at the woman in the mirror. From the outside, I am ruling the world. Not only did I get to open a segment, but I also fully nailed my walk. The woman in the mirror is gorgeous and confident, with sultry makeup and beautiful long curls.

      From the inside, it’s a different story.

      Torrin invades my thoughts—the way his lips feel on mine, how his hands tighten around my waist and his rough, seductive accent telling me I belong to him.

      My agent is in the crowd milling around backstage and she flags me down. “Guess what!” she screams over the din.

      “Did anyone grab those tickets?” I ask her.

      “What?” She looks confused. “The tickets at the door? No. Why? Were you waiting for someone?” she queries.

      “No, just wondering if my friends dropped by,” I tell her with a curt smile.

      “Fuck ‘em,” she tells me. “My email is blowing up for you. You’ve got the spotlight, kiddo, you earned it.”

      The whole thing feels hollow since Torrin didn’t show up.

      “Cheer up, kiddo!” my agent claps me on the back. “Oh, hold on! Alessandra!” she’s eagerly distracted by another model.

      “Fuck you, Torrin,” I mutter to myself, the weight of feeling lonely without him hanging over my head. I wanted out of this life, away from Carmine and his twisted web. But now, with Torrin in the picture… walking away suddenly doesn’t look so simple after all.

      One evil isn’t worth the other, but the thought of never seeing Torrin again, or not having him as a part of my life, terrifies me more than being trapped in Carmine’s grasp forever. A hard knot of uncertainty pitches my stomach and I feel like I’m going to throw up.

      “Aria! Great job!” Isla Taylor says, reaching out as she’s walking past me.

      It’s a little hard to believe that she’s talking to me, being the world-famous popstar that she is, but tonight I’m part of the elite.

      “Thanks Isla,” I smile back, squeezing her hand.

      “Isla! Aria! Over here!” one photographer calls.

      We immediately snap into action, into perfected poses that have been honed over years of being told to look appropriate. I smile at Isla knowingly.

      “You’ve been doing this a while?” she asks, her grin conspiratorial.

      “My whole life,” I admit.

      “Here.” Isla holds her hand up for me to take. I do, and she twirls me around before I manage a sexy little curtsy, popping my ass out. The photographers hanging around backstage to document everything go wild.

      I’m almost blinded by flashes.

      “Come on,” Isla says, sensing my imbalance. “Let’s find some champagne.”

      She expertly dodges the swarm, and we slip through the back area of the stage where she leads me over to the table full of champagne glasses.

      “You know all the tricks,” I say before I raise a toast to her.

      “Please, I think you know better,” Isla complements. “Besides,” she downs the glass of champagne, returning it to the table before she takes another. “I know someone drowning in sorrows when I see them.”

      My cheeks burn because my inner turmoil over Torrin makes my stomach boil with an uncertainty that overshadows everything.

      “It’s nothing,” I lie.

      Isla raises a perfectly arched eyebrow at me, shaking her blonde head. “No, I don’t think it’s nothing.”

      I press my lips together. “It’s obviously a man,” I tell her.

      “What happened?” she asks.

      “Torrin and I…” I start, then I sigh because I have no idea how to explain the complexities of us. “Let’s just say, he hasn’t called and it’s been two days, then he didn’t show up tonight.”

      “Fool!” Isla calls out. “Drink!” she demands.

      Isla downs her second glass of champagne, picking up a third and handing me a second when I haven’t even finished the first one. I take it anyway, downing the first glass which has gone slightly warm. The second glass tickles my nose as I take a sip.

      “Isla!” I hear someone call.

      “Hey Jax!” Isla calls back.

      I swallow the flute of champagne before I turn around to see Jax- rap star of the moment. Or hip-hop. I debate the merits of hip-hop and rap in my head as I watch him approach us.

      “Jax, this is the lovely Aria,” Isla introduces us.

      “Hey, Aria,” Jax smiles, his green eyes looking me up and down with a smile that is charming and flirtatious. “You did great out there tonight.”

      “Thanks, Jax,” I smile back, keeping my expression neutral.

      “You should definitely join us,” Jax says, almost immediately. “We’re going to that new bar down in the Meat Packing district.”

      “Yeah, come,” Isla urges me.

      I hesitate, recalling the swarm of paparazzi that follows Isla wherever she goes, snapping photos of her every move. The thought of being dragged into that world makes my skin crawl. But Jax senses my hesitation and counters it with a grin.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun. You deserve a night out after all the hard work you’ve put in,” he suggests.

      While I don’t exactly relish the thought of being followed by cameras, going out with Isla Taylor would have its perks. Maybe this is exactly what I need to distance myself from Torrin and get a clear head.

      Then I’ll figure out my next move.

      “Fine,” I concede, still uneasy but unable to resist his infectious enthusiasm. “I’ll go.”
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      The moment we step outside the venue, a cacophony of camera shutters and aggressive questions bombards us. The paparazzi swarm around Isla Taylor like vultures, their lenses focused, predatory. I feel inadequate under their scrutiny.

      “Stay close,” Jax tells me, taking my hand to guide me through the chaos. His touch is reassuring, grounding me as we push our way towards the waiting vehicle. I glance at him briefly, finding comfort in his strong jawline and warm smile. He deals with this sort of attention all the time, but takes it with such ease.

      “Is it always like this?” I ask, my voice strained.

      “Unfortunately,” Isla chimes in, her eyes rolling as she expertly maneuvers through the crowd. “You get used to it.”

      I can only imagine where these pictures would end up if I was famous enough to garner that kind of attention. Though if Torrin saw a photo of Jax holding my hand I’m sure it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

      Or maybe that’s exactly what I need to do.

      “So, Aria,” Jax turns to me, his arm on the back of my seat as the limo cruises through Manhattan. “How come I haven’t seen you before? Surely, I’d remember a beautiful woman like yourself.”

      I pretend to blush, pressing my hands together as I bite my lip. “I haven’t been modeling very long,” I say it like it’s an admission.

      “Well, it doesn’t look like it,” Jax tells me. “What made you get into modeling?” he asks.

      “Zero marketable skills?” I guess, half kidding.

      “Don’t worry,” Jax whispers, leaning in closer. “I know the feeling. Sometimes I wonder if I belong in this world, or if I’m just tripping.”

      “Tripping, definitely tripping,” I agree with him, feeling a pang of understanding.

      Jax’s hand brushes against my shoulder before he whips his head around to someone, a woman who is tapping him on the shoulder.

      “Jax, have you seen Jenn?” she asks.

      “Does it look like she’s here?” Jax asks, rolling his eyes at me. He turns to the woman briefly. “Jenn and I broke up months ago. Tell her to get over it.”

      That’s right- he dated that bitch from the fittings…

      “So, Jax,” I press my hand against his chest to get his attention.

      He immediately turns away from the woman, who I assume is a friend of hers.

      “Yes, Aria,” Jax answers.

      “Are you going to show me what it’s like to be Hollywood famous?” I ask.

      “Absolutely,” Jax grins.

      When I look over at Isla she has a smug smile on her face, but she says nothing. Until, we get out of the car. Isla loops her arm through mine, insisting that she has to go to the bathroom and I must absolutely come with her.

      “He’s into you,” Isla says as she fixes her pouty red lips in the mirror. “I don’t know much about Torrin, or who he is, but Jax is… well, Jax.”

      Even Isla Taylor understands this opportunity.

      “But Torrin…” I murmur, a little drunk.

      “Explain, more, so we can get on the same level,” Isla encourages.

      “He works for my ex-boyfriend, Carmine, who really would like to get back together. We actually met through Carmine and, something clicked.” I trail off because I don’t know how to explain Torrin exactly. “He’s not just an Irish man with a sexy accent. There’s more to him. It’s more than just the chemistry… he sees me beyond what everyone else sees. Most men see a piece of ass… or at least I thought he did.”

      “What makes you think he doesn’t, Aria?” Isla continues to prod.

      “Well, he didn’t show up,” I tell her. “And he hasn’t called after our last fight, and that was two days ago.”

      “Is that his norm?” Isla asks.

      “No,” I admit. “He and I usually spend a lot of time together. He sort of weaved his way into my life.

      Isla raises an eyebrow at me, pouting. “And the sex?”

      “We haven’t…” I say, trailing off and wincing when I see the look on Isla’s face.

      “How long have you two been dating?” she questions further.

      “I don’t know if I’d call it dating…” I start. Isla gives me a quizzical look. “Almost a month,” I finally answer.

      “Honey, if he’s hung on that long, he’s into you,” Isla tells me.

      “Well, I probably fucked that up,” I reply. “I was kind of a bitch.”

      Isla wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Sweetie, that’s what Jax is for. You’re going to make Torrin so jealous that he’ll come begging at your feet. Come on, I’ve got a plan.”
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      “Torrin, what in the hell are ye’ thinking!” Declan shouts at me.

      “I was thinking I need Aria on my side, and I need her to believe every single word that comes out of my mouth,” my words are harsh as I try to disguise my motive for wanting to show Aria everything.

      “Do ye’ not remember telling me ye’ wouldn’t use her, specifically, to further our agenda?” Liam interjects.

      “Well, I changed my mind,” I grumble back, turning away from them to look outside at the gloomy New York weather that seems to suit my mood so well.

      “Where is she now then?” Declan asks, his voice louder as he goes at Liam next. “I don’t see her here. She could easily be off fuckin’ Carmine and you wouldn’t know tha difference Torrin. Yer’ placin’ too much faith in the lass.”

      I look down at my watch, not bothering to look at Declan.

      By now they’ve finished filming that fashion show, whatever it was. Aria is probably radiant in the spotlight, soaking up every bit of attention. I wonder exactly what she’s doing, and that’s when the pang in my chest hits me so sharply, I wince.

      “I made a mistake,” I tell Declan.

      “What the- Torrin two seconds ago yer’ tellin’ me tha woman would never betray you, and now yer telling me ye’ made a mistake?” Declan is exasperated.

      I don’t know how to admit that I regret not calling Aria. That I regret not being there for her. That I regret not showing up after trying to prove myself worthy.

      “Give it to me,” I tell Liam, holding out my hand.

      “Torrin, I’m not sure ye’ want to see it,” Liam says honestly.

      “Give me the fucking phone,” I growl at my little brother.

      I can see the uncertainty on Liam’s face, but he hands me the phone anyway.

      She looks glorious. Aria is an angel with gilded wings, her body needing only pure white lingerie as she struts across the runway. Aria is by far the most stunning woman on the runway, and it shows. But there’s more.

      There’s always more with Aria…

      There’s a video.

      “What is this?” I ask Liam.

      “Some rapper, Jax something,” Liam says. “Not sure, but apparently he’s a big deal over here.”

      My skin feels like it’s crawling when I hit play and see the video of Jax serenading Aria in some darkened bar.  It’s one of those stupid ten second clips, but in those few seconds I see the curve of her lips and the way Aria laughs.

      It’s not genuine, and her eyes don’t light up like they do when she’s with me.

      “Tell me that’s it,” I say to Liam, fighting the urge to delve deeper.

      I can’t help myself. I want to see every single photograph of Aria. I want to be satisfied that she isn’t out having fun without constantly thinking about me.

      Then I see it.
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      Isla insists we do shots, and soon enough the night takes on a blurry quality.

      Isla is chaotic, Jax’s shirt comes off, there’s singing and soon enough I find myself pressed against a very shirtless Jax on the dance floor.

      If it weren’t for Torrin, I would probably be elated. Instead, when Jax kisses me, I kiss him back aggressively, doing it in the middle of the dance floor, where people can easily snap all the pictures they want.

      Torrin should see me making out with another man. He should be jealous and miserable while I have the time of my life.

      But I’m not having the time of my life. Instead, I am the jealous, miserable one picturing Torrin in bed with some woman I instantly hate. I excuse myself for another drink, but while I wait at the bar, I make the mistake of looking through my phone.

      The battery is on 3% and I have so many notifications I don’t even know how to look at them all. Then I see my Google alert- set specifically to email me if a news article mentions my name. I’m stunned when I see what the tabloids have put out in mere hours. There’s everything- the video of Jax rapping to me, us kissing on the dance floor, Isla dancing on the bar, and more. They plastered every wild antic all over the internet.

      And I don’t have one message from Torrin.

      My heart drops and I feel completely empty inside.

      I should be furious with him, for the Carmine comment, for implying that I’m property, for committing a felony… but I’m frozen in my spot as I scroll through my messages, hopping from email to text to whatever other apps I could possibly get a message from Torrin on.

      Nothing.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Jax whispers in my ear, making my heart race. But it’s not excitement I feel; it’s the anxiety of the mere thought of Torrin with someone else.

      “Um, I can’t,” I stammer, making up an excuse on the spot. “I have an early morning photoshoot tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure?” Jax asks, disappointment clear in his eyes.

      “Sorry, Jax. Rain check?” I offer, already planning my escape. He nods, and I turn away from him, slipping out the door when no one is paying attention.

      Outside, the cool night air soothes my flushed cheeks as I flag down a taxi. My thoughts are spinning, guilt and desire warring within me. The cab pulls up to the curb, and I slide into the backseat, giving the driver my address without really thinking.

      “Take me home,” I murmur, leaning my head against the window. The city lights blur together as we speed through the streets, and I feel an overwhelming sense of loss as I think about the night I just left behind.

      The taxi comes to a stop, and I glance out the window, confusion fogging my mind. “This isn’t my place,” I say, staring at the imposing building before me. Torrin’s penthouse looms above, dark and silent. The realization hits me like a punch in the gut—I must have given the driver the wrong address.

      “Is this some kind of joke?” I ask the driver, my voice barely audible.

      “Miss, you gave me this address,” he replies, clearly puzzled by my reaction.

      I debate going upstairs, my hand hovering over the door handle. But I convince myself that Torrin probably isn’t home—he might still be angry about the photos online or out drowning his own sorrows.

      Or maybe with another woman.

      With a heavy sigh, I tell the driver to take me to my actual apartment.

      As we pull away, I regret not going inside, wondering what might have happened if I had faced Torrin tonight. Would we have fought? Had sex? My mind races with possibilities, and a deep ache for him fills my chest.

      When I finally arrive home, I stumble out of the taxi, my mind clouded by alcohol and longing. I fumble with my keys, cursing under my breath as they slip through my fingers more than once. Finally, the door clicks open, and I get inside, muttering obscenities about Torrin under my breath.

      “Where have you been?” Torrin’s voice cuts through the darkness, sharp and cold as ice.

      “Holy Shit!” I gasp as my heart stops. I blink, trying to focus on his silhouette, my heart hammering in my chest. He’s here, waiting for me, and there’s a feeling, a mix of fear and relief at the same time.

      “I was out, celebrating,” I tell him.

      “Celebrating?” he echoes, his voice laced with bitterness. “Or just fucking someone else?”

      “No,” I tell him. “That’s not what it was. That’s not what I want.”

      “Then what do you want?” he demands.

      Torrin gets up, walking towards me slowly.

      “Maybe I wanted you here,” I whisper. “Maybe it was all a ploy to get you to come back to me, begging.”

      “Aye, you think this is me beggin’ then?” Torrin asks. “Do ye’ remember Aria, when we first met, what I told ye’ that night? When I want something, I take it.”
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      The veins in Torrin’s neck stand out as he thrusts his phone inches from my face, the screen displaying pictures of Jax and I together. “Explain this,” he snarls, his Irish accent thick with fury.

      My heart clenches at the sight of him so angry, but I refuse to back down. “I don’t owe you any explanation,” I retort, even if I feel sick to my stomach at the thought of losing him. My body is on fire, wanting nothing more than to pound on him for putting me through this turmoil.

      “Damn it, Aria! You think you can just play me like this?” His eyes narrow, making my chest tighten even more.

      “Play you? You’re the one who’s been playing me!” My voice rises as I glare back at him.

      As he steps forward, I instinctively step back, only to feel the cold wood of my front door pressing against my spine. He reaches out to grab me, but I sidestep him at the last moment, causing him to stumble slightly. The look in his eyes intensifies, and I know we’ve crossed some invisible line.

      “Stay away from me,” I mumble. “I don’t need you Torrin,” I lie.

      Torrin slams his fist against the door, and I jump, wincing as the slam reverberates through my apartment and the high walls. “Damn it, Aria!” he roars. “Face it, you belong to me!”

      “Belong to you!” I scream back, rage coursing through my veins. “You have no right—”

      Before I can finish, Torrin slams me against the door, his rough hands gripping my arms tightly. “Did you sleep with him?” he demands, his breath hot against my cheek. Torrin’s voice takes on a rough, hazardous tone that makes me want to wiggle away from him.

      “Did you sleep with him?” Torrin repeats when I don’t answer.

      “Yes,” I lie to him. “He fucked me, and he touched me, and I let him.”

      Torrin’s grip tightens painfully, and I can see the storm brewing behind those intense green eyes. My heart races, trapped between fear and fury. His lips are hot against my ear, his breath ragged and heavy. I see pain in Torrin’s eyes, and it’s impossible to stop this track I’m on. I want to piss him off.

      “Do you want me to tell you?” I taunt him. “Do you want to hear about how I let him bend me over the bathroom counter at the bar and rail me? Or, maybe, you want to hear about how hard he made me cum, over and over again, all over his cock. Then, I begged him to cum inside me.”

      “Tell me, Aria,” he snarls, his grip on me so tight I can feel my skin bruising. “Did you spread your legs for him because ye’ wanted to, or because someone told ye’ to?”

      I clench my teeth, refusing to give him the satisfaction of an answer. The anger inside me boils over, and I shove at his chest with all my strength. “Well, if I was fucking people Carmine told me to, I would’ve already fucked you.”

      Torrin only snorts at my retort, barely flinching.

      “Ye’ almost did, remember?” he growls in my ear.

      “I guess I wasn’t worth your time then,” my words are harsh. “Maybe I let Jax fuck me because somebody should if it wasn’t going to be you.”

      Torrin’s ferocity falters for a moment, his eyes narrowing. “I never said I wouldn’t fuck you, Aria. Don’t put words in my mouth.”

      “Really?” I scoff, feeling tears prick at the corners of my eyes.

      “Is that what you think this is about?” He growls, the anger in his voice rising again. “You think I’m just playing some twisted game with you? Do you really think my intention was not to fuck you? If you weren’t so feckin’ addicting to me, I’d already have you in my damn bed!”

      “You didn’t care enough to call,” I remind Torrin. “Why do you care now?”

      “Because I don’t like the thought of another man’s hands on you!” he tells me. Torrin’s voice is near shaking with anger, his face inches from mine. “Touching you, fucking you, anything with you!”

      My hands shake as I try to hold on to the last shreds of my defiance. I fight back the tears threatening to fall, my chest aching with the effort. “Why does it matter who I sleep with if you don’t want me?”

      “Stop saying that!” he snaps, his eyes blazing with intensity. “You don’t get what you mean to me, Aria. But if you think I’m wasting my time, then maybe it’s best if I just leave.”

      “Maybe you should,” I whisper, feeling the walls around my heart crumble as Torrin’s grip on me loosens and he lets go of me entirely.

      My heart drops and it feels like it’s about to hit the floor, about to shatter into a thousand little pieces. I can’t stand the thought of Torrin walking away, and all I honestly want to do is beg him to stay and prove it all. Prove every single word.

      “Maybe you should,” I reply.

      Torrin’s eyes meet mine with a fierce determination and. I feel the anticipation deep inside my core aching for him to kiss me, hoping that he won’t go.

      “Yer’ not getting rid of me that easily,” he murmurs, his voice dark and dangerous. “I’ll prove to ye’ just how much I want you, Aria. And when I’m done, ye’ won’t doubt my loyalty or desire ever again.”

      “You’re full of shit,” I whisper, in disbelief that this is happening.

      “Stop it, Aria,” he growls. “I never said I didn’t want you.”

      I shake my head, giving it one last futile attempt to stay away from him. “You need to go.”

      “Fuck no,” he spits, his eyes dark and intense. He lunges forward to grab me, but I twist away, adrenaline fueling my movements. As I dodge him, my foot hooks behind his leg, sending both of us crashing to the floor in a tangle of limbs.

      Torrin recovers faster, pinning me against the cold hardwood floor, his body heavy and unyielding on mine. My chest heaves with each breath, fear and anger intertwining within me.

      “Why are you so angry about Jax, huh?” I demand, glaring up at him. “What does it matter to you? What does it matter if someone else touches me, or fucks me?” I snarl at him, struggling against his grip. My anger flares wilder with every word. “What does it matter if I let someone else come inside me?” My every word drips with hatred. “Fuck you, Torrin.”

      “Shut up,” he snarls before his lips crash against mine, fierce and demanding. Despite my fury, I kiss him back, attempting to push away the drowning sensation of overwhelming relief.

      In a brief moment of clarity, where I know sleeping with Torrin will only make me fall harder for him, I attempt to push back. My teeth sink into his lower lip, and he growls in response. With a strength that scares me, Torrin presses harder against me, trapping me beneath him. My mind screams for me to put an end to this madness, but my heart pulses with a desperate need for him.

      “Get off me,” I hiss between kisses, trying to push him away. But he’s got me locked tight, my arms pinned by his powerful hands. The more I struggle, the deeper he kisses me, dragging me into every intense kiss. My mouth opens to Torrin’s willingly, and a wave of unwanted desire devours me whole.

      “Stop acting like you don’t want me,” Torrin murmurs, his voice dark and low. “You want every second of this.”

      Torrin’s lips move down my neck, his teeth sinking into my skin as I cry out- in both surprise and pleasure. A half moan escapes my lips despite my determination not to give in.

      “Tell me,” I breathe, my voice quivering. “Tell me why you care so much.”

      “Because you’re mine, Aria,” he whispers against my lips. “And I won’t let anyone else have what’s mine.”

      Our eyes meet and his fierce look challenges me to deny this fact.

      Everything in this moment is crystal clear to me; the way he’s demanding my attention, his cock pressed against my thigh through his pants, Torrin’s breath on my neck. He bites down on my skin again and I cry out, but this time in gratification. “Torrin…” I gasp.

      “Ye’ need me, Aria,” he growls against my skin, his lips moving along, sending shivers down my spine as I try to clear my head.

      It’s madness to sleep with him, to give in when my body aches for him and I crave him so critically that my lips adamantly respond to his aggressive kiss.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” I whisper, knowing full well how futile my words are. In my mind, I can hear Carmine’s voice, reminding me of my duty to spy on Torrin.

      “Tell me to stop, then,” Torrin whispers, trailing his fingers across my skin, down my body and across my inner thigh. “Tell me ye’ don’t want me, and I’ll leave, right now.”

      The words are there. On the tip of my tongue. I’ve already told so many lies that another won’t hurt. “I… Torrin…” I try to get the words out. In the moment of truth, where I have to push Torrin away, I just can’t do it. There’s too much between us right now, too much to lose if I tell him to leave now.

      “I thought so,” Torrin growls. His lips find mine again, as if drawn by some magnetic force. I tell myself I should push him away, but the fire in his kiss is impossible to resist, and I kiss him back despite my better judgment.

      “Fuck,” I whisper between kisses.

      “Give into me, Aria,” Torrin says.

      His words make my skin prickle with desire for more and I bite my lip, attempting to keep myself silent. I don’t want to beg Torrin for anything, but I’m so dangerously close to telling him to do whatever he wants with me.

      I shake my head, not trusting myself to speak.

      “Am I going to have to fuck your submission out of you then?” Torrin asks, his gruff voice filling my ear. I gasp at his words, my breath coming in short bursts as the ache in my core skyrockets.

      Torrin’s lips are everywhere on me as he tugs my dress down my shoulders, exposing my skin and nipples to the frigid air in my apartment. He’s seen me naked, but Torrin seeing me like this, while he takes my clothes off, is entirely different.

      “Aria, I want an answer,” Torrin demands. His gaze pierces right through me and I turn my face away from his, still unwilling to give in completely.

      “Look at me,” Torrin commands me.

      My eyes flutter open and I look at him. Torrin’s hands are snaking up my thighs until he grasps my thong, pulling it down from the back before his hands grab my ass roughly. I swallow hard, almost panting. I can feel the tickle of my thong slowly being dragged down my thighs as Torrin’s gaze demands that I look at him.

      I’m vulnerable to him, now. Torrin knows it.

      He doesn’t bother to take it off completely, instead he leaves it hooked around one ankle. The roaring of blood rushing through my ears as my heart pounds makes this moment so much more real. Suddenly, the roaring fades and every single south is crystal clear. The sound of Torrin undoing his belt is deafeningly loud.

      “If yer’ going to shut me down, Aria, now would be the time,” he gives me one more chance to back out.

      It’s not a question anymore. I know what I want now.

      I reach out and pull the zipper down on Torrin’s pants, watching the glorious smile spread across his face.

      “Fuck me, Torrin,” I whisper as my hand drifts into his boxers, so I can wrap my fingers around his cock.

      “Aria,” he groans, the veins of his cock throbbing as he twitches in my hand.

      He mumbles something in Gaelic roughly under his breath before our lips collide again, in needy, long kisses. I’m dizzy even as he presses me against the floor, the urgency between us growing with each passing second. Suddenly it feels like we have no time. Or even worse, that the time we have is so limited we shouldn’t waste it. I tug his pants down, then use my heel to push them the rest of the way.

      Torrin’s touch blazes across my skin, and his strong hands grip my thighs so he can spread my legs farther apart. I let out a whine, and Torrin spreads my legs more. As if he knows I can barely take any more, Torrin lifts his shirt over his head and tosses it aside quickly. I have a weakness for his tattoos: his whole neck, across his chest, his arms, all it is so uniquely Torrin that I can help but admire it.

      His lips crush against mine fervently as he slides the head of his cock against my clit. “Look at me Aria,” Torrin commands me. “I want to see yer’ face when I fuck you for the first time.”

      My eyes meet his, a whine escaping my lips as the head of his cock presses into me. I tense up in anticipation, my body buzzing like it’s going to burst at any moment. I ache for him, almost gasping for breath as I claw at Torrin’s chest, digging my nails into his skin as he looks down at me, desire in his eyes.

      I’m not prepared for the way Torrin’s voice sounds as he groans, my tightness clenching him as I try to adjust to his size.

      “Oh my god,” I gasp, and my eyes roll back as my body shudders at the intrusion of Torrin’s cock. “Fuck, Torrin…” I gasp, my mouth opening to a moan. “Oh my god- you’re inside me…” the words tumble from my mouth in disbelief that this is really happening.

      “Ye’ look more amazing on my cock than I’ve ever seen you,” Torrin groans roughly. He grins at the blush that flushes my cheeks at his words, and I can’t help but feel unmasked and raw. “Look at you, writhing on my cock like a good girl.”

      I arch my back as he drives deeper inside me, crying out in a mix of pain and pleasure.

      “Fuck, you’re too big… Torrin…” I gasp, my nails digging into his shoulders as my body sizzles from walking the fine line between pain and pleasure.

      “Take my cock Aria,” Torrin urges me. “Take it like I know you want to.”

      My gasp comes out a scream as Torrin fills me up completely, pressing his cock balls deep. The sensation of being completely filled by Torrin overwhelms me as my body adjusts to his girth. The truth is I’m too wrapped up in the mixture of pain and pleasure at Torrin’s hands that I don’t know up from down. He’s got me so wound up that I can feel the wetness leaking from my pussy as Torrin pushes my senses to the brink.

      “So, fucking, tight,” Torrin growls in my ear, the sound coming from a feral place, deep down inside Torrin’s throat, almost like a rumble. “Yer’ soaking my cock, are you always this wet, Aria.”

      The way Torrin says my name has an edge to it that brushes a frisson of electricity over my body. “No,” I gasp to get the words out as Torrin draws his cock in and out of me slowly. “No one… has ever…” I gasp, dropping off mid-sentence as Torrin purposely fills me to the brim.

      “Do you like the way I’m stretching you out,” Torrin murmurs in my ear in a low growl. “Is that why your pussy is so wet for me?”

      Torrin’s rough voice is in my ear, his lips pressed against my skin as he ravages my body. I can’t think about anything other than the way he feels against me, his hands digging into my thighs, squeezing, pressing hard into my skin like he’s trying to make sure I know I’m his.

      “Yes!” I moan, the sound ragged as I try to stop myself from falling apart, it’s happening. As much as I may deny how I feel about Torrin, I can’t stop it from being true.

      It’s all so fucked up, but the guilt I feel for how this started works like an aphrodisiac. I know I shouldn’t be here, letting Torrin fuck me senseless, clinging to Torrin like he’s my lifeline. I literally walked into Torrin’s life to destroy him.

      This is what feels like the exact opposite of my intention.

      But I can’t stop my thighs from shaking under his touch, or my skin from prickling because of the way our body heat feels pressed against each other.

      “Fuck,” I moan, halfway to being dragged into orgasm, and halfway to being dragged into endless guilt. “Torrin,” I gasp to somehow distance myself from him, but his name tumbling from my lips spurs him on. I’m far too wrapped up in the way Torrin absolutely ruins me for any other man. No one could possibly compare to the way Torrin handles my body, with such strong ease, manipulating me in his hands as he touches every single inch of my skin.

      I’m engulfed in an inferno of pleasure, and Torrin is the cause. He is the root of my problems right now, complicating my life, but, as he sinks into me again and again, each time deeper than the last, none of that matters.

      Torrin could be my only problem and I’m not even sure that would keep me away from him. Our lips collide and it becomes even clearer that I will do absolutely anything to keep him in my life.

      No matter what that entails.

      My mind twists with confusion as he draws me closer and closer, pushing me to the point where my body feels like it’s going to self-destruct. My walls clench involuntarily on Torrin’s cock as I let my body betray my mind, giving myself over to the warmth that begins to flood through my body.

      Torrin uses one hand to brace my hip, the other tilting my chin to look up, into Torrin’s fiery gaze. I can’t turn away, as much as I should, the connection with Torrin is too much to resist.

      “That’s it,” Torrin croons, his cock throbbing inside me as I start to fall apart. My body spasms and my nails dig into Torrin’s skin, scratching the surface as I claw at him. “Come for me, Aria,” he whispers fiercely.

      I couldn’t stop myself if I tried, and I know that Torrin would find a way to draw everything out of me regardless of the situation. He’s intense in the way he demands my attention, and I blush, unable to tear my eyes away from his as I become completely undone.

      That’s when it happens: I sink into Torrin’s gaze as I come, creaming on his cock, my entire body stiffening as the high reaches it’s peak and the sudden wave, the release of tension its me, cutting through me like a knife.

      “Fuck Torrin!” I cry out.

      My thighs squeeze against his hips as I lose myself and let go.

      A low, throaty growl escapes Torrin, and I know it’s hearing his name that triggers him into a frantic beast of a man.

      This time when our lips smash together, I’m weak against him. My hands are needy and hot for his body as they glide across Torrin’s skin, over the hard rippling muscles and contours of his body. Every time he groans under my touch it spurs me on until my legs are wrapped around his waist and I’m absolutely shattered by the desire to come again.

      Torrin knows how to read my body, sensing the rise within me.

      “Are ye’ gonna come again?” he growls. “All over my cock, just like ye’ want to?”

      “Fuck, yes,” I gasp. “Please, Torrin,” I bet him for more. “Please, make me come. I want you to make me come.”

      “Aria,” Torrin groans loudly, an almost tortured sound as his cock twitches inside me, and I feel Torrin almost pull away from me.

      Stupid.

      Reckless.

      “Don’t stop, please,” I beg him. “Please, Torrin!”

      He lets out a shuddering groan before his hands slip into mine, pinning me down against the floor, making his intention clear: he’s not letting me go anywhere until he’s pumped every last drop of his cum inside me. If we do this, there’s no going back. There’s no returning to what we were prior to this, which doesn’t even have a definition.

      I do know this: Torrin and I cross all the lines, together.

      “Tell me,” Torrin breathes. “Who you belong to.”

      “You,” my response is immediate. “Only you, Torrin.” My voice trembles as I try to get the words out, try to keep some semblance of control, but it’s no use. “Make me yours,” I plead with him.

      “Feck Aria,” he lets out a massive groan, and somehow, it’s like his cock sinks deeper, hitting a new spot that triggers every reflex in my brain.

      “Torrin…” I gasp his name, unable to do much more than let him take me and do whatever he wants. I willingly give myself over to how alive Torrin makes me feel.

      “You’re mine, Aria,” Torrin whispers deliberately in my ear. “You’re all, fucking, mine.”

      Torrin’s words send me over the edge, and I moan, a long, loud sound that echoes through my apartment. Torrin’s rough groan follows within seconds. There’s a rush of heat as his cum spurts inside me and my eyes roll back, letting the sensation of being completely Torrin’s hits me like a torrent of water.

      My hips rise against Torrin’s as he slams into me hard, making me cry out.

      “Take it Aria,” he growls in my ear, fingertips digging into my skin so hard it’s overwhelming. He’s hurting me, but I can’t help the snake of pleasure that burns through my veins with his words. “Take all my cum, Aria,” he says, his voice low and dark with a heady desire.

      All I can do is cling to him, my legs shaking as Torrin’s power overwhelms me. A tortured scream of pleasure escapes my lips as he stuffs my pussy one last time, hard and deep. I gasp, nails digging into his skin.

      The rush of chemicals invading my brain rips away any shred of hesitancy left in me. The tension in my body is gone, but I still gasp when Torrin pulls his cock out of me because I’m so sensitive.

      Torrin collapses beside me, our bodies slick with sweat and tainted with the remnants of our dark desires. I struggle to catch my breath, my chest heaving as I lie there, reeling from the intensity of what just transpired between us.

      “Fuck,” Torrin mutters, his own breathing heavy and ragged. He turns his head to look at me, his intense eyes locking onto mine. For a moment, I see something in those depths—a flicker of vulnerability, perhaps even tenderness—that makes me feel like maybe, just maybe, there is hope for us yet.

      “Did you mean it?” I whimper as I try to put into words the turmoil inside me. “When you said I’m yours?”

      “Does it matter?” he replies, avoiding my gaze as he turns away from me. “You know what we are, Aria. What we’re both capable of.”

      “Maybe it does matter,” I argue, unable to keep the desperation out of my voice. “I need to know.”

      “Yer mine, and ye’ know it,” Torrin challenges, his demeanor shifting as he faces me once more.

      “Why?” I counter, feeling a strange mix of desire and trepidation coursing through me.

      Torrin sighs, rubbing his eyes for a moment before he pinches the bridge of his nose and lets out an exasperated sigh. “I don’t know,” he mutters.

      “What?” I ask him, confused.

      “I don’t know,” he says it louder this time. “Ye have a hold on me, Aria. You’re not like other women I’ve met. All I know is you belong to me.”

      When Torrin looks at me, I see that vulnerability again, that moment where I can almost feel the bond between us, the emotional connection that keeps me coming back for more.

      As I close my eyes, allowing myself a moment of fragile optimism, I wonder if there truly is a chance for us. Torrin’s muscular arms wrap around me, pulling me close in a rare display of tenderness, and I cling to the hope that maybe, just maybe, we can make it work.
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CHAPTER 15:

      The sound of phone ringing jars me out of a deep sleep. My eyes flutter open as I groan, my head pounding. My memories of the night before are vague, but the warmth of Torrin wrapped around my body is not. There’s a chill in the air and I resist the urge to curl up and ignore the phone, but it rings again.

      Torrin mutters something in Gaelic when I move away from him. I grab my phone before he pulls me back against him.

      “Hello?” I ask groggily.

      “Joey’s pizza?” the detached voice on the other line asks.

      “Wrong number,” I groan.

      “It’s a little early for pizza,” Torrin murmurs.

      I close one eye, trying to focus on my phone. “It’s almost one,” I tell him.

      Torrin wraps his arms tighter around me, and I try to let the sudden tension in my shoulders fade away. But even Torrin’s lips on my skin barely soothe me.

      Joey’s Pizza isn’t a random call. It’s Carmine’s signal for me to meet him: the lowest risk way for him to get to me without making it obvious.

      “I should go,” I whisper, attempting to slip out of his grasp.

      Torrin is relentless in his pursuit.

      “Not yet,” he whispers, squeezing me tightly.

      I laugh lightly as he continues kissing my skin, his cock hard against my ass. The hard knot of fear in my chest is still there, however. Carmine beckons me to follow through, to use Torrin for his own gain.

      The guilt seeps into my brain like a heavy, poisonous fog. My body aches to stay where I am, but the anxiety. It feels like heart palpitations and too much caffeine. Like a warm sweater on a hot day, it’s suffocating.

      “Torrin,” I protest. “I really do have to go.”

      “Where?” he growls, his lips moving up my neck, just below my ear. “What could possibly be more important than this?”

      Being free of Carmine so I can just enjoy you? Enjoy us?

      “I promise,” I tell Torrin as he finally pauses. “That when I get back my top priority will be emptying your balls.”

      Torrin snorts, trying not to laugh as the heaviness between us dissolves.

      “I’m going to hold you to that,” he says, his fingers relenting so he can allow me to slip out of bed. “Where are you going?” he asks again.

      “Home, then I have to meet Rosie,” I lie.

      As soon as the words roll off my tongue, I regret them. As I close my eyes, I am thankful he can’t see my face, because he’d immediately be able to tell I am lying.

      “Don’t take too long,” Torrin orders.

      “You’re not my keeper,” I remind him.

      As I pull my dress from the night before on I hear rustling and the sound of Torrin getting out of bed. When he wraps his arms around me from behind I lay my head against him, unwilling to look him in the eye.

      “I am,” Torrin says fiercely. “Yer’ mine to keep.”

      I try to breathe and push the excitement down. “You shouldn’t talk like that,” I whisper.

      “Why?” Torrin questions, confusion in his tone.

      Finally, I turn to face him, studying the way his eyebrows knit together, his eyes full of concern.

      “Because I have dreams, Torrin,” I confess. “And the more you…” I don’t know how to express the way Torrin talks about me, the way it clarifies that he won’t be allowing me to just walk away. “The more you tell me I’m yours, Torrin, the more you become part of those dreams.”

      “As I should be,” he responds, without missing a beat.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I get home and change into something a little more… Carmine appropriate, one of his nondescript black sedans is waiting for me outside. I’m used to Carmine’s cars just showing up, but something about this is off.

      “Arthur?” I question Carmine’s driver. “Where’s Carmine?”

      “That’s where we’re going, Miss. King,” Arthur tells me.

      Carmine never sent Arthur, his personal driver, to pick me up before.

      “He’s going to kill me, isn’t he?” I ask wryly.

      “With those red lips, you might just kill him,” Arthur responds with a wink.

      For a moment I think Arthur is sweet, but then I remember that he’s probably seen me naked before thanks to Carmine’s insistence on getting what he wants when he wants it.

      When I get in the car, there’s a gift bag on the seat, my name printed in Carmine’s sketchy cursive on the tag. Carmine writing the tag on a gift bag… that makes my eyes widen with shock. I don’t think he’s ever bought me anything that one of his personal assistants didn’t pick up.

      I stare at the bag like it’s an alien being, willing it to go away until the curiosity overwhelms me. I reach for it, ripping out the tissue paper haphazardly stuffed in to find a velvet box. The fear that there’s a ring in there is what makes me rip it open.

      It’s not a ring: it’s a key.

      Carmine’s sedan comes to a stop, and I step out to see we’re in Murray Hill, at a townhouse that I’ve never been to before. The street is quiet, lined with trees, and it’s unnerving that he would meet me here. It’s too… normal… for Carmine’s taste.

      “Your key,” Arthur tells me.

      Sure enough, the key slips right into the lock, and I open the heavy wooden door to reveal gorgeous high ceilings and fresh, modern décor that actually complements the historical nature of the home.

      “A big house on a quiet street,” Carmine says.

      I jerk my head to see him leaning in the doorway of the sitting room, an enormous fireplace behind him, adding to the opulence of everything around us.

      “What is this?” I question him, looking around in confusion.

      “That’s what you said you wanted,” Carmine tells me, walking towards me with an intent that I don’t recognize. “Remember?”

      During one of the many nights I thought Carmine was a man I could trust, he asked me what I wanted most in the world. This is what I told him: a big house on a quiet street.

      “You said you just wanted home,” he reminds me.

      I grip the clutch in my hands as I take a shaky breath, dread sweeping over me.

      “What kind of game is this?” I ask crossing my arms. “Don’t you think you’ve played with my emotions enough, Carmine? You can’t seriously have brought me here, to say that and dangle all of this in front of me like it’s some sort of sick joke.:”

      “Do you honestly think I brought you here because this a game?” Carmine raises an eyebrow.

      I stare at him, shocked at the insinuation that this is anything but. “Well, yeah,” I say to him with a nod, throwing my hands up. “Carmine, that would be par for the course. That would not be shocking to me. What is it I’m saying wrong? How do I make you understand? I’m not going to let you just use me anymore. You’re not going to reel me in with the promise of some life I know you’ll never give me.”

      “Aria,” Carmine takes my hands in his. “This isn’t one of my usual tricks. I don’t want to trick you. Hell, I don’t even want to lie to you. Ask me anything, Aria, right now and I swear to god I’ll tell you the truth. Everything doesn’t have to be so fucked up. I don’t want to use you. I want to be with you.”

      There was a time when my heart would’ve fluttered and I would’ve fallen all over myself to accept whatever Carmine is about to propose, regardless of the task. I was so convinced every single time he promised me everything that the next time would be it.

      I snort at him.

      “This isn’t six months ago Carmine. Now I know my worth,” I tell him.

      “I know your worth, Aria,” Carmine replies smoothly. “That’s what I’m telling you. You are far too… special to me to just let things continue the way they are. I’m sorry, and I don’t want this… this battle between us.”

      “And how do you propose we change that?” I ask, dubious.

      “Aria,” Carmine squeezes my hands. “You know exactly what I’m saying.”

      I roll my eyes at him, shaking my head as I look away from him. “You know, after all these years, you would think I’d be shocked at the lengths…” I don’t get a chance to finish my sentence because when I look back at Carmine, he’s no longer in front of me.

      No.

      Carmine is down on one knee in front of me.

      With a ring.

      “I’m sorry- what!?” I shout, the words echoing throughout the house, and I take a step back out of the sheer shock of the moment. “Carmine, what the fuck are you doing?”

      “Aria King, will you marry me?” the words actually come out of his mouth.

      “Holy shit,” I don’t know how to react. There’s a part of me that wants to drown in the fantasy and believe that Carmine will follow through. Right now, I wish I could believe that he really wants to marry me, but I know this is about Torrin.

      If I’m being honest, I would’ve said yes had Torrin not come into my life.

      “Are you seriously proposing to me because you’re so threatened by Torrin?” I ask him, putting my hands on my hips.

      Carmine’s observant gaze sweeps over me, taking in my appearance as if examining every detail. His eyes narrow slightly, fixating on the hickey just above the neckline of my dress. A hickey that I didn’t cover on purpose to drive the point home that our relationship is over.

      Carmine shuts the ring box and stands up as he tucks it away into his jacket. “Interesting,” he drawls, his voice a blend of amusement and suspicion. “Have you been enjoying yourself, Aria?”

      “Is that important?” I deflect, irritation seeping into my tone.

      Carmine chuckles darkly, shaking his head. “You always were feisty,” he remarks, crossing his arms. “Have you made so little progress because you’re too busy fucking him?”

      “What does it matter if I’m fucking him or not?” I ask. “I thought you just wanted to use me for one last hurrah before you moved on to bigger and better things, per usual.”

      “Really, Aria,” Carmine snarls, his voice dripping with menace. “Can you honestly tell me that every time you came back to me, it was against your will?”

      “Not every time,” I snark back at him. “But you and I both know you did your fair share of drugging to get me back into your bed,” I remind him.

      “You’re really telling me no?” Carmine asks, attempting to deflect.

      “I’m telling you fuck no,” I reply, stung.

      Carmine chuckles. “Oh, Aria. Do you really think you can stay away from me for that long? I know Torrin is merely a distraction, a job. I’m willing to let it all go.”

      “If I marry you,” I interrupt Carmine before he can say anything else. “Torrin isn’t just a fucking distraction, Carmine.”

      “If you seriously believe Torrin is who he says he is, follow through with what I’m asking. I promise you, when you find out the truth, I will be waiting.” Carmine says, his voice silky smooth but tainted with a veiled threat.

      “Your promises don’t mean anything, not anymore,” I tell him.

      “An associate of mine has some… sensitive information about your dear Torrin. He’s got some secrets in Belfast.” He leans forward, his green eyes boring into mine. “I want you to get that information, get him to take you to Belfast, and reveal everything.”

      I swallow hard, my throat suddenly dry. “I won’t betray him,” I say the words with as much authority as I can muster. The truth is, I’m terrified of what Torrin could possibly be hiding.

      “I don’t think you understand the consequences that come with refusing me,” Carmine reminds me. “You understand I will get that information. I’d rather it come from you, because I don’t want you stuck in the fallout.”

      “The fallout?” I snort. “Okay, Carmine.”

      “Torrin has been useful thus far,” Carmine tells me. “He’s provided more than adequate equipment, and his concoctions really are breathtaking. The second he is no longer useful; I will take care of the problem.”

      “You’ll have to go through me, then,” I assert.

      “I will Aria,” Carmine replies. He wraps a strand of my hair around his finger. “If you get in my way, I will have to kill you and that would just be such a shame.”

      “Too bad for me then,” I mutter sarcastically. I refuse to back down this time. My relationship with Torrin is worth so much more than bowing down to Carmine. It’s now, during this face off, that I realize how much I truly care about that fucking man.

      Goddamnit.

      “You’ll change your mind,” Carmine is unperturbed. “And when you do, you’re going to follow through with exactly what I’m asking you to do.”

      “Why Torrin?” I ask. “Why even work with him if all you want to do is kill him? None of this makes any sense to me Carmine. You ask me to…”

      “Aria!” Carmine snaps with a roar that I haven’t heard in a while. It’s loud enough that I jump back, away from him. “Why can’t you just trust me?” he asks.

      “I can’t trust you if I don’t know what I’m fighting, Carmine,” I reply quietly.

      “Alright,” Carmine says with a nod. “Your precious Torrin? He’s the one who killed my mother.”

      I swallow hard, trying to digest the idea. Immediately, I want to tell Carmine that he has absolutely no proof, but something inside me is screaming that this could be true.

      “Good,” I tell Carmine with a final flick of my hair. “I never liked the bitch, anyway.”
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CHAPTER 16:

      It’s a quiet night as I walk up the street towards Aria’s building, everyone inside avoiding the cold aside from a few people hurrying to their destinations. The doorman to Aria’s building opens the door as I approach.

      Until I see a black sedan in the distance, idling.

      It’s not just any sedan because the license plate is one of Carmine’s cars. I’ve been in the car before, going to meet Carmine.

      The driver is looking down at something, so it’s easy for me to slip into the passenger seat, pulling out my gun.

      “Drive,” I tell him.

      The driver looks like he’s about to attempt something, so I press the gun to his temple.

      “I said drive,” I remind him.

      The man nods and drives.

      “You’re going to follow my directions,” I instruct carefully, my voice dripping with malice and hatred. “And if you try anything, I promise I will shoot you.”

      He nods and I keep the temple pressed to his head, watching as beads of sweat form on his forehead. The closer we get to the warehouse, the more nervous he gets until I finally tell him to stop the car.

      “Listen, I’ll tell you…” he begins. Declan and Liam interrupt his sentence by ripping him out of the car. They throw him to the ground and a blood thirsty Declan kicks him twice, right in the gut to make sure he’s not going to be making a run for it.

      Declan isn’t satisfied, however, and he continues to beat him for a few minutes before he grabs him but the collar, spitting in the man’s face.

      “What’s yer’ name?” Declan growls.

      “V-Vince…” the man replies before he coughs up blood all over himself and Declan’s hands.

      Declan throws him back to the ground. “What do we want with this fool?” he asks.

      “He was followin’ Aria,” I tell Declan. “Found him lingering outside her apartment.”

      “What do ye’ want with her?” Declan demands.

      Vince is ready to beg for his life, and everything comes spilling out instantly.

      “She’s his- his fiancée… I’m supposed to protect her,” he sputters.

      Liam and Declan look taken back, and Declan pauses mid punch to raise an eyebrow at me. “Do ye’ think he’s tellin’ us the through, Truth?”

      My expression remains stone cold, however the insinuation that Aria, my Aria, would be connected to Carmine is such a way brings my blood to a boiling point within seconds.

      “Yer’ lying,” I tell Vince.

      Vince shakes his head vehemently, throwing his hands up. “That’s what I was told… please… don’t hurt me! I have a family!”

      I stare him down before I slowly light a cigarette, taking my time as Declan’s laser focus burns through me to tell him to hit the man again.

      “Lies,” I tell Vince before I nod to Declan.

      Declan winds up and upper cuts Vince so hard that he flies back against the pavement, his head hitting the ground with a smack.

      “When did they ask you to do this?” I question him.

      “Just… a few days ago… after they got engaged on Saturday. Please! That’s all I know!” he begs.

      Saturday.

      “Bullshit,” I utter the word before he can say anything else. “Aria was with me.”

      The lie forms itself before I can think twice. I know she wasn’t with me. I know that was the night she went for dinner with Rosie.

      “Please!” Vince continues to beg for his life. “I know nothing!”

      When I look into his eyes, it’s almost like he knows that I’m lyin’ to Declan and Liam. His face turns into the image of my ma’ screaming at me to do the right thing. If I continue the lie, this man dies.

      Unfortunately for him, I’d kill for Aria.

      “Take him out,” I tell Declan and Liam.

      His screams echo through my head as I walk away, and I coldly push them from my mind. I won’t let the screams of a random man of Carmine’s haunt me or stop me from being with Aria.

      Or finding out the truth.

      



  




CHAPTER 17: TORRIN—CLAIMED

      The door slams shut behind me as I storm into my penthouse, my blood boiling with rage. The sight of the MET gala invitation addressed to Aria on the front table is like gasoline on an open flame - my anger ignites at the thought of her attending such a high-profile event, my jealousy flaring as I assume she intends to go without me.

      I need to know exactly what went on Saturday, and why she lied.

      “Dammit, Aria!” I grit out through clenched teeth. “Where the fuck are you?” I growl, pacing through the house, fists tightly clenched. I intend to confront her, to make her see sense, to make her understand she shouldn’t be anywhere near Carmine. That she belongs to me.

      The longer I look around my penthouse for her, the higher the tension in my back goes until it feels like a searing pain. My footsteps echo loudly as I stalk toward my bedroom, desperate to find Aria. Every second that ticks by only fuels my anger, making me more and more reckless. When I reach the bedroom, I pause for a moment before barreling inside, ready to unleash my fury upon her.

      She betrayed me… and that’s something I’ll make sure never happens again.

      “Where are you?” I spit out, frustration mounting as I search for her, scanning every corner of the room. And then, I hear it: the sound of water running from the bathroom. The door is wide open, steam billowing out into the bedroom.

      “Of course,” I mutter darkly, approaching the bathroom. Aria stands in the shower, her back to me, completely unaware of my presence. She’s vulnerable, exposed, and somehow even more infuriatingly beautiful than I remember.

      “Time for a little chat,” I think to myself, my eyes narrowing as I prepare to confront her. Little does she know, the storm brewing inside me is about to be unleashed upon her.

      As I stand in the doorway, staring at Aria’s naked form beneath the cascade of water, something shifts inside me. The anger that had been boiling within mixes with a raw, primal hunger that I can’t deny. My eyes trace the curves of her body, lingering on the rivulets of water as they course down her skin like trails of liquid fire.

      “Damn,” I whisper under my breath, my fingers twitching with the urge to touch her, to possess her completely. With each passing second, the tension in the room thickens, becoming almost palpable. I can feel it in the air, like a heavy weight pressing down upon us both.

      Slowly, deliberately, I undress, the sound of fabric rustling against my skin barely audible above the relentless drops of the rain shower. Each article of clothing discarded feels like another piece of armor falling away, leaving me exposed before her. The anticipation coils tightly around my heart, making it difficult to breathe.

      I take a deep breath and step into the shower, the hot water instantly enveloping me, searing my skin, and joining our worlds. Aria jumps in surprise, her blue eyes wide with shock as she whirls around to face me. She stumbles, her wet body colliding with mine as I shove her against the tile.

      “Wha—Torrin?” she stammers, her voice shaky with confusion. “What are you doing?”

      “Shh,” I murmur, my hands beginning to roam over her slick, warm body, exploring every inch of her. Her breathing quickens as I trail my fingers along the curve of her spine, the soft swell of her breasts, the delicate lines of her hips. Every touch sends shockwaves through me, igniting a fire deep within.

      Aria opens her mouth to say something, but I press a finger against her lips.

      “I have questions,” I hiss in her ear. “I know there’s somethin’ you’re keeping from me, and I intend to find out what it is.”

      “Torrin…” Aria trails off as my hand closes around her neck. I feel her swallow hard against my grasp.

      “First,” I breathe in her ear gruffly. “I’m going to use you in every way possible. Then, when I find out exactly what’s been going on, if you’ve been lying, we’ll be even.”

      I watch as Aria presses her lips together as she tries to fight whatever fear she’s feeling. She should be afraid; she should be terrified of the monster that I am. “Are you scared?” I ask.

      “Maybe a little,” she admits, her voice trembling. “But… I trust you.”

      “Trust me?” I chuckle darkly, the sound full of unspoken promises. “You shouldn’t, Aria. Not when I want you like this.”

      As Aria’s eyes lock with mine, I can see the uncertainty hidden within their blue depths. But beneath that hesitation, there’s a spark of desire that fuels my need for her. My gaze is possessive, intense, leaving no doubt as to what I want and how badly I want it.

      “Listen carefully, pet. I’m going to take you here, in this shower, until you can’t stand on your own two feet. I’m going to fuck you so hard that every time you close your eyes, all you’ll be able to think about is me cramming my cock inside you while you beg for mercy.”

      Aria’s cheeks flush crimson at my explicit words, but she doesn’t look away. Her vulnerability is palpable as my hands continue to roam over her wet skin, tracing the sleek contours of her body.

      “Please, Torrin,” she whispers against the rhythm of the water cascading around us. A plea, or perhaps a prayer? My lips hover mere inches from hers, the magnetic pull between us growing stronger with each passing second. I can almost taste her, her scent filling my senses, intoxicating me.

      “Ye’ know exactly what you did, Aria,” I growl. “There’s a price to pay for that, for betraying me,” I tell her. “And this is it.”

      Realization runs through her blue eyes like a flash of light, and I watch her nod slowly. “Do whatever you want to me,” Aria replies in a desperate whisper.

      Her words are like gasoline on an already raging fire, and I suddenly find myself unable to think of anything other than the feel of her body pressed against mine, the way she moans my name like a sacred incantation. This is beyond lust - it’s something far deeper and darker, a connection forged in our own betrayals.

      “Get on your knees,” I command.

      Aria obeys, sliding down to her knees in front of me, eyes on me the whole time. My hand tangles in her hair roughly, angling her head to press my cock against her plump lips. She opens her mouth, but I see the hesitation in her eyes, so my cock slides into her mouth before she can change her mind. She presses her head against the wall to distance herself from me, but that makes it easier to stuff more of me into her mouth- watching as she braces herself against the shower wall, eyes wide as she chokes down my shaft.

      The tip of my cock hits the back of Aria’s throat as her eyes water, and I angle her head so I can push my cock down her throat further. I press my hand against her throat so I can feel the bulge of my cock.

      I groan as she chokes, her throat convulsing around my shaft as I ease up and down her throat. Aria’s eyes water as I look down at her. Hands pressed against the wall as she struggles to breathe, her body tense. I need more power over her, I need to make her see; my body burns for more control, and I stuff the entirety of my length down her throat, holding her head as my cock pulses.

      Aria whines, the vibration in her throat as she chokes almost blinds me with how good it feels.

      “You feel that?” I murmur down at her, my voice dark as my hand closes around her throat again. “You feel my cock right here?” I ask, rubbing the bulge in her throat before I jerk myself further down her throat. Aria whines again and my cock threatens to blow for a moment.

      I stuff her mouth full again, balls deep, holding her head as she continues to struggle. Aria’s lips stretched around my cock feel so damn good.

      “God, Aria,” I groan, letting my cock rest in her mouth before I jerk it down her throat again. This time the insatiable need for her overcomes me. Any rational thought leaves my brain and I start to relentlessly force my length down her throat. She squeezes her eyes shut.

      “Look at me,” I demand.

      Aria’s eyes open, pupils swiveling up so she can look directly at me.

      Her gaze is ripe with struggle and fear, but there’s something about the way Aria still looks at me. I see something beyond the surface.

      Is it?

      No.

      How could this woman still bloody trust me?

      I pull her mouth off my cock to give her a second and I watch as she gulps down air, taking deep breaths. A wicked smile spreads across her lips as she gasps. Her smile hits me, a deep pang hitting my cock as it twitches for Aria.

      “Ye’ would enjoy it,” I growl.

      Aria laughs, smirking at me. “I said, do whatever you want,” she reminds.

      “Why would ye’ want this?” I ask.

      Aria looks up at me, breathing heavily, pure honesty in her eyes. “I want you,” she says.

      The unbelievable urge to fuck her into submission grabs hold of me. I need to use her body to trick her into saying all the things I need to hear. Somehow, I will trick myself into believing that this is just a game, that my desire for Aria is simply a desire to get the upper hand.

      I pull Aria to her feet, manipulating her body to turn her around and bend her over so I can slip my cock inside her from behind.

      Aria’s pussy grips me, sucking me in with the wetness on my cock as she struggles to adjust to the sudden intrusion. I grab hold of her hips, pulling them hard against me to fill her tightness completely.

      “Fuck…” Aria cries out, her body shaking against me already.

      “You weren’t kidding when you said you wanted me,” I tell Aria, grunting as I drag my cock out of her, only to roughly stuff her pussy full again, causing Aria to moan loudly.

      “Fuck, you feel incredible,” I groan into her ear, the words laced with both awe and lust. Her breath hitches, and I know she feels it too—the intensity of our connection, like two stars colliding in an explosion of desire.

      “Torrin,” Aria whines, her walls clenching around my shaft as she adjusts to my size. Her breath comes in ragged gasps, torturously long moans filled with lust that spur me on. I take hold of Aria’s wrists to pull her arms back and take complete control. She cries out louder, pleading and begging words dropping from her lips as her body quivers from the power of my thrusts.

      “Tell me how much you want this, Aria,” I demand, my voice rough with need. “Beg me for it.”

      “Please, Torrin,” she whimpers, her voice shaky and desperate. “I need you—I need this. Don’t stop.”

      I pull her body flush against mine, pressing my hand against her pelvis as I rock my hips against hers. Aria is weak against me, throwing her head back against my shoulder as she holds onto me. I hold her against me, pressing my hands into her skin, grabbing her nipple and massaging her chest roughly.

      Aria continues to gasp and moan, her sounds mixed with screams of pleasure and pain as I continue to pound into her.

      Her body begins to tense up, her pussy clamping down on my cock as I coax her towards orgasm. “T-Torrin…” Aria gasps, her nails digging into my skin hard enough to make me growl. “Fuck…”

      “What do you want from me, huh?” I croon in Aria’s ear. “Look at you, coating my cock with your cum, begging for more. Do you like how wet I make that tight little pussy?”

      Aria moans in response, her body responding to my words with a twitch.

      “If only Carmine could see you now, writhing on my cock,” I growl in her ear.

      Her body stiffens against mine immediately, and I know I’ve struck a nerve.

      “Why… why would you…” Aria starts, dropping off mid-sentence as I ravage her, hands pressing hard enough into her skin to bruise. She yelps in pain, but I don’t let up. Instead, my finger moves to her soaked pussy.

      “If only he could see what a slut you are for me,” I rumble, power coursing through my veins as a result. “Maybe then he’d learn to stay away from what’s mine.”

      “Torrin…” Aria gasps, trying to catch her ragged breath. “Is that…oh my god… is that what this is?” She can barely get the words out as I fuck her.

      I can feel the resistance as she tries to hold back from me, to hold herself together and resist the control I’ve taken over her.

      “That’s exactly what this is,” I snarl back.

      “St- wait…” she pleads with me.

      My hand goes over Aria’s mouth to stop her pleas. Her hands move up, to move my hand away. In response I pound into Aria harder, making her grip my arm as she tries not to come for me. When she does, she’ll know the exact power I have over her.

      “You love it,” I whisper in hear ear, keeping my hand clamped over her mouth as I degrade her. “If you really wanted to stop me, you would, instead here you are on my cock anyway… like the whore that you are for me.”

      Her pussy starts to convulse in earnest now and she can’t help herself. Aria’s moan is muffled by my hand as she comes hard, her whole-body trembling and tense as she rides the wave of pleasure.

      “That’s it,” I guide her. “Do you feel yourself?” I taunt. “Do you feel how wet you are? Do you feel your cum dripping all over my cock? Do you feel yourself giving in?”

      I finally move my hand away from her mouth, wanting to hear her protest.

      “Fuck me,” Aria pleads instead.

      The beast deep down inside me roars with victory.

      “Such a greedy little thing, aren’t you?” I tease, biting down on her shoulder as I increase the pace of my thrusts, eliciting a gasp of pleasure from her. “You love being fucked like this, don’t you?”

      “Y-yes,” she stammers, her body quivering with each powerful stroke.

      “Say it,” I order, my hand on her throat now, applying just enough pressure to remind her who’s in control. “Tell me how much you love my cock inside you.”

      “I love it—I love your cock inside me,” she moans, the words tumbling out of her like a confession. “Please, Torrin, don’t stop!”

      The sound of her pleading drives me wild, and I can feel the fire within me threatening to consume us both. With a feral growl, I focus all my attention on pounding into her with unrelenting force, desperate to bring her to the brink of ecstasy.

      “Remember, Aria,” I pant, my voice rough with exertion and lust. “You belong to me.”

      The heat between us intensifies, and I can feel her slick walls gripping me tighter as we near the edge. Her moans grow louder, echoing off the tiled walls, and the sound only fuels my hunger for her.

      “Are you gonna come for me?” I ask, my voice strained with desire.

      “Y-yes,” Aria gasps. “Torrin, please…”

      “Come for me, Aria,” I demand forcefully. “Let go and let me hear you scream my name.”

      “Fuck,” Aria whines as her wetness soaks my cock. “Torrin-oh my god!”

      “That’s it, pet,” I growl in her ear as I fill her up to the hilt, pressing into her so hard that her body jerks, fists clenching.

      “TORRIN!” she cries out as her body convulses around me. The sensation of her clenching around me is too much to hold back.

      “Fuck, you’re going to be the death of me,” I mutter, my breath hitching as I feel her tighten around me once more. With a final, brutal thrust, I push her over the edge again, her screams echoing in my ears as her second orgasm crashes through her.

      My heart races, each thud echoing through my chest as Aria’s body quivers underneath me. Her breathy moans fill the steamy bathroom, fueling my need to possess her completely. I can feel it - that edge, that moment when I’ll lose myself inside her. I know I shouldn’t, but the way Aria takes my load inside her takes precedence over logic.

      “Fuck,” I groan, trying to sort through the chaos in my mind, but all I can focus on is how she feels around me—tight, wet, and so fucking perfect. It’s like they explicitly made Aria for me, and I don’t want to let go of this connection.

      “Please, Torrin…” Aria whimpers, her vulnerability only adding to my burning desire. I’m consumed by this primal need to protect her, to make her mine in every way possible.

      “Tell me what you want,” I insist, my voice strained as our bodies continue to move together in a heated dance. The intensity of our passion reaches dizzying heights, and I know we’re both teetering on the brink.

      “You,” Aria moans my name, repeatedly pleading for me.

      “Fuck, I’m going to cum,” I grunt, my cock flexing inside her, aching to blow.

      Desperation overwhelms me.

      An unfamiliar rush of pleasure almost blinds me. Aria opens up to me, and her body almost seems to let me sink deeper, sending my senses tingling. A guttural growl escapes as I blow deep inside her. The sensation is a raw ecstasy, a primal victory as our combined moans fill the humid air. Aria’s walls clench, her body tensing up as we come together.

      I relish the glorious rush of adrenaline, pumping my load inside her fiercely.

      Our bodies still tremble, pressed together as the hot water rains down on us. The sound of heavy breathing fills the steamy air as we cling to one another, our hearts racing.

      My thoughts are a whirlwind, a mixture of possessiveness, desire, and something else—something deeper that I’m hesitant to acknowledge. There’s something intensely satisfying about it, a feeling that goes beyond lust or passion. It goes beyond what I understand, coming with making her in the most primal way possible.

      “So,” Aria says, stepping under the spray to rinse her body. “Was that because you want me, or because you don’t want Carmine to have me?”

      It’s like the moment she steps out of my grasp, she wakes up.

      “Both,” I tell her honestly. “Can I ask what the fuck you were doing with him?”

      “Nothing,” Aria replies. “Nothing happened, we argued. That’s it.”

      “So, he didn’t propose?” I ask, hesitant to believe her, but wanting to all the same.

      “He did,” Aria replies.

      I fall completely for a moment before I cross my arms. “Why didn’t you tell me?” I demand answers from her. “Or did ye’ say yes and you’re just not telling me the truth?”

      Aria’s lips disappear into a thin line, her eyes narrowing.

      “What did you just ask me?” her voice thunders with the echo of the shower.

      “Did ye’ say yes or not?” I repeat the question.

      “No,” Aria says, her voice eerily calm. “But I wanted to. If I’d known what a…” she searches for the right word. “If… if I knew what a fucking disappointment you’d be maybe it would’ve pushed me to do it. I wanted to do it, I wanted to say yes, but for some reason I thought about you and that’s what fucking stopped me.” Aria continues her line of swearing. “If I’d known exactly how this was going to be, I would’ve said yes.”

      The all-encompassing rage I feel points to one thing: I’ve been fooled.

      “Maybe ye’ should’ve then,” I tell her, seething.

      Aria’s expression changes for a moment before it’s replaced by one that’s stoic and unnerving. I don’t expect the incoming slap, the sound of which reverberates off the walls of the shower.

      “Leave me the fuck alone,” Aria snarls at me.

      “Gladly,” I snarl back.
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      The dimly lit fitting room is a whirlwind of expensive gowns and the clatter of designer heels against tile. There’s a flurry of activity around me, but my mind is elsewhere.

      I still feel the lingering heat from Torrin’s touch, searing through me like molten lava, leaving me aching for more.

      One shower.

      That’s all it took.

      One.

      My mind is like a tap: now that the thoughts are there, there’s no stopping the water from rushing in. Just like Torrin’s cum rushing into me every time I’ve begged him for more, to fill me up and satiate that primal desire, to let him claim me.

      It occurs to me I am just stupid when it comes to Torrin. I don’t see an end to this situation that ends well for both of us. If we were to carry on, surely, we’d both end up damaged beyond what we already are.

      I’m sure this is the end, yet still, I can’t bring myself to regret anything.

      I turn around for Rosie to zip up the back of my dress and I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror.

      Gone is the scared girl who wandered into Carmine’s bar for a job. Gone is the woman who thought she could change a man like Carmine. I’m no longer under his thumb. My family is in the past. There is a woman before me in the mirror, wearing haute couture she never dreamed of in her life, living out a fairytale.

      The woman in the mirror misses Torrin Walker desperately and wants him to apologize for being such an ass. But Torrin is stubborn, and I don’t expect him to do anything of the sort. Besides, I told him I wanted to marry Carmine… no man is going to try to recover from that.

      I step out of the dressing room and Rosie and Isla doll out the compliments as I twirl in front of the three-way mirror. It’s only now that I realize one of Torrin’s marks on my neck is still visible. Damn.

      One of many.

      “Girl, you didn’t cover that hickey up too well,” Rosie snickers, her dark eyes glinting in amusement as she surveys my neck. Suddenly, I’m back in bed with Torrin, his skilled lips tracing patterns on my skin, staking his claim on me.

      “Damn it,” I mutter, touching the tender spot absentmindedly. The memory of Torrin’s arms wrapped around me sends shivers down my spine.

      “Someone’s been busy,” Isla teases, her eyes locking onto mine as if she can see the secret thoughts swirling behind them. “Are you falling in love with him?” she questions, arching an eyebrow as she scrutinizes me.

      “Who? Torrin?” I scoff, feigning nonchalance. I’m torn between wanting to explain that Torrin and I are, predictably, finished and begging them for help on how to fix this.

      There is no fixing this, I remind myself.

      Torrin thinking that I would actually say yes to Carmine made me see red. It made me see rage like I’ve never known before, and I know I said things I absolutely didn’t mean.

      “He doesn’t feel that way about me. Torrin Walker is incapable of having feelings for anyone but himself or his work,” I add for good measure.

      “Are you trying to convince us or yourself?” Rosie asks.

      “It’s not about what you think you want, Aria,” Isla says softly, but I can hear the underlying warning in her tone. “It’s about what you’re allowing yourself to feel.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I reply defensively, averting my gaze. My heart races, betraying my words. I hate how easily she can read me sometimes.

      “Look, all we’re saying is to be careful,” Rosie insists, concern clouding her features. “Torrin may be many things, but he’s not exactly boyfriend material. You’ve said that yourself, various times.”

      “Thanks for the advice,” I snap, casting her a wry smile. “But I think I can handle my love life.”

      “Or lack thereof,” Rosie chimes in, smirking.

      “Hilarious,” I say, rolling my eyes. I know they’re right. Torrin and I share something raw, electric, and dark, but it’s far from the stuff of fairytales. And yet, a part of me can’t help but want someone like him—dangerous, enigmatic, and utterly intoxicating—by my side.

      “Let’s just focus, okay?” I suggest as I force a smile. “And leave my nonexistent love life out of it.”

      Isla arches an eyebrow and exchanges a knowing look with Rosie. “Fine, if you say so,” she concedes, though I can tell that she’s not entirely convinced. She turns her attention back to the dress she’s holding, letting the conversation subside for a moment.

      My mind races back to the shower with Torrin. The way his powerful hands moved over my body, the electric heat that surged through me at his touch, the possessive grip he had on my hips—it all felt like a dream. But now, as I stand here, trying to convince my friends that there’s nothing romantic between us, the weight of reality is pressing down on me.

      Did I seriously fuck up the first thing I’ve ever truly felt?

      Did I really throw my relationship with Torrin away over… Carmine?

      Then the stunning realization hits me: Carmine got exactly what he wanted out of this. He wanted me away from Torrin and he got exactly that.

      I swallow hard as I look in the mirror, watching the assistant literally sew me into the stunning beaded confection I’ve been styled into. The dress is raw and edgy: see-through and heavily beaded into a stunning black lace pattern that just barely covers my nipples. The fabric is tight against my body and shows the entire outline of my curves, almost even beyond the flesh-colored panties I’m wearing.

      Everyone hums around me, putting finishing touches on my outfit. The gigantic black overskirt is tied around my waist, then a beautiful black velvet belt is added. It gives the illusion of my body being painted.

      “Holy shit, Aria,” Rosie swears when she sees me.

      “Rosie, what do you think?” I ask her, holding up a pair of earrings and a comb with a small net veil. “All out glam or rich widow on her sixth husband?” I ask.

      Rosie points to the net veil. “Rich widow on her sixth husband, for sure.”

      I nod. “Of, course, I don’t know what I was thinking.” I’m not referring to the veil. My face grows cold as I feel the tendrils of fear work their way down my face and body and I shiver.

      “Aria, are you okay?” Rosie asks, noticing the sudden change. “The color just drained from your face.”

      All I can do is shake my head as my lower lip quivers and my throat aches.

      “What is it?” Rosie prods.

      “Torrin…” I whisper, choking back sobs so my make-up isn’t completely ruined.

      “What happened?” Rosie’s eyes widen. She makes a slashing motion across her neck at the stylist who’s hovering. The stylist instantly disappears, and Rosie leads me to a chair to sit down.

      “Carmine…” I start.

      Everything spins and I feel dizzy.

      “You look like you need water,” Isla tells me, handing me a bottle of water. “What happened with Carmine?”

      They both stare at me quizzically.

      “He proposed,” I whisper the words.

      “What!” Isla screams.

      “Holy fuck!” Rosie yells at the same time. “What the fuck was he thinking!”

      “That’s fucking nuts,” Isla adds.

      “Aria, you didn’t say yes…” Rosie’s eyes go wide. “Did you?”

      “No!” I admonish her.

      “God Rosie, how could you even ask a question like that?” Isla argues. “Do you really think Aria would say yes?”

      “Honestly, with Carmine I never know what’s going on with these two,” Rosie responds, her voice tinged with annoyance.

      “Give her a little credit,” Isla bounces back.

      “Yeah, give me some credit,” I add, nodding.

      “You weren’t there for the whole four year debacle,” Rosie reminds Isla.

      “What did Torrin say when you told him?” Isla asks, ignoring Rosie.

      Tears threaten to spill over, my lips quivering as I try to find the words to admit to what I did.

      “You didn’t tell him?” Rosie guesses.

      I nod.

      “Did he find out?” Isla continues their line of questioning.

      I nod again.

      “What did you say, Aria?” Rosie asks sternly.

      “Give her a break,” Isla hisses back at Rosie.

      “No,” I say with a shake of my head. “She’s right, I was stupid. I told Torrin- I told him that I should’ve said yes, and that I wanted to.”

      Isla’s eyes widen in shock and she looks like she’s about to fall over for a second. “Aria,” She gasps at me. “You didn’t.”

      “I can’t believe you did that,” Rosie adds.

      “I regret it,” I admit, my throat stinging with the need to cry. It stings so bad I can barely swallow, and I open the bottle of water, downing half of it to try and rid myself of the dryness. It doesn’t work and my throat continues to ache painfully, only the pain spreads throughout my jaw, slowly going down my neck.

      The tension is unbearable.

      “He won’t stay away from her,” Isla tells Rosie.

      “What makes you say that?” Rosie asks, curious.

      “Call it a gut feeling,” Isla replies, her annoyance with Rosie growing.

      “This isn’t one of your songs, Isla,” Rosie snaps back at her. “It’s not all roses and happy endings here.”

      “Well, obviously,” Isla seethes.

      “Stop it,” I tell them both.

      Rosie looks down at her watch, looking for an escape. “I have to go anyway,” she says. “Unlike the both of you, I have to work.” Rosie turns on her heel angrily, stalking away angrily.

      “What’s her problem?” Isla asks.

      “She’s just protective,” I make excuses for Rosie. “It hasn’t been easy for us. When I first started working for Carmine, she was new and so was I. We bonded and throughout all the stuff I let Carmine put me through she’s been my rock.”

      “Well, if that’s the level of support she gives you, no wonder,” Isla replies. “She was harsh.”

      I can’t argue with Isla that Rosie was being harsh, but at this point I definitely deserved her harshness. I deserve all the attitude and bad things that are going to happen next without Torrin in my life.

      “I have an idea,” Isla says.

      “What?” I ask, clearing my throat again.

      “One,” Isla says as she puts a finger up. “We get you a drink.” She pauses and waves over one of the assistants with a tray of champagne. She grabs two flutes and hands me both of them before grabbing two for herself. “Drink,” she orders me.

      The champagne tickles my nose as I take a sip. I’ve never liked champagne but the citrusy tones of this one are nice. The first sip goes straight to my head and I down the rest of the flute while Isla does the same.

      “Now,” Isla smiles as she eyes someone behind me. “We make him regret ever asking that question.”

      I raise an eyebrow at Isla, wondering what she has up her sleeve. Then, I turn my head to see a man with a velvet tray full of sparkling jewels in his hands. The security guard beside him tells me the diamonds are real, and upon further inspection I can see what they are: rings.

      “Isla… this is a bad idea,” I tell her.

      “No,” Isla shakes her head. “It’s a fantastic idea. Once Torrin sees photos of you with an engagement ring, he’ll come running back, begging for you.”

      I look down at the velvet tray, all the gorgeous rings sparkling under the lights.

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      Isla just smiles at me; certain she knows what she is doing. She scans the diamonds with a practiced eye, looking for the perfect specimen, before she plucks a gorgeous pink diamond from the bunch.

      The jeweler holding the tray smiles. “A fancy pink elongated Asscher cut,” he announces. “Very nice choice Ms. Taylor. The side stones are fancy pink trapezoids, all carefully matched to provide the perfect finger coverage.”

      “Excellent,” Isla smiles, slipping the ring on my finger.

      “It fits,” I gasp. It’s far larger than anything I would’ve ever expected to have on my finger.  I hold my hand out under the light and for a moment my mind drifts to Torrin, and I allow myself to imagine Torrin putting this ring on my finger.

      “I don’t know,” I debate.

      “It’s perfect,” Isla claps. “Oh, Smethells what do you think?”

      “Perfect indeed,” he agrees with Isla.

      “Just for tonight,” I concede, if only because I want to live in the fantasy for a little bit longer. Just for tonight, I get to pretend that everything is fine.
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CHAPTER : TORRIN—HARSH REALITY

      “What the feck do ye’ think yer’ doing?” Liam asks, looming over me like a specter of doom. He’s holding a bottle of whiskey, looking concerned.

      “What?” I growl back at my younger brother.

      “I don’t know what happened with Aria,” Liam tells me. “But ye’ gotta fix it. I can’t stand seeing ye’ like this, brother.”

      “I’m fine,” I scowl. “Leave me alone.”

      Liam sighs before he takes a seat on the roof beside me. “Yer’ too stubborn for yer’ own good.”

      I remain silent as Liam opens the bottle of whiskey, taking a swig before he hands it to me. I debate for a moment, knowing that alcohol will only suit to worsen my mood. Feck it. I take the bottle from my brother and take a swig anyway, letting the burn remind me I’m still alive. Unfortunately, that comes with knowing how blindingly stupid I’ve been. It makes my throat ache and I swallow hard before I take another swig of the whiskey.

      “Ye’ can fix it, Torrin,” Liam says.

      “I don’t want to,” I reply, lying through my teeth because I don’t want to admit how much I need Aria.

      “So, yer’ going to let Aria just walk right back into Carmine’s arms without a fight, then? Because, according to Rosie, that’s exactly what will happen if ye’ don’t fix this Torrin.”

      I raise an eyebrow at my brother. “When exactly were ye’ talking to Rosie?”

      “I saw her at Carmine’s office when I was droppin’ off the device you gave me,” Liam says.

      “Couldn’t help yourself, or did she tell you?” I ask, angry.

      “I asked,” Liam admits. “Torrin, ye’ lied to Declan and I about Aria. Since when are ye’ the lying sort? I know ye’ weren’t with her when ye’ said ye’ were, and I know ye lied to us about it.”

      My mouth twitches as I debate what to say. “Ye’ don’t know what yer’ talking about Liam,” I explain.

      “I think I do, actually,” Liam says as he gets ticked off with me. The tone of his voice is nearly a growl. “Torrin, ye’ve never considered lying for a woman before. Ye’ don’t lie to us, we’re family. We all know that the Walker family is only going to succeed if we’re honest with each other. If ye’ want to protect Aria, then do it, but don’t go about lyin’ to Declan and I to do it.”

      The stark realization that I willingly put everything we’ve worked towards in jeopardy for Aria hits me like a punch to the gut. The wind has been knocked out of me, and for a moment I’m too stunned to speak.

      “As for the device,” Liam continues. “Carmine saw nothing wrong with it. As far as he knows we gave him exactly what we said we would. He’s happy for now and has no idea that you modified the bomb.”

      “Liam,” I snap at my brother.

      He eyes me for a moment before a smile cracks on his face. “Ye’ gonna go get her then?”

      “Where the feck is she?” I ask.

      Liam hands me his phone to show me a photograph from the MET Gala that Aria was invited to. She’s radiant, her dress like lace painted onto her body. I notice the headline after a moment of simply staring at her.

      Engaged? Aria King Flaunts New ENGAGEMENT RING!?

      The rage within me tears across my body like a sharp pain. My body aches at the thought of Aria and Carmine wrapped up together. It’s like a bad dream I can’t wake up from, and my only option now is to beg for her forgiveness.
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      The flashing lights of the cameras create an almost surreal atmosphere as I watch Aria from a distance, her every movement captivating me. She’s like a siren, luring everyone in with her magnetic charm and striking beauty. Her blonde hair flows elegantly down her back as she turns to pose for the photographers, her blue eyes sparkling with intelligence and confidence.

      “Damn,” I whisper, unable to tear my gaze away from her. The way she interacts with others, that air of self-assuredness surrounding her—it’s no wonder I’m hypnotized by Aria. If she doesn’t forgive me, I’ll spend the rest of my life knowing we could have been something extraordinary.

      The daring thought that we still could be something extraordinary enters my mind.

      I continue to observe her. My feelings for Aria are growing stronger, developing into something I can’t quite define. My intention was never for things to get this far, for our relationship to become so complicated and intense. Yet here I am, falling harder for her with each passing moment, my resolve crumbling like sand through my fingers.

      The rational part of me knows I should walk away, protect her from the darkness that lives within me. But I’ve never been very good at doing what’s right. I want to take a chance, to explore these newfound emotions that threaten to consume me.

      “Feck it,” I whisper to myself, deciding. If I’m going to fall, then I might as well embrace it. Even if it means dragging us both down into the abyss.

      “Torrin?” a voice behind me asks. I turn to see that blonde woman that I saw Aria with in the pictures from that night with Jax. I’m tempted to scowl and ask why she brought Jax and Aria together, but I bite my tongue.

      “That’s me,” I nod to her. “Yer’ Isla then?” I guess.

      She narrows her darkly lined blue eyes before she fluffs her bleach blonde hair. Isla flicks her eyes over me. “How did you even get in here like that?” she asks.

      “I have my ways,” I tell her.

      Thankfully, Rosie was working the event and helped me get in.

      “You better fucking make it up to her.” Isla doesn’t mince words. She doesn’t bother with pleasantries or a smile. “What you did, that was a jackass move,” she tells me.

      “Aye,” I agree with Isla. “What do ye’ think I’m doing here then?” I ask.

      “Fine, let me rephrase that,” she says, her tone sharp. “If you don’t intend to be serious about Aria, then to let her go.”

      I grit my teeth, anger flaring inside me at her audacity. “And what makes you think I’m not serious about her?”

      “Call it a gut feeling,” she replies coolly. “Just know that if you hurt her, there will be consequences. I’m not about to let you use her and get away with it.”

      My expression betrays my shock that some popstar is threatening me.

      Me.

      “Listen, Isla,” I growl, leaning in closer. “I have no intention of letting Aria go. So, you better get used to the idea of me being around.”

      “Then go get her,” Isla challenges me with a raised eyebrow.

      As Aria continues to pose for the cameras, her beauty captivating everyone around her, I grow more and more possessive. My chest tightens with every flash of a camera, my fingers itching to pull her away from their greedy gazes. I watch as she fluffs out the train of her dress before striking a pose, her hip jutting out, long legs perfectly positioned to show her tiny waist.

      She cranes her neck, looking around. I can read her lips as I watch her smile as Jax. “Have you seen Isla?” She asks him.

      Jax looks around and then points in our direction.

      When Aria turns around, it’s like slow motion, her eyes settle on me and I see the sadness in those blue depths. Her expression moves through phases, from her jaw dropping in shock to her lower lip quivering. God, how I want to rub my thumb across that bottom lip.

      Jax bends to ask Aria something and she shakes her head.

      Then I watch as she turns on her heel to walk away.

      “Aria!” I call after her, moving far faster than she can in those heels. “Aria, please,” I beg, reaching out to grab her arm gently.

      “No, Torrin,” Aria replies, her voice shaking as she pushes my hand away.

      “Aria,” I plead with her, not caring if she doesn’t want to be touched as my hand darts out, grabbing hers. “Please, just listen to me.”

      Aria stops in her tracks, looking away from me like she can’t possibly bear the sight of me. “I don’t know, Torrin.” She whispers. “Maybe we’re both just bad for each other.”

      “Look at me, and say that to my face,” I tell her. “Can you honestly look me in the eye, and tell me that ye’ want to walk away? That ye’ want me to leave you alone?

      When Aria looks at me, I see the uncertainty in her eyes. I tug her closer to me. She almost stumbles slightly but regains her balance quickly by leaning against me. I instantly pull her into my arms and her palms come to rest against my chest, the searing heat of her hands igniting the determination to see this through.

      The ring on her finger sparkles like a firework display, distracting me and making my heart ache.

      “Don’t marry him,” I tell her.

      “Why?” Aria asks, her eyes searching mine for the answer.

      “Because ye’ belong with me, Aria. That’s all there is to it.” I say, knowing that’s not enough. “I told ye’ that no woman has ever affected me how you do, and I meant it. That’s not something I’m keen to let go of, and I hope you feel the same, Aria. I’m sorry, and I was wrong. Don’t marry him because you’re pissed off at me.”

      She swallows hard, her hands forming fists against my chest as she bites her lip. Aria looks up, into my eyes, and I can see a sliver of hope.

      “You don’t really think I would say yes to him? Do you?” she asks, her voice low.

      “Well, ye’ slept with Jax,” I say, only bringing it up because it still stings.

      Aria laughs like this is all a cruel joke. “I never slept with Jax, Torrin, didn’t even entertain the notion, I just wanted to…” she pauses, biting her lip nervously. “I wanted to make you want me.”

      I sigh, shaking my head as I grip Aria’s waist, pulling her harder against me. “Yer’ a fool if ye’ ever thought that I didn’t want you. But, for the record, I’m ecstatic ye’ didn’t, because that bastard didn’t deserve you.”

      “Neither do you.” Aria laughs shakily. “You’re a fool for thinking I would ever say yes to Carmine. Not with you in my life.”

      Her honesty shatters a part of me, and I can feel the walls I’ve built up around me crumble. As hard as I’ve tried to keep Aria out of my heart, she’s there now. There’s nothing I can do to change that.

      I may as well embrace it.

      “Does that make us even then?” I ask.

      Aria’s eyes water slightly, her breath shaky. “I don’t know,” Aria whispers.

      We’re both acutely aware that we’re standing on the red carpet of a high-profile event, with many pairs of eyes on us. But there’s not much that I care about beyond her answer. Aria’s eyes are like stormy seas, a whirlwind of emotions swirling within them. The tension is palpable between us—an electric current that threatens to consume us both. My hands tighten around her as I struggle to find the right words.

      “I know ye’ deserve a much better man than I am, Aria. But I’ll be damned if I let you go without a fight. Every time I look at you, Aria, I feel like I’m standing on the edge of a cliff, and you’re the only thing keeping me from falling.”

      Her eyes widen in surprise, her lips parting as she takes in my confession. “Torrin, I… I don’t want you to fall. I don’t want either of us to fall.”

      “Then let’s promise each other something,” I suggest, my hand gently cupping her cheek. “Let’s promise that we’ll catch each other if we do. No matter how dark or dangerous things get, we’ll be there for each other.”

      “Yes,” she whispers, leaning into my touch, a small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Always, a thousand times, yes.”

      We can’t resist the pull any longer. Our lips collide and I’m immediately swept away by the wave of relief that hits me. It’s not my intention to kiss Aria so deeply, but I lose myself in the way her lips feel against mine and the way her fingers dance along the back of my neck.

      I hear coughing, and that’s when I hear the cameras going off, and reality comes rudely hurling back at us. Aria blushes under the bright lights, a smile on her face that shines contagiously, and my lips actually form a smile back.

      “A genuine smile,” Aria teases me with a mock gasp. “I didn’t know if those existed.” She embraces my face with her hands, her gentle teasing something that I now appreciate.

      “I’m happy,” I quip to her.

      Our lips drift closer, but the incessant click of the damn cameras is distracting. “Let’s give them a show, then.” I tell Aria, raising an eyebrow.

      “Try me,” she dares.

      I don’t care about anything other than Aria’s laugh as I dip her low in one sweeping gesture before I plant a kiss at the base of her neck. A sea of camera flashes go off simultaneously, and I wonder how Aria deals with this kind of attention.

      “That’s damn near blinding,” I tell her under my breath after I pull her back up.

      Suddenly, I feel incredibly blinded for real and it’s like I’m hit by a crushing blow. A deafening boom erupts, and the ground shakes beneath our feet. The sound of crumbling concrete and screams fill the air as chaos and panic ensue.

      I can feel the heat from the ball of fire and flame that rises into the sky.

      Aria screams and I curse, instinctively pulling her close and shielding her with my body. Glass shatters and debris flies through the air, the force of the explosion sending a shockwave rippling through the ground. My heart pounds in my chest, adrenaline coursing through my veins as I try to process what’s happening.

      Another deafening explosion erupts, flames licking up to the night sky.

      The rocking from the explosion hurls us to the ground, every nerve in my body screaming as I feel the impact. My head smashes against the ground and my vision blurs, pain radiating from the back of my head. It’s worth having protected Aria.

      “Argh…” I groan, struggling to find my bearings.

      There’s no time to process what’s going on as the chaos ensues around us. Aria sits up, looking around confused, her face painted with distress.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, wincing at the throbbing pain in my skull. But I can’t afford to focus on myself right now. I need to make sure Aria is okay. She’s the only one who matters, the only one who makes me feel alive.

      “Aria,” I rasp, my voice sounding foreign and strained to my own ears. “Talk to me, love. Are you hurt?”

      She looks disoriented, her blonde hair matted with debris and dust. My heart clenches at the sight of her so vulnerable, but I try to keep my tone steady.

      “I-I think I’m okay,” she stammers, her gaze flitting across our surroundings. “Torrin, what happened?”

      “An explosion,” I reply tersely, trying to ignore my own injuries. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Grit and debris crunch beneath my shoes as I help Aria to her feet. Our bodies pressed together amidst the chaos. The air is heavy with smoke and the acrid smell of burned materials stings my nostrils. My ears are still ringing from the explosion, but I can hear the panicked screams and cries for help around us.

      “Stay close to me, Aria,” I say, my voice hoarse and strained from the dust clogging my throat.

      She nods, her eyes wide and fearful, but there’s a determination in them that only heightens my admiration for her. Her hand grips mine tightly, her slender fingers trembling ever so slightly. We navigate our way through the wreckage, sidestepping broken glass and twisted metal. Every step we take, my resolve to protect her grows stronger, rooting itself deep within my soul.

      “Watch out for that beam,” I warn, pulling her out of the way as a large piece of wall crashes down nearby. Her body shakes against mine, and I feel rage bubbling up inside me at whoever caused this destruction—rage that they dared to put her in danger.

      “Do you think…” Aria trails off and I know what she’s suggesting.

      Carmine.

      “I don’t know, love,” I admit, scanning the area for any sign of a safe exit. “But I swear I’ll find out, and he’ll pay for this if that’s the case. Someone will.”

      As we push forward, I see an opening through the devastation—a potential escape route. My heart hammers in my chest, not just from the adrenaline, but from the knowledge that every moment counts. The world may crumble around us, but one thing remains clear: I will keep Aria safe, no matter the cost.

      “Over there!” I shout, pointing towards the gap in the debris.

      “Thank God,” Aria breathes, her relief palpable as we make our way towards the opening to find zero reprieve and more chaos.

      “This way,” I tell Aria, trying to find anywhere to catch our breath for a moment.

      We stumble into a storage room; the door hanging off its hinges. It’s a much-needed refuge amidst the chaos outside. Aria leans against a stack of dusty crates, panting for breath.

      “Are you alright?” I ask, concern lacing my voice.

      “I think so,” she replies, her gaze dropping to the scrapes and bruises that mar her once flawless skin. “What about you?”

      The throbbing pain in my head intensifies, and I can feel blood trickling down my temple. But I’m not about to reveal the extent of my injuries—not when Aria needs me to be strong for her.

      “Never better,” I lie, forcing a wry smile. My vision blurs for a moment, but I shake it off, focusing instead on the woman beside me. “Now that we’re safe, we need to figure out our next move.”

      “Safe?” she scoffs, her blue eyes flashing with defiance. “Torrin, someone just tried to kill us, with zero regard for all those people. I don’t know if I’ll ever feel safe again.”

      “Listen to me, Aria,” I say, low and steady. “I will do whatever it takes to protect you, even if it means putting myself in harm’s way.” My words are a vow, a promise forged in the fire of my love for her.

      “Even if it kills you?” she asks quietly, her eyes searching mine for reassurance.

      “Especially if it kills me,” I reply, my resolve unwavering. “You are worth every risk, Aria. And I won’t let anything, or anyone, take you away from me.”

      A heavy silence settles between us, punctuated only by our ragged breathing. It’s a fragile moment, suspended in time, as we acknowledge the gravity of what’s just transpired. I can see the fear in Aria’s eyes, but also a hint of something else—trust. It’s not something either of us gives easily, but in the face of danger, our bond has deepened.

      Her hand reaches for mine. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      “Let’s hope you never have to find out,” I reply, my heart swelling with love and determination. The world may be a dark and unforgiving place, but I have Aria by my side.

      God help anyone who tries to tear us apart.

      My vision pulses at the edges, threatening to give way to blackness. The throbbing pain in my head intensifies with each heartbeat, but I grit my teeth and bear it. For Aria.

      “Are you alright?” Aria’s voice is laced with concern as she gently touches the side of my head where blood trickles down from the wound.

      “Ah, it’s just a scratch,” I reply, attempting to brush off her worry with a weak smile. “Nothing a little whiskey won’t fix.”

      “Whiskey? You’re unbelievable.” She chuckles, despite the situation, shaking her head. “We need to get you some help, Torrin. Let’s try to find a way out of here.”

      I concede, clutching her hand in mine. As we step out from our hiding spot, I scan the chaotic scene before us. Smoke billows into the sky, debris littering the once-glamorous red carpet.

      “Stay close to me,” I urge Aria, my voice barely audible over the surrounding cacophony. Her grip on my hand tightens, anchoring me to her as we survey the carnage in front of us.

      “Always,” she whispers.

      I whip my head back to look at her, but the dizziness makes my vision blur. There’s lights and sirens, but my focus is rattled in the midst of it.

      As we inch forward through the wreckage, I keep one hand firmly on Aria and use the other to shield my eyes from the smoke. My vision flickers again, making it difficult to see more than a few feet in front of me.

      “Watch out!” Aria yells, pulling me back just as a large piece of debris crashes to the ground beside us. I wince at the impact, my head throbbing in protest.

      “Thanks,” I mutter between clenched teeth. “That was too bloody close.”

      “Torrin, you're not okay,” Aria tells me urgently, attempting to pull me to a stop. “Let me get help,” she pleads with me. “Just wait here.”

      “Almost there,” I whisper, trying to reassure both Aria and myself.

      “Stay with me, Torrin,” Aria pleads, gripping my hand as I stumble forward. “Just a little longer.” I can hear her voice but that’s the extent of my awareness as I stumble forward. “Torrin!”

      “Trying…” I choke out, my grip on her hand slipping. The darkness encroaches, leaving me teetering on the precipice of unconsciousness.

      “Please, Torrin… hold on.” Her voice fades in and out, distant and warped like a broken radio signal. “I need you…”

      But it's too late. The black void swallows me whole, and my world goes dark.
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CHAPTER 20:

      “The MET’s annual Costume Institute Gala explosion days ago continues to rock the nation as the death toll continues to rise. Authorities are still searching for bodies in the rubble 72 hours later. Most of those found in the rubble have only added to the death toll. The president made a statement yesterday to confirm the belief that this was a terrorist attack.”

      

      One of the nurses flicks the TV off when she sees me sitting in the hallway.

      “I’m so sorry, dear,” she tells me as she approaches. “Is there anything I can get you?”

      I look down at my burned arm, wrapped in gauze. “It’s hurting again,” I tell her.

      “Let me get you something,” she says.

      The cold linoleum presses through my pants into my thighs as I sit on the hospital floor in a pair of itchy scrubs. The glaring fluorescent lights above cast harsh shadows on the walls, amplifying the sense of unease that has settled into every crevice of my being.

      Torrin's second surgery feels like it's been going on for an eternity, and with each passing minute, my heart clenches tighter. I run my hands through my tousled blonde hair, pulling at the strands in a futile attempt to ease some of the tension coursing through me. Anxiety gnaws at my insides, threatening to swallow me whole as I wait for any news about his condition.

      “Please let him be okay,” I whisper over the low hum of the hospital's machinery. “I can't lose him.”

      Memories of Torrin wash over me—his piercing blue eyes, the way he made me laugh despite myself, the electricity that seemed to crackle between us whenever we were close. Our relationship has been turbulent, a whirlwind of passion and arguments; the thought of losing him now fills me with a crushing weight.

      As I wrap my arms around my knees, trying to draw comfort from my embrace, my thoughts drift back to Carmine. I know what the news is saying, and I know what even the government believes. I wonder, though, if they’re just taking the opportunity to start another war while Carmine is responsible.

      I have zero proof that Carmine had anything to do with it, but deep down there’s a gurgling in my stomach, wondering if he did. It’s all so ironic, Torrin coming into my life because Carmine pushed him there and then deciding that he needs to be taken care of.

      I look up from my huddled position, startled by the sound of heavy footsteps echoing through the empty hospital corridor. Liam and Declan emerge from around the corner, their expressions a mix of concern and determination. They take a seat on either side of me on the floor, their presence providing a much-needed sense of solidarity.

      “Any news?” Declan asks, his voice gruff but gentle.

      “Nothing yet,” I reply, my eyes filling with tears as I think about Torrin lying unconscious in the operating room.

      Liam places a comforting hand on my shoulder, his piercing blue eyes searching mine for any hint of what's going on inside my head. “Aria, he’ll make it.” Liam encourages, though I wonder if it’s for his sake as much as mine. “My stupid brother loves ye’ and I know he’ll make it through to come back, for you.”

      I bite my lip, trying to find the right words to explain the tangled web of emotions that make up my relationship with Torrin. He’s never actually said the words, but it’s palpable, at least to me, that he cares deeply about me. “I’m terrified,” are the only words I can manage.

      Liam nods, understanding the complexity of my feelings. “You two have always had a… unique connection,” he says, a faint smile playing on his lips. “But it's clear that you care for him deeply.”

      I nod, knowing he's right. As much as I want to define my relationship with Torrin, now isn't the time. All that matters right now is that he pulls through this surgery and comes back to us. I shift to cross my legs and the cold floor sends shivers up my spine, grounding me in the present as I watch Liam and Declan exchange worried glances. My hands tremble slightly, betraying the anxiety bubbling beneath the surface.

      This is all a cruel joke; I've wandered into part of Torrin's life, with every intention of betraying him. Instead, I fell hard for the one man I knew would drag me deeper into the mob.
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        * * *

      

      Finally, the operating room doors swing open, and a solemn-faced doctor emerges. He makes his way toward us, his expression unreadable.

      “Y-yes?” I stammer as I stand up. “Is…is Torrin okay?” The question hangs heavy in the air, and I notice how the doctor hesitates before answering. I’m not sure if it’s because he doesn’t believe that I am Torrin’s wife or because he’s about to deliver bad news. I panic for a moment, wondering if I’ve been caught in that lie, and then they won’t tell me anything.

      “Mrs. Walker?” the doctor questions, as if he doesn't already know who I am. They wouldn’t tell me anything or let me see him, so I lied and told them I was his wife. A small white lie th

      “Mr. Walker is alive, but I'm afraid he's in a coma.” His words hit me like a freight train, and I feel my knees buckle beneath me. “We've done everything we can, but it's difficult to say when or if he'll wake up or not. It’s very touch and go at the moment. If the swelling in his brain subsides, he may just have a chance. But as it stands, the prognosis is not positive.”

      “No…” My voice breaks as tears stream down my cheeks. Hopelessness and despair envelop me. The thought of losing Torrin - not just to death, but to this limbo where I can't even reach him - is unbearable, and my chest tightens with panic. “There has to be something else you can do!” my words burst out, hitting everyone like a freight train.

      “Aria, they’re doin’ everything they can,” Liam tries to calm me down, and I feel his hand on my arm. “All we can do now, is wait.”

      “I understand how difficult this is for you, but we're doing everything in our power to help him,” the doctor adds, his tone sympathetic but firm. “Mr. Walker is right, for now, all you can do is wait and hope for the best.”

      Hope. It seems like such a fragile thing, easily crushed by the harsh reality of what lies ahead. And yet, it's all I have.

      “Can I see him?” I ask, my voice barely more than a whisper.

      “Of course,” the doctor nods. “One at a time though. I’ll assume you’re going to go first since you’re the wife?” He adds, eyeing a confused Liam and Declan. I can’t even tell them I’ll explain later because the doctor is already moving. I run to catch up with him and follow him down the winding hallways, into Torrin’s room.

      The sight of Torrin lying motionless, tubes and wires connecting him to a myriad of machines, sends a fresh wave of panic rushing through my body. I wasn’t expecting him to have a tube down is throat, but there it is. This isn't how it's supposed to be. We faced whatever came our way together, but now I'm left to navigate this darkness alone.

      “Please, Torrin,” I beg, gripping his icy hand as I sink into the chair beside his bed. “Wake up. You can't leave me like this.”

      “Mrs. Walker,” the nurse’s voice comes from the doorway, her expression somber. “The two gentlemen outside said that they had something to take care of, and they would be back shortly.”

      “O-okay,” I stammer, wiping away tears.

      Left alone with Torrin, I study his pale face, willing him to open those his eyes and prove that he's still fighting. But he remains still, leaving me with only the steady beep of the heart monitor to remind me he's still here - at least for now.

      “Come back to me, Torrin,” I whisper, my voice cracking with emotion. “I need you.”

      And as I sit there, holding onto what little hope remains, I can't shake the feeling that everything is about to change - and that nothing will ever be the same again.
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        * * *

      

      Torrin’s life hangs in the balance precariously, and I am hesitant to leave his bed side, terrified that if I go, he’ll suddenly crash, and I’ll be left with nothing but memories. Liam and Declan continue to keep an eye on things. I stubbornly stay until all hours. Isla manages to distract me, stuck in the hospital with a broken leg, but I spend a lot of time in silence, waiting.

      Luckily when Carmine shows up neither Isla or Liam and Declan are around.

      “Hello, Aria,” Carmine says, his voice warming over me like an omen. “It looks like Torrin isn’t doing so well.”

      “Fuck off,” I whisper. “I don’t need this right now, Carmine. This isn’t a game any more, this is his life. Just leave us in peace.”

      “Oh, but Aria,” Carmine tells me. “I’m here to offer a solution to Torrin’s current… predicament.”

      “How the hell could you possibly help? Are you a doctor now?” I snarl at Carmine.”

      “No,” he snorts. “But I do have very powerful friends, with valuable connections. I’ve been told that there’s a new wonder drug that could improve Torrin’s condition. It’s extremely hard to get a hold of, but I’ve been able to secure the correct dosage.”

      There’s hope rising within me. Hope that this is the truth, but I don’t believe him.

      “Stop lying,” I hiss.

      “I’m not,” Carmine replies simply. “It’s not a lie, it’s a simple solution, Aria.”

      I stare at him, wondering if this is just another ploy to get to me. Another idea he can use to break me down when this miracle cure doesn’t work. He wants to give me hope so he can rip it away to tear me apart and force me to go back to him sobbing.

      “I don’t believe you,” I tell him.

      “That’s why,” Carmine says. “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt, and give you my solution. When it works, and when you have your precious Torrin back, you will see that I wasn’t lying. You’ll see that I’m telling the truth, and then, you’re going to do exactly as I say.”

      “Sure, Carmine,” I entertain the idea for a moment. “Wake him up. Wake him up, and then I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “Remember those words, Aria,” Carmine says.

      What I’m not expecting is Carmine to bring a doctor in. He has a silver case with him, and he quickly gets to work, taking some data from Torrin’s stats. “We’re going to customize the dosage,” he explains to Carmine. “Again, I can’t guarantee this is going to work. This is the only shot we have, though. The CIA has had pretty well success over all, but there’s still the chance of death.”

      Carmine looks at me, smirking. “Do you want to risk it, Aria? Or should I say: Mrs. Walker.”

      “If you don’t,” I tell Carmine. “He dies anyway. What do you think? I have a choice? You’ve cornered me again.” I start to snarl. “This was all you, wasn’t it?”

      Carmine doesn’t admit to anything, he doesn’t even acknowledge my question. “Aria, don’t you worry.” He says. But, I see the slight tilt of his head, almost imperceptible. That slight head twitch is one of his tells: when he’s excited about something, but he doesn’t want to give all the cards away. “Go ahead,” he tells the doctor. “Give him the dose.”

      I watch as the Doctor puts a needle in Torrin’s IV and an oddly blue liquid disperses into the IV, running through it and tinging the color of the fluids running through Torrin’s body.

      “When the fluid runs clear, he will have gotten the full dose. You can expect him to wake up within a couple of hours,” the Doctor says.

      “And if he doesn’t?” I ask.

      “He dies,” the Doctor replies.

      I press my cool hand against my forehead to try to help the pain that’s ebbing away in my head. It’s like a constant pounding, a headache that doesn’t fully go away. The dull ache takes over, and it’s like my brain stem wants to deactivate. I stare into space long after Carmine and his creepy doctor are gone.

      Then, Torrin starts to choke.
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CHAPTER 21:

      There's a persistent beeping that echoes through my foggy consciousness. My limbs feel heavy, as if they're weighed down by invisible chains, and I struggle to lift my eyelids. My throat convulses as I start to choke and there’s a searing pain, a dryness that burns as I try to get whatever is it my mouth out.

      Then, all at once, it’s gone and I’m gasping for air.

      When I finally pry them open, I see the beautiful enchantress leaning over me, tears glistening in her blue eyes as she smiles down at me. “Torrin,” she chokes out my name. The vision of her claws at me, my memories jumbled as I try to place her face, willing for the recollection to come through.

      “Where am I?” I mumble, my words thick with disorientation. The confusion gnaws at me; my mind is a jumbled mess of fragmented memories that refuse to connect. It's as though someone cracked open my skull and scrambled my brain like an egg.

      “You're in the hospital,” she breathes. Her voice sings to me like a lullaby, soothing the storm inside my head, even as her words send a stab of panic through me. “You've been unconscious for a while.”

      “Feels like a dream,” I mutter, reaching out for her hand. The moment our fingers intertwine, a warmth floods through me, spreading from my chest to the rest of my body. Despite the haze, she's my anchor, steadying me in this sea of uncertainty.

      “Ah, Torrin, it's not a dream,” she whispers, squeezing my hand.

      This blonde, she looks so familiar, but I can’t place her name, or her place in my life. I know this woman, I can hear her laughter in the back of my mind, I can see her strutting down a runway, I can picture her walking into my life.

      She swallows hard, studying me for a moment before she looks at the nurse. “You should get the doctor,” she tells the nurse.

      The nurse nods curtly and runs off.

      “Torrin,” she lowers her voice. “It’s me, Aria.”

      “Aria,” I repeat her name. With that a whirlwind of emotions hit me as I try to remember everything. I can see kisses, being wrapped up in the sheets together, her fighting me with tears streaming down her face. But everything about my relationship with her is a jumble I can’t piece together.

      Aria nods, tears in her ears as she squeezes my hands. “Yes, Torrin, yes it’s me.” She looks fearful before she glances at the door again. “Do you remember me?”

      “Of course, I remember you,” I rasp, knowing her face and her presence but not fully understanding her significance. “Tell me what happened,” I demand, my voice hoarse and desperate. “Help me understand.”

      Aria's eyes fill with pain at my plea, but she nods. “There was an explosion.” She begins, her words careful and measured. “It was… a lot of people are dead. You were almost one of them.”

      “An explosion?” I repeat, the word tasting foreign to my tongue. A cold dread settles in my gut, threatening to swallow me whole. The last thing I can fully remember is finishing a device for Carmine Moretti before going to meet him at some country club in Long Island or the Hamptons or something.

      Aria was there.

      Panic begins to set in. “Aria,” I say her name desperately. “You have to help me, I don’t know…” I start to talk, but my voice breaks as it’s impossible to say more than a few words.

      “It’s okay,” she murmurs, reaching out to brush a stray lock of hair from my forehead. “You're alive, Torrin. And that's all that matters to me right now.”

      I search her eyes for any trace of deception, hoping to find some hidden truth within their depths. But all I see is genuine concern and love. And though my memories remain scattered like shards of broken glass, I find solace in her unwavering presence.

      “Thank you, Aria,” I breathe, my hand reaching up to cradle her cheek. “For being here with me.”

      “Always, remember?” she asks, her voice low as she leans into my touch.

      “Please, don't leave,” I plead, my voice hoarse from disuse.

      She looks pained when the doctor comes rushing in to check on me. They can’t believe it. It’s a miracle. They don’t understand.

      Aria is forced to move to let them near me.

      I can't let her slip away, not when I'm uncertain of how much time I have left. Before she can move any further, I reach out and grab her hand, pulling her back toward me. Her gaze locks onto mine, and I can see the uncertainty swimming just beneath the surface.

      “Stay with me, Aria,” I murmur, desperation lacing my words. “I need you.”

      A mixture of confusion and concern colors her face, but she doesn't pull away. Instead, she leans closer, her breath warm against my skin.

      “Torrin, I’m not going anywhere.”

      Her words are gentle, like she's trying to coax me back into reality. Maybe it's all a cruel trick, a fleeting illusion that will disappear as soon as I close my eyes. My mind races, fragments of memories swirling around like leaves caught in the wind. I struggle to grasp onto something—anything—that might serve as an anchor in this storm of uncertainty. As I do, an image surfaces: Aria, standing beside me, her blue eyes filled with determination as we faced the world together.

      “Mrs. Walker, we need you to step back so we can examine your husband,” one doctor tells her, his tone firm yet respectful.

      I grit my teeth, my fingers digging into the sheets as I process this new piece of information. Wife? Is that what they think Aria is to me? It doesn't matter, not really—not when she's the only thing keeping me sane amid the storm.

      But… wife?

      “His vitals are stable, but we need to run some more tests,” a nurse informs Aria, offering her a reassuring smile.

      “Fine,” Aria says reluctantly, releasing my hand and stepping back. Her eyes never leave mine, though, as if she's trying to will her strength into me.

      “Mr. Walker, I'm Dr. Patel,” a middle-aged man with kind eyes introduces himself, extending his hand to me. “You've been through quite an ordeal. We're going to do everything we can to ensure your swift recovery.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter, shaking his hand half-heartedly. As the doctor begins his examination, I focus on Aria, trying to ignore the cold stethoscope pressed against my chest or the needles pricking my skin.

      Minutes stretch into hours—or so it feels—until I can no longer bear the constant poking and prodding. My patience snaps like a brittle twig, and I shove the doctor away, my voice rising above the din.

      “Enough!” I roar, my anger fueled by more than just physical discomfort. “Get out, all of you! Leave me alone with my… wife.”

      The room falls silent, the medical team exchanging uneasy glances before filing out of the room one by one. Aria remains where she is, her eyes wide and filled with concern.

      “Are you alright?” she asks, her voice barely a whisper.

      “Tell me, Aria,” I demand, desperation seeping into my voice. “What happened? Why does everyone keep calling you my wife?”

      Aria hesitates, her gaze dropping to the floor as she struggles to find the right words. I search Aria's face for any sign of deception, but all I see is raw emotion, her blue eyes brimming with unshed tears. “Then what about us?” I ask, my heart pounding against my ribcage. “Were we ever… real?”

      “Of course, Torrin! You mean everything to me!” she exclaims, finally yielding to the pressure building inside her and breaking down into sobs.

      “Stop crying,” I snap, my frustration pushing me to the brink. When I look at her though, I can feel an ache in my heart. A deep yearning for this woman, even if I don’t fully remember her. I tug Aria towards me as she gulps back sobs. “If it's true, if we really mean that much to each other, then prove it.”

      “How?” She asks.

      I grab a fistful of Aria's hair, tugging her towards me roughly, pulling her against me. It's worth the pain. Our lips meet in an explosive clash of emotions—desperation, fear, love, and longing—all tangled together in a passionate embrace. Her hands are hesitant at first, cradling my face as if I might shatter beneath her touch. But as the kiss deepens, she becomes bolder, her fingers threading through my hair and gripping tightly.

      In this moment, the world falls away, leaving only the two of us—our breath mingling, our hearts beating in perfect synchrony. And despite the haze clouding my memories, I know one thing for certain: this woman, Aria, is my everything.

      As our tongues dance and entwine, I sink deeper into the moment—losing myself in the familiar yet unfamiliar taste of her. The heat between us rises, sharpening our need for one another until it's almost unbearable.

      “Why does this feel so… new?” I ask Aria.

      She swallows hard, unable to find the words as she sobs again.

      “What?” I ask her.

      “Torrin,” Aria looks around, her words a whisper. “What day do you remember? What day was it? What month?”

      “It’s June,” I tell her. “That’s the last thing I remember…” I trail off as Aria looks at me, horrified. “I don’t know what day it is, do I?” I ask Aria.

      “It’s October,” she whispers. “Your memory…” Aria’s lips quiver.

      “You can’t tell anyone,” I tell her insistently. “If anyone finds out… this is bad news for me, and for everyone I’m responsible for. Including you,” I tell Aria. “My wife.”

      Aria opens her mouth to protest, but I pull her closer to kiss her slowly. She attempts to push me away, whispering, but I don’t let her. She gives in, kissing me back with a feverish need.

      “God, Aria,” I murmur, my hands tangling in her hair as I pull her even closer. “I don't understand how I could've forgotten this—how I could've forgotten you.”

      “Neither do I, Torrin,” she breathes, her fingers digging into my shoulders as if she's afraid to let go.

      Her words are a balm to my fractured soul, soothing the raw edges of my confusion and fear. For the first time since waking up, I dare to hope that maybe—just maybe—I can reclaim the life I've lost. And as the darkness that has haunted me recedes, I know I'll fight tooth and nail to keep it at bay—for my sake, and for the woman who has my back. The woman I’ve obviously fallen in love with.

      The woman who makes me believe.

      The sound of the door creaking open shatters the air around us, halting our passionate embrace. I can feel Aria tense in my arms, her breath hitching as she pulls away from me. My gaze shifts to the doorway, where a tall, imposing figure stands, his piercing green eyes locked onto us with an unreadable expression.

      “Ah, so the patient is finally awake,” Carmine Moretti says, his voice smooth and sinister as he steps into the room. “And already reacquainting himself with his wife, I see.” He smirks, but there's an undercurrent of something darker—something dangerous—beneath his words.

      “Get out,” I snarl, my hands tightening protectively around Aria.

      “Leave us alone, Carmine,” Aria pleads, her voice trembling slightly as she clings to me. I can feel the fear radiating off her, and it only fuels my anger and determination.

      “Let's go for a walk,” Carmine says to Aria.

      I feel the dread wash over me when Aria listens.
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CHAPTER 22:

      The moment Carmine Moretti strides into the room, the air itself seems to grow colder and heavier. His tall, imposing figure dominates the space, his piercing green eyes cutting through me like shards of ice. The fear he instills is palpable, a vice grip around my heart that refuses to loosen.

      “Ah, Aria,” he greets me with a sinister grin, his voice dripping with honeyed venom. “We have much to discuss.”

      My chest tightens as I strive to maintain my composure, swallowing hard against the lump in my throat. I know I can't afford to show weakness or vulnerability in front of this man. “What do you want, Carmine?” I demand, my voice steady despite my racing pulse.

      “Let's have a chat,” Carmine suggests.

      I see the look on Torrin's face, and I feel his grip on me tighten.

      “It's okay,” I tell Torrin. “Give us a minute.”

      Torrin nods, Liam and Declan walking in as Carmine and I walk out. I see the looks on their faces, and Declan readjusts his gun, as if to ask if I’m okay. I shake my head at him slightly, and our eyes flit to Carmine to make sure he hasn’t seen.

      Carmine still believes that Torrin has been working for him. As of right now, he has no reason to believe otherwise because I haven’t given him anything to worry about. Other than my relationship with Torrin, he has zero evidence of anything.

      So far.

      We continue down the hallway until Carmine finds the empty visitor lounge and we step inside.

      “What do you want?” I ask him coldly.

      “Your cooperation,” he replies nonchalantly, circling me like a predator assessing its prey. “It's time for you to play your part in our little game. I told you I’d cure your husband,” he chuckles. “I’ve help up my part of the bargain, time for you to hold up yours.”

      “Your games are sick,” I spit out, anger fueling my determination. “I won't be a pawn for you anymore.”

      “Is that so?” Carmine raises an eyebrow, his gaze never leaving mine as he leans in close, his breath hot on my cheek. “You don't really have a choice, my dear. I could’ve easily let Torrin die and rid myself of that problem, but I saved his life. Do you know why Aria?”

      I swallow hard, realizing that Carmine actually has a point for once.

      “If I didn’t believe that Torrin was hiding something, if I didn’t know for sure, I would’ve never saved his life. I would’ve let him die. But I did this, for you, so that you would see I’m not lying, and he’s the one who’s keeping things from you.”

      My eyes search Carmine’s for a hint of a lie, but I’m too distraught over the idea of Torrin lying to me to think clearly.

      “You said you’re sure,” I tell Carmine. “Why are you sure?”

      Carmine’s face remains serious, but I see his lip twitch slightly, almost like he’s angry or sad or something. I’ve never known Carmine to show much emotion, but when he looks at me I can see the pain in his eyes.

      “Because,” Carmine says. “Aria, your dearest Torrin is the one who killed my mother.”

      I swallow hard, taking a step back from Carmine. “You can’t be serious.”

      I scoff, almost snorting. “You mother isn’t dead, Carmine.”

      “Not the mother you know,” Carmine snaps. He turns away from me, shoving his hands in his pockets. “My birth mother.”

      My hands shake slightly because this is a secret that I never knew. Something that Carmine’s kept from me the last four years, but is choosing to divulge now to prove to me he’s telling the truth.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You remember my Aunt Chiara,” Carmine says quietly. “My mother was having trouble, and they were told they couldn’t have kids. My Aunt Chiara was pregnant. He was a married man, wanted nothing to do with her. So, my parents pretended I was theirs, and that was that. Her name isn’t even on my birth certificate, they were that thorough.” He swallows hard. “I would’ve never known, had she not left me a letter before she left.”

      I never met her. By the time Carmine and I met it was a couple of months after her death, and he was still reeling. Now I fully understand why he was so hurt.

      “How do you know it was Torrin, though?” I prod further.

      Carmine finally turns to look at me. “I’ve got a name. Only I think you probably understand the impossibility of finding a man named John Walker. That can’t be a coincidence, the man has to be related to Torrin somehow. Chiara is murdered, then a Walker ends up somehow in my territory, dealing things to get my attention?” Carmine shakes his head. “It’s not coincidence, Aria. It’s not coincidence that he wanted to work with me. Torrin is the man who murdered her, and whatever he has planned, the key is in Belfast.”

      My expression remains the same, but inside I am screaming at myself because too much of this makes sense now.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask Carmine.

      “I wanted you to see for yourself, what Torrin really is,” Carmine responds. “At least I hoped that you would. I didn’t think you’d ever actually lose faith in me. In us.”

      My jaw drops ever so slightly, and I see a smile begin to form on Carmine’s face. He comes closer to me, and I find myself holding my breath as he walks. “What do you say, Aria? Do you want to find out the truth? Have some of that faith restored?”

      “I want the truth,” I tell Carmine.

      But I don’t want you… the words are stuck on my tongue, and I can’t bring myself to say them. I don’t understand what’s happening, but suddenly all the faith I’ve had in Torrin is shaken.

      Carmine's smile widens. “Excellent. Remember, Aria, you're doing this for us. The sooner we uncover the truth, the sooner we can get back to where we’re supposed to be. In the meantime, I suggest you keep up the fake marriage. It’ll… coax him to take you to Belfast sooner. With the memory-loss and all.”

      Now my jaw drops in earnest as my eyes widen and I stare at Carmine.

      “It’s bugged,” Carmine explains, seeing my expression. “You know I always have contingencies.”

      As he steps away, I take a deep breath, steeling myself for the path that lies ahead.

      I watch Carmine disappear into the shadows, and a small voice in the back of my head whispers a silent vow: one day, I will break free from Carmine Moretti's grip, and I will get to make my own choices.

      But suddenly those choices are very, very murky.
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        * * *

      

      I make my way back to Torrin and the weight of Carmine's demands presses down on me. He’s in his room alone, his broad shoulders tense as he gazes out into the inky night. The moonlight casts eerie shadows across his chiseled features, highlighting the storm brewing within.

      “Where have you been?” he asks without turning to face me, his Irish accent thick with concern.

      “Talking to Carmine,” I reply quietly, trying to hide the tremor in my voice.

      Torrin turns around, his eyes narrowing as he scrutinizes me. “What did he want?”

      “Nothing important,” I lie, forcing a smile. “Just checking up on us. He wanted to know how you were doing, asked about my hand.”

      Torrin isn’t convinced and beckons me to come closer to run his thumb across my cheek. A silent tear falls, dripping onto his hand. “Aria, you can tell me anything. You know that, right?”

      “Of course,” I murmur, but my thoughts are a tangled mess of fear and deceit.

      “Did he threaten you?” Torrin's voice is a low growl, and I can see the protective fire burning within him.

      “No,” I say. “He didn't hurt me. He just wanted to talk.”

      “About what?” His gaze holds mine, searching for any signs of deception.

      “Us,” I admit, unable to meet his eyes any longer. “He…he has concerns about our relationship.” I try to stall, think of something, anything. But, the knowledge that Torrin is definitely hiding something from me makes it impossible to think straight.

      “Concerns?” Torrin scoffs, releasing me to pace around the room. “What does he have to be concerned about? You're my wife, mine, that's all that matters. You belong to me.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask Torrin, feeling lost.

      Torrin’s expression is pained. “I don't know,” he admits softly. “But I'm willing to fight for us. For you. There’s a reason I married you, Aria.”

      He has zero memory, but somehow his loyalty is unwavering.

      I don’t know how I can believe this man would ever deceive me, but I also don’t know how to trust him completely without going to Belfast myself.

      “You mean that?” My voice is barely a whisper as I struggle with the weight of my decision. “Even if it means going against Carmine? He doesn’t want me anywhere near you.”

      “Absolutely,” Torrin says without hesitation, taking my hands in his. “I swear on my life, Aria. I chose you, and that means I will always choose you.”

      I try to cling to the hope that our love can withstand the storm that's coming. I know the lies I've agreed to tell will only drive a wedge between us, and it's only a matter of time before the cracks show.

      But if I just tell him everything maybe we can figure this out together…

      Or he’ll just lie to me, again.

      There’s no way to know for sure.

      “Torrin…” I begin, my voice shaking with emotion. “There's something I have to tell you.”

      He studies me carefully, his piercing green eyes searching mine for deception. “What is it, Aria?”

      The room feels suffocating as Torrin's piercing green eyes bore into mine, searching for answers I'm not sure I have. His confusion is palpable, and it mirrors my own swirling emotions.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper, unable to continue speaking as I sob in Torrin’s arms yet again, chickening out because I’m not sure that I want to know the truth quite yet.

      “Let's forget about Carmine for a moment,” he murmurs against my neck, planting gentle kisses on my sensitive skin. “Let's just focus on us.”

      I tilt my head back, allowing him to explore the curve of my throat with his lips. “There's nothing I'd rather do,” I sigh, feeling the weight of our situation momentarily lift as we indulge in each other's touch.

      Our mouths meet hungrily, tongues dancing in a feverish duel, as we drown in the intoxicating taste of one another. My hands roam over the contours of his muscular back, nails digging into his flesh, desperate to pull him even closer. His fingers tangle in my golden locks, tugging gently as he deepens our kiss.

      “God, Aria,” he pants, breaking away for a moment to catch his breath. “I can't get enough of you.”

      “Neither can I,” I admit, my chest heaving as I search for air. Our eyes lock, and for the briefest of moments, the world ceases to exist. It's just us—two broken souls clinging to each other amidst the storm.

      “I'm terrified, Torrin,” I confess, my voice shaking with emotion.

      “Me too,” he admits, his green eyes clouded with uncertainty. “But we'll face it together, Aria. I vowed to, and I always keep my promise.”

      I swallow down the guilt and try to drown myself in the warmth of Torrin's body pressed against mine, our breathing heavy and labored as we pull apart. The air around us is thick with desire and uncertainty, a potent cocktail that leaves me feeling light-headed.

      “Talk to me, Aria,” he implores, his voice barely above a whisper. “Tell me what's going on. Please,” Torrin begs, his eyes searching mine for answers. “I can't help you if I don't know what's wrong.”

      “I just…” I sigh, closing my eyes as the next lie leaves my lips. “I know that us being together is going to make things difficult for you, with Carmine.”

      “Let me ask you this then,” Torrin whispers, his fingers twisting through mine.

      “What's that?” I ask, closing my eyes as I allow myself to embrace the moment, inhale Torrin's smell, the sound of Irish accent making the hairs on the back of my next stand up.

      “Do you still want to be my wife?” he asks.

      My eyes flutter open to see Torrin's eyes boring into mine with such seriousness that the weight of my lies threatens to crush me.

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      At least that isn’t a lie.
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CHAPTER 23:

      “Torrin, what do ye’ even know about Aria that makes ye’ want to trust her so much?” Declan asks, his arms crossed as he looms over me. “Especially if ye’ don’t know if you two are actually married. It could be a lie for all we know.”

      “What would she have to gain, it’s not like she knows who we are,” Liam points out.

      “How do we know that?” Declan responds. “We don’t.”

      “There’s not a man alive in Belfast that’ll say a word about our family. We know the Morettis were sniffin’ around, and they got nothing. What makes you think Aria would know any differently?” Liam protests. “Torrin, tell him he’s bein’ daft.”

      I look at the two of them, watching them argue over Aria and for a moment I’m just thankful to hear my brother bicker with my best friend again, thankful that I am alive. Sitting outside here, with the wind blowing, it’s impossible to pick up our conversation but they’re getting louder as they argue.

      “You’re getting’ too loud. What would ma’ say? Both of ye’ need to shut up and listen to me,” I cut them off. “Aria may have Carmine’s confidence, but I’m telling ye’ both now that I’m certain I have hers.”

      “Torrin,” Declan starts.

      “No,” I shake my head at him.

      “Listen to me ye’ stubborn mule,” he cuts me off. “She was Carmine’s woman, how do ye’ know that she’s not just going to turn around and run back to him? Ye’ don’t.”

      “She won’t,” I tell Declan. “She’s bound to me.”

      “Ye’ don’t even have a wedding ring, Torrin. Why would ye’ keep such a secret from us?” Declan asks.

      “It’s between Aria, and me,” I remind Declan. “Besides,” I tell them both. “Do ye’ really think Carmine would just let one of his women go around parading a new husband? There’s a reason Aria and I kept this a secret. Besides, we need her on our side. I’m thinkin’ it’s time to tell her the truth, she’s my wife.”

      “What exactly are ye’ gonna tell her Torrin?” Declan asks, incredulously. “That we came here with a plan to sweep Carmine Moretti out of his own territory? All because your da made some unwise decisions? Do we tell her yer’ da was involved with one of the Morettis before he disappeared? Before he showed up dead with his mistress by his side?” Declan continues to hound me. “Or hey, here’s a thought: maybe we’ll even tell her about your ma’ wantin’ us to come here in the first place, to avenge our family?”

      “This was always the plan,” I remind Declan. “My father wanted to see us rise against the powers that chased him back to Belfast in the first place, he wanted to see the Walker name rise among the skyscrapers, and that’s what’ll happen. Mark me words, by this time next year you’ll see it.”

      “I don’t doubt that, Torrin, but yet’ avoiding the question: what are you going to tell Aria?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I tell Declan honestly. “But I’m thinkin’ if I bring her to Belfast and show her, we can always catch her before she gets anything back to Carmine.”

      “And what? Track her phone?” Declan grumbles. “Torrin, yer’ not making any sense. Out of all the years I’ve known ye’ I’ve never seen ye’ get so twisted up over a woman.”

      “She’s not just a woman,” I snap. “With Aria by my side, Carmine Moretti’s house of cards is going to crumble quickly. She plays right into my hands, and I’ll be able to squeeze the truth out of her. Aria isn’t suspectin’ a thing, lads, and I’ll make sure it stays that way.”

      Liam looks dubious at best. “Torrin, at one point ye’ all but rejected the idea of using’ her,” Liam reminds me. “What happened to that?”

      “At least this way if she’s usin’ me, I’ll know first,” I reply coldly.

      “Well, then get her to prove it,” Declan suggests. “Get something, any sort of information we can use to bring tha bastard down. We know he’s got cash houses all over the city, if we can shut even one of those down, we’ll be a step ahead.”

      He makes a valid point.

      We need to move, and we need to move quickly. My work has stalled with this god forsaken memory loss, and I need all the help I can get.

      “Get me a meetin’ with that Detective Sauve,” I tell Declan. “I want to see if he’s up to no good or if he’s tellin’ the truth. If we can get even a fraction of the police on Carmine’s payroll to ours, it’s a win for us.”

      “He likes us pretty well,” Liam reminds me. “I don’t see a problem, but we’re going to have to promise him a lot.”

      “Then, we’ll promise him a lot,” I tell them both. “That Senator we met at Carmine’s club, the blonde one. He was more than willin’ to see another offer.”

      “Aye,” Liam confirms. “He’s pushing through the bids for Walker Construction this week. That’s what he said, anyway. That reminds me, we have to see the lawyer about settin’ up the remainder of the company. There’s a bit of red tape, but nothin’ the Senator can’t fix for us.”

      “Everything is fallin’ into place, then?” I ask Liam.

      “Just like we’d planned, yes. Once we get a good ballpark number on Sauve, we’ll be able to tempt him away. He seemed quite keen to further his own reach,” Liam adds.

      “Then,” I tell them. “Aria will have to tell us the answer.”

      Declan smiles at me, grinning. “And when she doesn’t?” Declan asks.

      “She will,” I growl back at him. “Enough!”

      Declan only narrows his eyes. “Torrin, yer’ a fool when it comes to Aria, that’s the truth. The second ye’ ask her, she’ll know something is up, she’s not stupid.”

      “Well at least you give her credit,” I reply sarcastically.

      “See what she’ll do then,” Declan shrugs. “When she’s useless don’t come cryin’ to me because I don’t want to hear it.”

      “Just hush, for once,” Liam chides Declan. “The plan is fallin’ into place. Aria or not, we’re making progress. From what I’ve gathered, word is Carmine is bettin’ on those construction contracts, without them his company won’t be doing too good. We’ve got that over his head, Aria or not. The rest is pocket change in comparison.”

      “Aye,” Declan finally agrees on something.

      “Tiocfaidh ár lá,” I murmur, invoking the old Gaelic phrase our father used to say—our day will come. It's a promise, a vow that we will stand together no matter what lies ahead.

      “Tiocfaidh ár lá,” Liam echoes, his voice filled with determination.

      Deep down a small part of me still hopes that the woman I've fallen for is more than just a beautiful facade, and that beneath her lies a heart as battered and bruised as my own. And if that's the case, then maybe she was made for me after all.

      “Tiocfaidh ár La,” I whisper once more, my resolve steeling like the dark clouds outside. Our day will come, and when it does, I'll be ready
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CHAPTER : ARIA—TOGETHER

      “Here,” I say to Torrin, holding out the ring I picked out because I needed something. It’s a gold band with a black enamel inlay, the words ‘til death’ inlayed on the outside. We’re waiting for the elevator in Torrin’s building, just having come from the hospital.

      “What’s that?” He asks as he takes the ring from me. “Oh, the wedding ring,” Torrin nods, slipping it on. I breathe a sigh of relief when it fits perfectly. I wasn’t sure if the ring of his that I borrowed to size it was even the right size, I had no way of knowing. “Relieved?” He asks.

      I nod, smiling, trying to hide the worry creasing my face.

      “What is it, love?” Torrin asks.

      I twist my identical, thinner band, around my finger.

      “Just feels good to see you wearing that,” I say honestly. “I thought…” I trail off as the elevator door dings open and we step inside. “I thought I was never going to…” I trail off, again, not sure how to express my feelings.

      “I’m here now,” Torrin says, wrapping his arms around me from behind.

      I close my eyes and lean into his grasp, pressing my body against him and rolling my head back on his shoulder.

      “Aria,” Torrin breathes, his voice in my ear. It’s a slow, deliberate whisper filled with desire. The way Torrin says my name, Ar-e-uh, sends shivers down my spine, and I sigh shakily. “I’m here, I’m not going anywhere.”

      I close my eyes, inhailing his scent as he kisses my neck gently, letting the head of his lips wash over me in a shiver of anticipation. His lips press against my skin slowly, lower and lower.

      The elevator door, of course, dings open.

      “Sit down, love,” Torrin says gently, guiding me to the plush couch. His Irish accent has a soothing effect on my nerves, but it does little to dispel the fear that gnaws at the edges of my consciousness.

      The moment we're alone, he studies me intently, his piercing green eyes searching for answers I'm not sure I can give. “Aria,” he starts firmly, his voice low and steady, “I know you're holding something back. Talk to me. Tell me what's going on inside your head.”

      I take a shaky breath, hesitating. Can I truly open up to him about my deepest fears and insecurities? I can’t tell him any of the truth: that I want to trust him, but Carmine has planted a seed of doubt. All I want to do is throw myself at him and beg him to fuck me just to get out of having this conversation.

      I want to avoid all the messiness and keep the good parts, but I know that’s not logical. I realize now more than ever that what I am terrified most of is this: losing the man in front of me. Torrin has somehow become everything to me. It's black and white: we are all or nothing.

      “Aria, I promised ye’ and I made a vow that I intend on keeping. Nothing will stop me from being true to you, and that’s my honest word,” he tells me.

      My heart sinks because I know he’s taking this seriously because of a lie.

      His words are both comforting and unnerving, igniting a spark of hope within me while simultaneously fanning the flames of fear that still linger beneath the surface. And as I sit here, clutching his hand and searching his eyes for reassurance, I realize our lives are balanced precariously on the edge of a knife, waiting for the slightest breeze to send us tumbling into the abyss.

      I don’t know how to go about this, or what to say. So I just start speaking from the heart.

      “All the danger, the death and destruction. It’s been a lot to handle and I don’t know how to keep living my life like this. It was four years of hell until you walked into my life, but there were things I wanted before you. I wanted out, I wanted normal before you. What if I want a way out?” I ask Torrin.

      “Pet, you and I both know, that’s not an option with me,” he is truthful.

      “And that’s that?” I clarify.

      “There is no out for me, Aria.” Torrin takes both my hands in his. “If you want out, I suggest you walk out that door. But if you stay, you won’t need ‘out’ because you’ll have me. All of me.”

      I stare at Torrin, shocked. You’ll have all of me.

      “I want all of you,” I whisper back. “But can you promise me? Can you honestly say that you’re not going to just… let go?”

      “Never,” he vows, his eyes burning with unwavering determination. His jaw clenches, a muscle twitching beneath the stubble. “I will die trying to prove it to you, Aria,, if that's what it takes.”

      “See, that's something I just can’t handle,” I confess, tears prickling at the corners of my eyes. “The thought of losing you because of this twisted life we lead.”

      “Listen to me,” Torrin insists, leaning closer so that his face is mere inches from mine. “The darkness will always linger, but I refuse to let it take us. I swear, Aria, we'll make this work. Together.”

      “Your promises mean the world to me, but I need more than just words, Torrin,” I reply, my frustration bubbling over. “I need action. I need to see that we're truly fighting for a better life, not just treading water in a sea of blood, with enemies lurking, waiting to come for us.”

      “Then let them,” Torrin says darkly. “Let them see what happens when they cross the wrong man, or when they try to take away what belongs to him,” Torrin toys with a piece of my hair. “This isn't a game, Aria. The stakes are our lives, and I'll be damned if I lose you because of some reckless decision.”

      The wind howls outside, as if mirroring the turmoil within me. Torrin's eyes hold a storm of their own, green depths swirling with intensity. He reaches for my hand, fingers intertwining with mine. His touch is gentle, yet possessive—a reminder that he won't let me go without a fight.

      “Let's forget about the world for a while,” he murmurs, his Irish accent wrapping around each syllable like a caress. “Just you and me, Aria.”

      I nod, desperately needing the solace only Torrin can provide. We move in unison, lips pressing together in a tender kiss that quickly deepens, fueled by our pent-up emotions. His hands roam my body, fingers leaving a trail of heat in their wake. I grip his shoulders, feeling the strength that lies beneath his shirt, the power I know he wields both in and out of the bedroom.

      “Tell me what you need, love,” Torrin breathes against my neck, his teeth grazing my skin just enough to send shivers down my spine.

      “Make me forget,” I plead, the raw vulnerability in my voice baring my soul to him. “Even if it's just for a moment.”

      “Your wish is my command,” he growls, a wicked grin playing on his lips as he lifts me into his arms and carries me to the bed.

      He lays me down gently, hovering above me. His eyes never leave mine as his hands work to undress me, stripping away the barriers between us until there's nothing left but bare skin and raw desire. At this moment, we're not tormented lovers caught in a web of deceit and danger—we're simply two souls seeking solace in each other's embrace.

      Torrin's lips find mine again, stealing my breath as his body presses against mine. Every point of contact sets my nerves ablaze, his possessiveness igniting a fierce response within me. I want to surrender to him completely, to let him claim me in every way possible, but the fear that lingers in the back of my mind holds me back.

      “Trust me, Aria,” Torrin murmurs, sensing my hesitation. “I'd never hurt you.”

      “Show me,” I whisper to him.

      A semblance of recognition flickers across Torrin's face and our lips crash together. There is a desperation for him as our lips collide repeatedly. A hunger I can't bring myself to brush aside. The overwhelming sensation of being pressed against Torrin brings such utter relief that I am completely blinded.

      The rest of the world falls away.

      “I need you,” I whisper urgently. “Torrin, I need you,” I whine.

      Torrin growls in approval at the sound of his name.

      There is no time. We are suspended from reality, needy for each other. There is too much want between us to waste time.

      Torrin kisses me, and I want to devour every inch of his flesh. I want to consume him. I want to forget everything but him. His hands drag up my thighs, leaving a trail of fire in their wake, before they slip between my legs. He nudges my thighs apart, feeling his way inside me.

      The low hum of approval vibrates from his throat as he takes in the wetness that awaits him. His fingers slip inside me and he strokes, slowly at first, but as the rush between my thighs builds, I rock into his touch, inviting him to take more.

      When Torrin sucks on my clit, my fingers slip into his hair as I moan his name, giving into the sensation of Torrin’s tongue on me while his fingers work inside me, curling as he pushes my body further and further.

      I gasp as I feel myself rising higher and higher until, finally, I reach the peak of pleasure. My body trembles with ecstasy as Torrin drags out my orgasm, pushing me further and further as I moan for more. My legs spread further for Torrin, his fingers sink deeper into me, relentlessly pressing against spots I didn’t even know I had.

      “Torrin!” I scream his name again as his tongue flicks over my sensitive nub, driving me into all-consuming waves of pleasure.

      My thighs shake as I feel him draw his fingers out of me.

      I can feel Torrin's lips curling into a smile against mine as we kiss passionately. My hand closes around Torrin’s cock, rubbing the shaft as I tug him closer. He needs no further coaxing, the tip of his cock pushing at my entrance as I grip the sheets, already sensitive.

      I'm unprepared for the power that surges through me as Torrin slides his cock inside me, my body tensing up he takes all of me, filling me to the hilt.

      “Fuck Aria,” he groans, gripping my hips. “You're incredible.”

      All I can do is moan in response, whining as he drags his length out of me.

      “I need you, Torrin,” I beg.

      Torrin sinks into me again, in slow torturous strokes, pulling out just to the edge, teasing me, before going all the way in to roll his hips against mine. His movements are fluid, but his thrusts are strong. Each stroke leaves me painfully craving more.

      “Torr…” I whisper as he moves against me. My fingers dig into his back, gripping him tight as he rocks against me. The sensations I feel are so intense I can't even find enough breath to say his name.

      He buries his face against my neck, his lips and tongue leaving a trail of fire where his mouth brushes against me. I feel his smile against my skin as my nails sink into his back; he likes to see me like this, overcome by pleasure. Torrin has always been one to push me to my limits, and this is no different.

      The room is quiet except for the sound of the rain pelting the windows and our moans as we dive into each other. Torrin's thrusts become more urgent as he drives himself into me, pushing my body to levels I never thought possible. My lips part on a gasp as heat radiates from between us, intensifying with every movement.

      My body tenses up as my walls clench Torrin’s cock and he eases me to orgasm, giving me no choice but to let the flood of warmth rush through my body. Torrin presses his entire shaft inside me as my pussy convulses on him. I can’t help but meet his eyes as he watches me come on his cock, shaking.

      Torrin's body moves in an urgent rhythm, my insides coiling and uncoiling with each powerful thrust. He speaks fervently in my ear, his words like honey lava that fill me up with intense warmth and emotion. “God, Aria.” Torrin's words are laced with desire. He groans loudly, the intensity of our encounter causing a raw edge to his words. “I need to make you mine.”

      My eyes roll back as I feel the cold crash over me, the tendrils of anticipation gnawing at my whole body, trembling as he pushes me towards another orgasm.

      “Fill me up,” the words tumble out before I can stop them. “Come inside me, Torrin, please just do it,” I find myself begging for him.

      “Fuck, I need to hear you say that again,” he growls, nipping at my ear. “Say it again, Aria, tell me what you need.”

      “Torrin!” I scream his name, thighs trembling as I feel the bubble of pleasure slowly begin to burst. “Please, Torrin, please come inside me, I need it! I need you!”

      Torrin's teeth sink into my shoulder with a massive groan as he lets go and I gasp, the warm sensation of his hot cum spilling inside me sends me over the edge. My walls convulse as I drown in the sheer heat of the moment, the sensation of Torrin losing himself inside me, sending my mind spiraling.

      “That’s it, pet,” he murmurs. “Take me, take all of me.”

      After, Torrin pulls me into his arms, like he has so many times before.

      The sound of our panting fills the room as I rest my head on his shoulder.

      It's a poignant memory that fills my head, the first time Torrin and I spent the night together. The night we met, teasing each other in a tantalizing, torturous way. I remember lying in his bed beside him, our words drifting over each other as tendrils of sleep took over.

      Just as I was drifting off, I felt him pull me into his arms.

      Like that first time, I drift off in his arms.

      “We'll find each other again,” Torrin whispers. “We always will.”
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            Torrin—Falling

          

        

      

    

    
      My marriage to Aria sneaks into my mind, like a thief in the night. Something I could never see being for me before is now something I can't help but imagine. The idea of commitment, how foreign it is to me and how it clashes with the darkness of my world. All of that pales compared to the thoughts that come with my feelings for Aria.

      It’s not just the physical connection, the waking up to Aria’s lips around my cock, or being able to take her wherever and whenever I want, but there’s so much more.

      We sit beside each other at the very dinner table I’ve bent her over before. There’s something satisfying about eating Chinese takeout as Aria scrolls through her phone, reading me the most ridiculous headlines she can find while we sit at the very dinner table I’ve fucked her on.

      “Oh look,” she says. “Detective Sauve got an award for his heroism at the MET Gala,” Aria says.

      My curiosity is suddenly peaked.

      “Oh, really?” I ask.

      Aria nods.

      “Doesn’t he work for Carmine?” I ask, testing the waters.

      “Works for Carmine?” Aria snorts. “More like he sucks at the power teet,” she laughs. “Detective Sauve is the most conniving cop I’ve ever met. He was a cop when he first started working for Carmine. He was the one who led the charge to take down Carmine’s competition. After that they made him a detective, I guess.”

      “They have history then,” I comment, trying to lead her.

      “History or hefty pay cheque,” Aria snorts. “The only thing Ryan Sauve is interested in is making sure his bank account is fully padded.”

      “How much does Carmine pay him?” I ask.

      Aria looks up at me, narrowing her eyes for a moment. I wonder if she’s caught on to how I’m leading her, but she shrugs. “I don’t know, last time I remember Carmine bitching that it was getting past the million mark. He’s always asking for more,” Aria mocks Carmine. “The man does most of his dirty work, he deserves a decent pay cheque.”

      I study her, the way her golden hair falls over her shoulders, her blue eyes that seem to hold an ocean of secrets. There's something about her that draws me in, and it scares the hell out of me. I can’t decide if it’s the way she blatantly trusts me, or how she doesn’t seem to care that a crooked Detective is making bank off his misdeeds.

      “You’re amazing,” I tell her.

      Later, as we lay tangled in the sheets, our bodies still slick with sweat, I take advantage of her vulnerability. I know I shouldn't, but she's intoxicating, and I'm powerless against her. My dominant nature rears its head as I use control and intensity to deepen our physical connection.

      “Torr…” Aria breathes as I press my cock inside her again, her thighs trembling from already being so sensitive.

      “You're mine, now I get to fuck ye’ whenever I want,” I growl into her ear, gripping her wrists above her head, pressing my body against hers. She moans in response, her eyes glazed with lust, and I try to convince myself that I'm just using her to get what I want.

      All Aria does is nod as I work her body over with my cock, watching the way her back arches as her pussy clenches my cock and she yearns to break free.

      It’s simple lust.

      That’s all.

      My need to take over, control her, make her simply bend to my, will wins out. My body burns to control and possess Aria in every way imaginable, to push her until she gives into me completely.

      When I pull my cum coated cock out of her pussy, she whines, clawing at me for more. I guide the tip of my cock towards her ass, pressing into it, testing the waters. Aria’s eyes widen as she digs her nails into my back.

      My cock slides into her ass slowly, taking her like she’s simply mine to take.

      “Torrin…” she breathes, her face twisting in pain and pleasure at the same time. “Fuck, you’re in… you’re in my ass.”

      “And you take it so well,” I growl in Aria’s ear, sending a visible shiver down her spine. “Look at my little slut,” I groan. “Letting me do whatever I want.”

      Aria blushes, but I can feel wetness dripping down her pussy and onto my cock.

      “I’m going to do whatever I want to you, from this moment forward. Do you understand, pet?”

      Aria’s eyes roll back inside her head as she nods.

      “Loving it, I see.” my smirk is teasing as my fingers find her clit. “Are you my whore, then?” I demand. “Your pussy is so wet, it’s like you’re begging to be treated as filthy as you are.”

      “Fuck, yes Torrin…” the words fall from her lips.

      Hearing those three simple words makes my cock twitch and I press further into her ass, pushing her physical limits. Aria’s hands press against me, but I push her further, knowing damn well she won’t stop me. I can see the pain twisted on face, mixed in with sheer bliss.

      Even as she’s screaming, overwhelmed, her lips still say yes as she whines my name repeatedly.

      My need for control demands more than simply fucking her ass. I watch her face contort in pain and pleasure as her pussy continues to leak. So, my fingers press inside her, flicking inside her tight pussy to push Aria to the brink.

      Aria trembles, her heels and fingers digging into the sheets as she takes it all.

      That’s when her eyes meet mine, in a fierce, penetrating gaze that tells me what I know deep down: she trusts me implicitly.

      For a moment I’m lost in her expression, the ‘o’ her lips form, the way her eyes widen in surprise as she comes from the dual stimulation. The only sound that comes out of her mouth is a low, long gasp before she breathes heavily, moaning.

      Aria lets me in completely.

      And it scares the shit out of me.

      I want to use her.

      I want to make this about lust pure and simple.

      I want to escape the madness of my feelings for Aria seeping into my brain like a beautiful nightmare.

      My desire to push Aria to the brink fuels the last trick in my arsenal. To make her see what a monster I am. To make her leave before I can truly fall in love with her.

      I close my fingers around Aria’s vibrator, discarded on the bed.

      “Torr…” Aria gasps and I press a finger to her lips.

      A torrid moan, a gasp combined with a cry, echoes from her lips as the vibrator fills her up, leaving her airtight for me. I press the vibrator deep until it’s wedged deep inside her pussy, hitting that deep spot I know makes her cum with such ease.

      Then I switch it on.

      “Fuck, Aria,” I groan, almost overcome by being stuffed in her tight ass combined with the sensation from the vibrator.

      “Torrin!” Aria gasps, her body shaking as she’s overcome, and her eyes roll back inside her head. “Fuck, Torrin… I think… I think I’m coming again…”

      It’s my mission to ensure that she does as I continue mercilessly slamming into her ass.

      She comes long and hard, her pussy a steady stream of dripping cum as she looks about ready to pass out, her body jolting with sensation as she tries to hold herself together. But it’s no use, and Aria continues to moan, coming hard as I feel her body convulse under my touch. She lets herself go completely.

      The sight of her shatters my resolve and my body gives in. An orgasm rips through me like a tidal wave unexpectedly, and I blow my load in Aria’s ass as we come together.

      We are a force of nature, and I discover everything I thought I didn’t need.

      “Let’s go away for the weekend,” I tell Aria. “To the Hamptons.”

      “Mmm… sounds good,” she mumbles as she drifts off to sleep, pressed against my chest.
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        * * *

      

      The first light of morning filters through the curtains, casting a warm glow over Aria’s sleeping form. My eyes linger on her peaceful face. There’s contentment that I’ve never known before. It’s as if we’re living in an alternate reality, one where our pasts don’t dictate our every move, and I’m loath to break the spell.

      “Good morning,” I whisper, leaning over to place a gentle kiss on her forehead. Her eyes flutter open, a sleepy smile gracing her lips.

      “Morning,” she murmurs, stretching like a cat in the sunlight. “What time is it?”

      “Early,” I admit with a grin. “I thought we could make breakfast together.”

      “Sounds perfect,” she says, her voice still thick with sleep. We slip out of bed, intertwining our fingers as we wander downstairs to the kitchen.

      As we cook side by side, I relish these mundane moments. The smell of bacon sizzling, the sound of eggs cracking against the pan—all of it feels oddly comforting. I'd always thought I would despise living such a simple life, yet with Aria, it doesn't seem boring at all.

      “Is everything okay?” she asks, concern etching her features as I stare off into the distance.

      “Better than okay,” I assure her, pulling her close for a tender kiss. “Just thinking about how much I love this.”

      “Me too,” she whispers against my lips, her breath hot and sweet.

      But even amidst this idyllic existence, the truth about my family continues to gnaw at me. My loyalty to them is ingrained deep within my bones, yet I know I can't live without Aria. Each day that passes only strengthens my conviction that Declan was wrong, and I refuse to let him taint this haven we've created.

      “Hey,” Aria says softly, rubbing my back. “You're tensing up again.”

      “Sorry,” I mutter, forcing a smile onto my face. “I just can't shake this feeling that our time here is limited.”

      “Let's not think about that right now,” she suggests, her eyes shining with determination.

      Her words banish the shadows from my heart. For now, I'll focus on the present moment—our laughter as we cook, the way her fingers intertwine with mine, and the love that blossoms between us with every stolen kiss.

      “Alright,” I agree, brushing a stray strand of hair from her face. “Together.”

      “Always,” she echoes, sealing the promise with a soft brush of her lips against mine. And in that instant, I know that whatever dangers lurk in our world, I'll do whatever it takes to keep

      Aria’s blue eyes are dark with desire. “I need to feel alive, Torrin. I need to feel you.”

      As we lock gazes, I see my own hunger reflected at me. I'm consumed by her presence, by every sigh that escapes her lips, and every tremor of her body beneath mine. Our connection is electric, intense, and it frightens me just how much control she has over my emotions.

      “Then let me show you what it means to be alive,” I murmur, taking her mouth in a searing kiss that ignites a desperate urgency within us both.

      Our lovemaking is passionate and possessive, a dance of power and surrender that leaves no doubt who's in control. It's not merely about pleasure—it's about staking a claim, about asserting dominance over the darkness that makes us who we are.

      “Please, Torrin,” she begs, her hands clawing at my back. “Don't hold back. I can take it.”

      “God, Aria,” I groan, my self-control slipping. “You have no idea what you do to me.”

      “Show me,” she challenges, her pleads mingling with the sound of our ragged breathing.

      And so I do. I lose myself in her, drowning in the depths of our connection as we descend further into the realm of passion and intensity. It's a dark, twisted kind of love, but it's ours—and I wouldn't trade it for anything.

      After Aria takes every drop of me, my thoughts are filled by her. Filled with the way she begs me to fill her with my cum and takes me as I ravish her body.

      It's terrifying how much she's come to mean to me, how deeply I've fallen for her in such a short amount of time. I'm an expert at hiding my emotions, at burying them beneath a facade of charm and wit, but with her…

      “Stay with me,” I murmur into her hair, my chest tightening at the thought of losing her.

      “Always,” she whispers back. “You're stuck with me, Torrin Walker.”

      “Good.” My lips curve into a smile, though the darkness that looms over us is never far from my mind. “Because I don't think I could survive without you.”
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        * * *

      

      I trace a finger down Aria’s spine, feeling her shiver beneath my touch.

      “Morning,” she murmurs, blinking her ocean-blue eyes open. Aria stretches out beside me, her body a living testament to the passion we shared last night.

      “Good morning, pet,” I reply, brushing a stray lock of hair from her forehead. The vulnerability in her gaze is breathtaking, and it takes all my restraint not to lean in and claim her lips once more.

      “Last night was… intense,” Aria admits, a hint of uncertainty creeping into her voice. She bites her lip, eyes searching mine for reassurance.

      I chuckle, pulling her close to my chest. “We both have our demons, and last night… well, I think we chased them away together.”

      “Is that even possible?” she asks, her voice barely above a whisper. “Can we really escape our pasts?”

      “Maybe not entirely,” I admit, running my fingers through her tousled locks. “But we can forge a fresh path, one where our darkness doesn't consume us completely.”

      “Come on,” I say eventually, pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead.

      As we rise from our tangled sheets, I feel something shift inside me. My love for Aria has become an all-consuming fire, burning away my doubts and fears. I'm more determined than ever to protect her, to shield her from the dangers that still lurk in the shadows.

      Her eyes reflect the uncertainty that swims beneath the surface, and I feel my chest tighten at the sight. Our world is dangerous, and though I've vowed to protect her, I'm all too aware of the fragility of the life we've built together.

      “Sometimes,” Aria begins, her voice soft and hesitant, “I dream about a different life. One where we're not constantly looking over our shoulders or worrying about the next threat around the corner.”

      Her words hang in the air between us, a fragile hope that threatens to shatter under the weight of reality. I wrap my arm around her waist, drawing her closer to me as if I could somehow shield her from the darkness that surrounds us.

      “I can see it too, Aria,” I admit quietly, peering into her striking blue eyes. “But I don't know if it's possible for us. Not when our pasts refuse to let go. Can you be with me, knowing that normal life you’ve always dreamed probably won’t happen?” I ask her solemnly.

      “Yes,” Aria whispers immediately. “I don’t need anything, or anyone, but you, Torrin.”

      “You’d give all of that up, for me?” I clarify.

      Aria shakes her head, “It wouldn’t be giving up anything. I’d gladly hand all of that over if it meant being with you, Torrin.”

      Her words shake me. They rock me down to my very core because if Aria had said the opposite, if she wasn’t willing to be with me anyway? Well, deep down I know I would’ve somehow found a way to give her all of that.

      And it’s scary as all hell.
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        * * *

      

      I sit on the edge of the bed, watching Aria flip through her old copy of Romeo and Juliet. Her chest rises and falls gently, her blonde hair splayed across the pillow like a halo. The faintest hint of a smile plays on her lips, and it stirs something deep within me - a longing for a life that's always seemed out of reach.

      “Why do you carry that around?” I ask her.

      “It was my grandmother’s,” Aria says quietly, thumbing through the worn pages. “They didn’t have much growing up, and Romeo and Juliet was her favorite. She stole this copy from school and she gave it to me the last time I saw her, before my mom decided we were moving in with her new boyfriend.”

      “I’m sorry Aria- is she?” I ask.

      “Dead,” Aria nods. “She died a couple years later. I had no idea until after I’d ejected myself from the foster care system.”

      I can see tears forming in her eyes.

      “Are you okay?” I crawl towards her, to envelope her in my arms and will the pain to go away. To make it seem less violently hard.

      “I just wish she knew how much I loved her. I wanted to see her, she was the only mother figure that I ever really knew,” Aria sniffs. “As far as mother figures go the only other woman in my life was Carmine’s mother, and she hated me.” Aria laughs.

      “My ma’ would hate you too,” I tell her honestly.

      Aria laughs even harder. “I don’t doubt that. Good thing we don’t have to worry about your mother dropping in from Belfast any time soon.”

      “Actually,” I whisper softly, stroking her cheek with my fingertips. “I want to take you home.”

      Aria's eyes widen as she gazes up at me. “Home?” she repeats, her voice thick with confusion. “You mean to Belfast?”

      “Back to Ireland,” I clarify, my heart racing at the thought. “It's where I belong, and I want you there with me. I want you to meet my family, the rest of them.”

      Aria sits up slowly, the sheets pooling around her waist. Her blue eyes search mine, filled with curiosity and something else - hope. “Do you really think that's a good idea?”

      “Well, my ma is Catholic, so maybe not,” I joke.

      Aria blushes. “Your ‘ma’ is going to hate me, like you said.” she says certainly. “I've never been good with mothers. Carmine's mother despised me so much I’m pretty sure she had a party when we broke up.”

      “The difference is I don't care if she despises you,” I tell her with absolute certainty. “If she does, even better.”

      The corners of her mouth twitch upwards, and she leans in to kiss me softly. “If you're sure then yes, yes I'll go home with you.”

      “Good,” I say, my heart swelling with affection and determination. “We’re about to face the scariest thing of all,” I tell Aria.

      “What’s that?” Aria asks as I pull her into my lap.

      “Enya Walker,” I tell her, referring to my mother.

      “Well, shit,” Aria swears. “I guess it’s a good thing you’re my protector.”

      “Liam’s the favorite anyway,” I tell Aria with a laugh.

      “I doubt that,” Aria whispers in my ear. “And even if that’s true, you’re my favorite.”

      “Then that’s all that matters,” I whisper back.
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      The rain pours around us as Torrin’s car winds through the countryside, Torrin swearing under his breath. Part of me is still shocked that Torrin drives, let alone the fact that Torrin drives a Nissan GTR. The sleek black car is probably just the first of many surprises.

      “All it ever bloody does is rain here,” he mutters.

      The vivid shades of green surrounding us are a stark contrast to the gloomy weather. Rolling hills stretch into the horizon, dotted with ancient stone castles and quaint cottages. It's breathtaking, but it feels like there's a hidden darkness lurking beneath the serene landscape.

      “Welcome to Ireland,” Torrin says, his voice laced with an uneasy pride.

      “Wow, it's beautiful,” I breathe, unable to tear my gaze away from the scenery before me. But even among this enchanting beauty, there's a sense of something sinister concealed just beneath the surface. Like a secret waiting to be uncovered.

      “Wait until you see the rest of it,” Torrin replies, his black hair soaked with rain, droplets sliding down his chiseled jawline.

      I remember Carmine's harsh accusations earlier, his words echoing in my head. “Torrin's hiding something from you, Aria.” I'd brushed it off at first, but now that we're here, I can't ignore the feeling gnawing at my insides. There's more to Torrin than I know, and I'm feeling the weight of those unanswered questions.

      First off: we not only got off the plane first, we were the only ones on the plane: a private plane. That tipped me off to something, especially when Declan and Liam didn’t flinch.

      Second: Torrin and Liam’s cars were waiting. Warmed up. Drivers and all. Perfectly timed.

      I’m glad that I’ve got these few moments alone with Torrin because this feels like a lot.

      “Is everything okay?” Torrin asks, his piercing blue eyes searching mine. I force a smile, trying to push away the unease creeping up on me.

      “Of course, I'm just taking it all in,” I say, and he seems satisfied with my response.

      But as Torrin pulls up to the family home everything suddenly clicks in my head. Torrin can’t be just a mere chemist. He’s far more than he appears to be, far more than the drug lord he leads everyone to think he is.

      “Welcome to Walker Hall,” Torrin says, a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

      The stately mansion is outside of Belfast in, what I assume, is a sought-after area. But Torrin’s family home? Among all the gorgeous homes Torrin’s family home stands above them. The impressive gates open into a sweeping driveway that encompasses around the entire house it looks like.

      Torrin pulls in beside Liam, into a garage that could easily hold six cars… at minimum.

      Christ, even the garage is luxurious.

      I know my eyes are wide and the shock is visible on my face.

      I can tell something about Torrin is off when he doesn’t say anything about the look on my face.

      “Let's get inside, warm up before we catch a cold,” he suggests, pulling me closer to shield me from the relentless cold.

      As we enter the dimly lit hallway, the shadows dance ominously around us, like whispers of the secrets this place holds. My heart races with the anticipation of what I might discover, and I wonder if I'm truly prepared for the truth.

      “Are you cold?” Torrin asks, shrugging out of his coat and draping it over my shoulders. His concerned gaze lingers on me, but I see something else there, too. Fear? Regret?

      “Thanks,” I murmur, wrapping the coat tightly around myself.

      There’s marble everywhere. The staircase is fucking marble. It’s all perfectly polished and easily fit for royalty.

      What in the fuck is going on here?

      “Is there anything you want to tell me, Torrin?” I ask dryly, my voice cracking with what I assume is about to be rage.

      Carmine was right.

      The question is how right?

      “About what?” he responds, a little too quickly. I study his face, searching for any sign that he's hiding something.

      “About you,” I say, challenging him to deny it. He hesitates, and I know I've struck a nerve.

      “Later,” he whispers, his eyes darkening. “We need to get settled first.”

      “Fine,” I agree, though the tension between us is palpable.

      Torrin rarely talks about his mother. He's never mentioned his father, just that his father died when he was younger. Anything he's said about his mother instills me with fear. Fear that he's truly hiding the truth about himself and his family.

      I had assumed Torrin had grown up in a middle class, catholic, household, but this speaks volumes about his family. He always made it seem like his father was just some sort of middle man, nothing special.

      Something doesn't add up.

      “They're out,” Torrin says as he leads me to his bedroom. “My mother and my Uncle. Liam and Declan…”

      He’s talking but I’m not listening as I look around, shocked at the sheer luxury of the room. It's dark, moody, and full of secrets, just like Torrin. But my eyes wander over the king size bed, the high ceilings- everything about this house screams luxury.

      “Enough,” I say, turning to face him. “I need to know the truth, Torrin. What are you hiding from me?”

      He sighs, running a hand through his wet black hair, before fixing me with those intense green eyes. “Aria, I didn't want to involve you in this part of my life. I wanted to protect you.”

      “Protect me?” I scoff, anger boiling within me. “You've been lying to me!”

      “Alright,” he concedes, his voice strained. “I’m not just a chemist.”

      “No shit!” my words sound like a scream compared to Torrin’s low voice.

      “Lower your voice, Aria,” Torrin asks.

      “What is this!” I rage at him.

      “I only kept this from you because I didn't want you to be tainted by my world,” Torrin tries to explain.

      “Your world?” I throw my hands up in exasperation. “You think I haven't been 'tainted' by the criminal world already? I've spent years trying to escape it, and now… now you’re telling me the man that I’ve fallen in love with is what… an Irish crime lord?” I struggle for words.

      “After my dad died,” Torrin says. “Yes.”

      I cover my mouth, unable to reconcile my version of Torrin with this… sudden one. The one that isn’t just Torrin but the entire fucking boss of a criminal organization that, obviously, rivals the Morettis.

      Torrin is such a big deal that no one in Belfast talks about it, no one would say a word. I already have an inkling of the hold this man has on Northern Ireland and I realize that I’m in far deeper than I ever wanted to be.

      “Listen, Aria,” he says, his voice thick with emotion. “I'm not proud of what I've done, but I did it for my family. For Liam. I had to make sure they were taken care of after my father died.”

      “By becoming a crime lord?” I snap, my heart aching at the thought of what we could have had together if not for this revelation. “What about me, Torrin? What about the life we could have built together, away from all of this syndicate shit?”

      “Would you have loved me if I were just a chemist, Aria?” he retorts, his eyes searching mine. “Or does the darkness attract you just as much as it does me?”

      “Of course, I would have!” I cry, my vision blurring with tears. “I wanted to be with you, not because of your power or connections, but because I fell in love with the man beneath it all. But now… I don't know if I can trust you.”

      “Trust is earned, Aria,” he breathes, his voice cracking. “And I'll do whatever it takes to earn it back. But you have to understand—this life isn't something I can just walk away from.”

      “Then maybe we're both destined for a life of darkness.” I shudder at the thought, feeling more lost than ever before.

      “Maybe,” he agrees quietly, his eyes filled with pain and longing. “But at least we won't be alone in the dark.”

      “Is that what you want, then?” I hiss, my anger reaching a boiling point. Before there was at least some sort of chance. Now I realize there isn’t, and Torrin was right. If I’m going to be with him, this is it. “To drag me down with you, into this twisted world? And after I told you I wanted out? Further than I ever intended?”

      “Dragging you down?” Torrin's voice rises in anger as well. “I didn't force you into any of this, Aria! You made your choices long before I ever came into your life. You think I wanted to keep this from you? I was trying to protect you!”

      “Protect me?” I scoff, feeling the distance between us grow even wider. “By lying to me and keeping secrets? Some protection that is.”

      “Fine!” Torrin snaps, his temper flaring. “If you think you're better off without me, then go! Go back to your old life, see if it brings you the happiness you crave so desperately.”

      “Maybe I will!” I shout back, tears streaming down my cheeks. My heart feels like it's tearing apart, but I can't stay in this world of darkness and deceit.

      Can I?

      “Then go!” Torrin dares me. He grabs me by the arms roughly. “Tell me you can just walk away, from this, from us.”

      The truth is that even if I could walk away; the time has well on passed for that. I can't imagine my life without this man. I have my own secrets. Secrets that burn inside my brain as I try to reconcile the fact that Carmine was right: Torrin wasn't who I thought he was.

      “Fine!” I scream back at him.

      “Do you think I ever would’ve brought you here if I didn’t intend on trusting you, on being with you? Aria, this is part of me, and it’s part of us. I know it’s a tough pill to swallow, but you know it’s the truth. There is no us without this fucked up shit. The very things that stand to ruin my life are what brought ye to me in the first place. Do you understand how crazy that makes me? To know that the one thing you desperately want to get away from brought you straight to me?”

      I stare at Torrin, his admission.

      “What are you saying?” I ask, my eyes narrowing.

      “I’m sayin’ that if you so desperately want away from this, what would you possibly want with me?” he clarifies.

      My jaw drops.

      “I just told you- I would’ve loved you if you were just a chemist. I would’ve loved you if you were a fucking kindergarten teacher because… it’s you. It’s you no matter what you are,” I bare my soul to him.

      Torrin pulls me roughly into his arms, his eyes searching mine. “Do ye think you can still love me? Even if I’m just the head of the lowly Walker clan?” he asks, a hint of teasing in his voice.

      “I love you, Torrin, and I’d love you no matter what,” I tell him.

      “Do you mean that Aria?” Torrin asks. He pushes a piece of hair away from my face, smiling down at me.

      “Mean what?” I ask.

      “That you love me,” he says.

      I stare at Torrin, shocked at my admission. This isn’t a heat of the moment confession uttered in the throes of passion. This is a real moment, all on its’ own.

      “Do you?” I ask back.

      “Aria,” Torrin starts.

      He’s going to say it. I can feel the words as Torrin begins to say it. It’s a long slow moment as it feels like our worlds are colliding.

      Then just like that this moment is violently ripped away from us.

      The sudden sound of an explosion rips through the air like a bomb detonating, shaking the very ground beneath our feet. Before I can process what's happening, I'm thrown off balance, my ears ringing from the deafening noise.

      Disoriented, I look outside just in time to see flames engulfing a car, pieces of metal and debris flying in every direction. Panic courses through my veins, adrenaline taking over as fear threatens to consume me.

      “Jesus Christ,” Torrin mutters under his breath, his face paling at the sight of the carnage. For once, he seems just as shaken as I am.

      The realization that someone wants us dead—or at least one of us—sends a shiver down my spine. Who could have done this? And how did they know where to find us?

      Torrin and I rush outside to where the guards have appeared from their hiding places. I can see several of them grabbing hoses as they attempt to put the fire out. I can hear sirens in the background amidst the chaos.

      “Is this what our lives are now?” I choke out, barely able to get the words past the lump in my throat. The smoke stings my eyes, and fear threatens to consume me.

      Carmine seethes through my mind like poison, darkening my thoughts and filling me with dread. He'd warned me before—warned me I could never escape the life I'd left behind. And now, it seemed, he was making good on that promise.

      “Was it him? Was it Carmine?” I wonder out loud.

      “Right now, we don't have time to worry about who's responsible,” Torrin says tersely, his grip on my hand tightening.

      His voice is raw, desperate, and despite the anger that still simmers between us, I trust him—needing him—more than ever.

      As we make our way through the smoke and chaos, I can't help but think about the conversation we were having just moments ago. Is this what our lives will always be like? Constant fear and danger lurking around every corner, threatening to take everything away in an instant?

      “Are you alright?” Torrin asks, his voice strained, his green eyes searching mine with genuine concern.

      “I… I think so,” I choke out, still trying to process everything.

      “Who would've attempted this?” Liam asks Torrin. “Everyone knows you're not to be fucked with.”

      Declan just shakes his head, lighting a cigarette. He takes a long drag in the silence before he clears his throat to talk. “It's Carmine,” Declan says.

      Torrin glares at Declan. “Come on,” he says, gently pulling me away from the scene. “Let's get away from here.”

      My mind races, desperately trying to make sense of it all. I've always known that Torrin had secrets, that there was more to him than met the eye. But to learn he's the leader of the notorious Walker family? It's unimaginable.

      “Talk to me, Aria,” he urges softly, drawing me out of my thoughts. “Let me know what's going on in that beautiful head of yours.”

      “Can't you see, Torrin?” I snap, my anger resurfacing. “This life, this world you're a part of… I don't want any of it! I've spent years trying to escape the darkness, and now I find myself right back in it.”

      His expression darkens as he stops and takes my hands in his. “Aria, I never wanted this for you. I've done everything in my power to shield you from this side of my life. But sometimes, circumstances force our hand.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” I scoff, pulling away from him. “You lied to me, Torrin. How am I supposed to trust you now?”

      “I never meant to hurt you,” he whispers, his voice cracking with emotion. “But I can't change who I am, Aria. This life is a part of me, that’s all there is to it. We can handle this, and Carmine… he’ll be a figment of the past.”

      When Torrin says 'we' there's a fire in his eyes, like he already knows the opposite of 'we' isn't an option. Like he knows we're joined, no matter what.

      “You're my wife, Aria,” Torrin reminds me. “Thick and thin.”

      A pang of guilt stabs me in the chest.

      We’ve both been lying.

      I look into his eyes, searching for answers that I know I won't find. Can I really walk away from him, knowing how much we've been through together? But then again, can I live in constant fear, waiting for the next bomb to drop?

      “Maybe… maybe this was a mistake,” I whisper, my heart breaking as the words leave my lips. “Maybe we were never meant to be together.”

      Torrin's face hardens, and for a moment, I see a flicker of pain in his eyes before it's gone, replaced by steely determination. “If that's what you truly believe, Aria, then so be it. But know this—I will always protect you, even if it means letting you go.”

      The cold wind bites at my skin as I look into the dark night, the flames from the ruined car casting eerie shadows across Torrin's face. He stands tense, his jaw clenched, and for a moment, I see the weight of his entire world pressing down on him.

      “Get inside,” he orders, his voice barely audible over the approaching sirens. “I'll deal with this.”

      “Deal with it?” I snap, frustration finally spilling over. “Torrin, how the hell are we supposed to just 'deal with' something like this? Are you going to go inside and get marshmallows? Look at your car!”

      “Trust me,” he says, his green eyes blazing with an intensity that both scares and intrigues me. “I'll make sure whoever did this pays for it.”

      “Is that really what you want, though?” I counter, my voice shaking. “More bloodshed? More pain? Is that the life you want for us?”

      “Us?” he snarls, his anger finally unleashed. “You made it pretty clear that there might not be an 'us' anymore, Aria.”

      “Because I can't live like this!” I scream. “I want a normal life, Torrin! Can't you see that?”

      “Normal?” He spits out the word like its poison. “There's no such thing as normal for people like us, Aria. You should know that better than anyone.”

      “Maybe we can change,” I whisper desperately, my fingers curling into fists at my sides. “Maybe we don't have to keep doing this.”

      “Change?” His laugh is bitter, mocking. “You really think we can just walk away from all of this, and everything will be fine?”

      “Isn't it worth a try?” I plead, looking deep into his eyes, searching for some glimmer of hope.

      Torrin studies me for a long time, the silence between us mounting with every second. Casting an air of uncertainty between us, breaking the bond that was so certain mere moments ago.

      I feel like I'm losing him.

      “Maybe one day,” Torrin says finally. “But that day isn't today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 26

          

          

      

    

    







            Torrin—Mother Dearest

          

        

      

    

    
      



  




CHAPTER 27: —MOTHER DEAREST

      The tension in the room thickens as I lead Aria into the dimly lit living area, my mother's piercing gaze following our every step. The air is heavy with the scent of burning candles and years of unspoken words.

      “Mother,” I begin, my voice steady but strained, “I'd like you to meet Aria.”

      Her eyes narrow as she takes in Aria's appearance. I can see the disdain written across her face, a knot twisting in my stomach as I anticipate her disapproval. But there's no turning back now.

      “Actually,” I add, my tone firm, “she's not just Aria. She's my wife.”

      I feel Aria's hand squeeze mine at the mention of our marriage, the shock on her face apparent for a mere moment before she manages to mask it.

      I will do what I have to if it means protecting Aria from my mother's penetrating gaze.

      My mother's lips press into a thin line, her nostrils flaring ever so slightly. I can see the anger simmering beneath the surface, ready to erupt at any moment.

      “Your wife?” she repeats, the words laced with venom. “And when exactly did this happen? And why wasn't I informed?”

      “We got married some weeks ago,” I lie, clenching my jaw. “It was a small ceremony, nothing too grand.”

      “A ceremony?” Her voice rises in disbelief. “You didn't even have the decency to get married in the church, Torrin? What would your father say if he were here?”

      “Enough, Mother!” I snap, my patience wearing thin at the mention of my father. “This is my life, my decision. I didn't need your blessing then, and I don't need it now.”

      “Your life?” She scoffs, her eyes cold and unyielding. “Have you forgotten who you are, Torrin? You're a Walker, and as long as you bear that name, you have certain obligations and responsibilities. What about Bria? What is she to do now that you’re off flittin’ your new wife about town? How does that make her look?”

      I scoff. “Mother, Bria and I were a mere figment of your imagination. I wouldn’t trust that woman, and I certainly wouldn’t trust her over Aria.”

      “Think about the consequences Torrin!” my mother groans at me.

      “Like what, Mother? I don’t think marryin’ anyone for the sake of the family ever did anyone any good,” My words are harsh, a bitter laugh escaping me. “No, I choose Aria. She knows who I am and what I'm capable of, and she's chosen me as well.”

      “Chosen you?” My mother shakes her head, a bitter smile playing on her lips. “Or perhaps just chosen the life you can offer her?”

      “Watch your tongue,” I warn, my anger flaring. “You don't know her like I do.”

      “Maybe not, Torrin,” she concedes, her voice low and dangerous. “But I know our kind, and I know the dangers that come with it. You may be blinded by love, but I won't stand idly by while you destroy this family.”

      “Destroy the family?” I scoff. “It was already broken, long before Aria entered the picture.”

      “Then perhaps it's time to put the pieces back together,” she counters, her eyes locked onto mine. “Starting by reevaluating the choices you've made. Bria is willing to take you back if…”

      “Enough!” I roar, my fists clenched at my sides. “I love Aria, and nothing you say will change that. I am married to her, and I will protect her with everything I have.”

      “Very well, Torrin,” my mother says icily, her voice dripping with disappointment. “But remember this: when the day comes that your precious Aria brings danger to our doorstep, don't say I didn't warn you. Oh wait- she already has.”

      Aria stands beside me, silently. I can see her eyes searching for an exit.

      As her words hang in the air like a dark omen, I feel the weight of my decision bearing down on me. But despite the doubts gnawing at the edges of my mind, I know one thing for certain: I won't let anyone, not even my mother, tear Aria away from me.

      I watch as Aria takes a deep breath, her blue eyes filled with an uneasy determination. “If you don't mind, I think I'll give you two some space,” she mumbles, her hand slipping from mine.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, concern lacing my words. I don't want her to feel abandoned in this tense situation, but I know that she's right - my mother and I need to hash this out alone.

      She nods. “Yes. I can see that you both have things to discuss, and it's better if I'm not here for that.” With that, she turns and walks away, leaving me with my mother, whose disapproving gaze remains focused on me.

      “Really, Torrin?” she begins, her voice dripping with disdain. “Is this what you've chosen for yourself? A woman of such… background? You really think some prostitute out of Carmine Moretti’s garage is going to do you any wonders?”

      “Her past doesn't define her,” I snap back, my rage flaring at her judgment. “Aria is strong, intelligent, and loving. She's everything I could ever want in a wife.”

      “Is she truly the one you want by your side when we rise up to where we truly belong? Is she truly the woman you want by your side when you’ve taken over all of Moretti’s territory?” my mother asks, her tone cold and calculating. “Or is she merely a distraction from the pain and emptiness you've felt all these years?”

      “Mother, I didn't bring her here  for you to question my choices,” I grit out, my hands clenched into fists. “I wanted you to meet Aria, to see the woman I've chosen to spend my life with.”

      “Then why does it feel like you're making the same mistakes your father made?” Her words hit me like a sledgehammer, the comparison cutting deep.

      “Enough!” I snarl, my anger boiling over. “Don't you dare speak about him!”

      “Your father was a good man, Torrin, but he let his love for a woman cloud his judgment,” she continues, her voice unwavering. “I don't want the same fate for you.”

      “Is that really what this is about?” I ask, my voice heavy with frustration and disbelief. “You don't trust that I can make my own choices? Maybe you’re so set on your choices that you forgot to consider my own.”

      “Your life has been one reckless decision after another,” she retorts, her eyes narrowing. “How can I trust that this isn't just a misguided attempt at happiness?”

      “Because I know Aria, and I know myself,” I assert, steeling my resolve. “She's not a mistake, Mother. Aria is my future. This isn’t about chasing dreams.”

      “That woman is your past, whether or not you like it. Aria doesn't belong in our family,” she muses, her eyes narrowing. “Speaking of which, haven't you wondered why Carmine Moretti let her go so easily? A man like him doesn't just release his hold on someone without a reason.”

      “Are you suggesting that there's something more between them?” I ask. I know Aria has a history with Carmine; we've discussed it at length. But the insinuation that there might still be a connection unsettles me.

      “Perhaps,” she says cryptically. “Or perhaps he knows that having her close to you will weaken you, make you vulnerable. You cannot deny that ‘love’ can be a dangerous thing, Torrin.”

      My anger is simmering beneath the surface, threatening to blow like a volcano. “You think I don't know that? That I haven't considered the risks?” I growl, my voice low and dangerous. “But I also believe in Aria, and I trust her.”

      “Trust is a fragile thing,” she replies coolly. “Especially with fickle women. You may think you know everything there is to know about Aria, but people have a way of hiding their darkest secrets.”

      “Enough,” I snap, cutting her off. “I refuse to entertain these petty suspicions any longer. Aria is my wife, and I will stand by her side, no matter what.”

      As my mother's words echo in my ears, the cold tendrils of doubt come creeping into my mind. Aria's past relationship with Carmine is a dangerous loose end, one that could unravel everything we've built together. The Walker family has always been untouchable, and I'm all too aware of the risks that come with inviting danger into our lives.

      “Remember this, Torrin,” my mother continues, her voice sharp as a knife. “Carmine Moretti is not a man to be trifled with, and Aria was once his prized possession. He won't let her go so easily.”

      I clench my jaw, struggling to keep my composure. “It doesn't matter. Aria chose me, and we'll face whatever comes our way together.” But even as I say these words, the truth of her warning rattles around in my brain like a broken rudder.

      “Will she, though?” my mother asks, her eyes narrowing. “When push comes to shove, can you truly trust her to choose you over her ties to the Morettis?”

      My heart pounds in my chest, the gnawing fear inside me growing stronger with every passing second. I want to believe in Aria—I need to believe in her—but the pull of her past is a shadow I cannot ignore.

      “Enough,” I snap, unable to bear the weight of her words any longer. “Aria is my wife, and nothing will change that.”

      The air thickens between us, as if my mother's words have taken on a life of their own. They cling to the walls, casting an oppressive shadow over the room and leaving me gasping for breath. I feel those words, like tendrils wrapping around me, trying to pull me down into the darkness where they reside.

      “Your loyalty to Aria might be your biggest mistake,” she warns, her voice heavy with concern and defeat. Her eyes bore into mine, searching for some hint of agreement or understanding.

      My gaze hardens as I lock onto hers, determined to push back against her suspicions. “Aria is not the enemy here, Mother. She left that life behind, and now she's a part of ours. It's time you accept that.”

      “Is it?” she challenges, her eyes narrowing. “You may think you know her, but people like her don't change overnight, Torrin.”

      “Neither do people like us,” I retort, feeling the anger bubble beneath the surface. My knuckles turn white as I struggle to maintain control over my emotions.

      “Exactly,” my mother says with a sigh, as if I've proven her point. She shakes her head, a slow, deliberate motion. “You were always stubborn, just like your father. He never listened either, and look where it got him.”

      “Enough!” I snap, my patience worn thin. The mention of my father stings, a wound that has never fully healed. “I'm not him, and Aria isn't Carmine. We're making our own choices, carving out our own path.”

      “Fine,” she relents, her tone laced with resignation. “But remember, Torrin, trust is earned, not given. If you want to protect this family, you need to be absolutely certain that Aria is someone you can rely on. Can you honestly say that right now?”

      Her words echo in my head, a cacophony of doubt and fear that threatens to drown out the love I feel for Aria. It's not that I don't trust her—I do—but the past has a way of creeping up on us when we least expect it.

      “Only time will tell,” I reply, gritting my teeth. “But I have faith in her, Mother. That's something you'll just have to accept.”

      I stare at my mother, her expression an impenetrable mask of disappointment and concern. My pulse races as I prepare to defend Aria, the woman who has become my everything.

      “Mother,” I begin, my voice steady despite the turmoil inside me, “Aria is more than just a beautiful face and a haunted past. She's strong, independent, and she has proven herself to be loyal to me time and time again.”

      Her eyes narrow slightly, but she remains silent, allowing me to continue.

      “Love isn't perfect, and it doesn't come without its challenges. But it's worth fighting for.” I pause, taking a breath before finishing. “Aria loves me, Mother. And I love her. We've been through hell and back together, and we're still standing. That should count for something.”

      “Really?” My mother’s tone betrays her dissatisfaction with my words. Despite that, I push onward, determined to make her see reason.

      “Every relationship comes with risks, Mother. You can't expect me to live my life in fear of what might happen because of who Aria used to be associated with. I won't let the shadows of her past control our future.”

      Her gaze remains fixed on me, and I feel as though she's trying to peer straight into my soul. But my resolve remains unshaken.

      “Perhaps you're right, Torrin,” she says, her voice dripping with a mix of concern and resignation. “But don't forget there are consequences for blindly placing your faith in someone.”

      “I understand that Mother,” I reply, my tone firm but respectful. “But I have faith in Aria, and I believe in her loyalty to me. That's all that matters.”

      I watch as the muscles in her jaw tighten, but her face remains impassive, her eyes clouded by a mingling of worry and disappointment. It's clear that she won't be swayed by my words, but I refuse to let her disapproval break me.

      “Very well,” she says. “But remember Torrin, there was a time where no one in Belfast would've ever attempted anything on the Walker family. I guess times have changed.”

      Her words echo in my mind as she leaves the room, and I stand there, stunned.
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CHAPTER 28:

      When I finally find Torrin my heart is pounding like a caged animal. The thick velvet drapes are drawn closed, and the only source of light comes from the flickering flames of the fireplace. Torrin sits in the leather armchair in the corner, his piercing green eyes locked on me as I approach.

      “Do you trust me?” I ask cautiously.

      Torrin leans back in his chair, the shadows casting dark patterns across his chiseled jawline. His Irish accent cuts through the silence like a knife. “Aria, love, ye know well enough the world we live in. Trust is a luxury neither of us can afford.”

      It's not fair. I've fought tooth and nail to escape Carmine's clutches, to leave this life behind, but it follows me like a shadow, haunting every step I take. And now, it threatens to destroy the one thing that's brought me happiness in years—my relationship with Torrin.

      Torrin struggles to keep his composure, his eyes betraying the turmoil raging within him. He looks away, unable to meet my gaze. “It's not like that, Aria. Ye know how much I care for ye, but there's something you’re holding back from me. Something important.”

      My breath catches in my throat. He knows. Somehow, he knows about Carmine's plan, about my role in it all. If I tell him the truth, will it set me free or bind me to this life forever?

      “Are ye working for Carmine?” Torrin asks, his voice barely above a whisper. “Is he using ye to get to me?”

      The weight of the question hangs heavy on my chest, pressing down on me like a lead blanket. I could lie, keep my secret buried deep within me, but at what cost? Would that betrayal eat away at me until there's nothing left?

      “Tell me, Aria,” Torrin implores, his eyes locking onto mine once more. “I need to know.”

      My heart hammers in my chest as I stare into Torrin's intense green eyes, searching for the strength to confess my darkest secret. The air between us thickens with tension, and I can feel the walls closing in on me. There's no escaping it now.

      “Alright,” I exhale, my voice barely audible. “I'll tell you everything.”

      Torrin's eyes narrow, and his jaw clenches, bracing himself for whatever truth I'm about to reveal.

      “Yes, he wanted me to get close to you. He wanted me to get close to you because he’s convinced you killed his birth mother,” I lay the whole thing out on the table.

      “Jesus Christ, Aria,” Torrin spits out, his accent thicker with anger.

      “He knew you were up to something, he wanted to know what. That’s where I came in. He wanted me to get close to you. He pushed me into going along with everything to… to find out what you were hiding. We never married; he wanted you to think we were married to get you to bring me here.”

      As I lay bare my betrayal, I watch the storm brewing in Torrin's eyes, the hurt and fury swirling like a tempest within him. I can see the exact moment when his anger reaches its boiling point, when the dam breaks, and all his rage comes crashing down upon me.

      “Ye're telling me,” He growls, his voice dark and menacing, “that ye've been spying on me this entire time? Feeding information back to that bastard?”

      “I didn’t give him anything!” I yell back. “Not a word! Please! Torrin, understand,” I plead desperately, my voice laden with remorse. “I didn't want to do it. I wanted out of that life so badly; I had no choice.”

      “Choice?” he snarls, his eyes blazing with fury. “Ye always have a choice, Aria. And ye betrayed me.”

      My heart shatters into a million pieces as I watch the devastation in Torrin's eyes, knowing that I'm the one responsible for it. The weight of my betrayal bears down upon me, suffocating me with its crushing force.

      “Please, Torrin,” I whisper, tears streaming down my cheeks. “I never wanted to hurt you. I—I love you.”

      “Love?” he spits out, his contemptuous laugh like a dagger through my heart. “Don't talk to me about love, Aria. Ye don't know the meaning of the word.”

      I refuse to let Torrin's anger tear me down, even though it feels like the world is crumbling around me. I stand my ground, determined to fight for us, for our love. My voice shakes, but I press on. “Torrin, I know what I did was wrong, but I had no choice. Can't you see that?”

      “Choice?” he repeats, mocking me. His voice drips with venom, and I wince at the bitterness in his words. “You betrayed me, Aria. You chose Carmine over me.”

      “Damn it, Torrin!” My frustration bubbles up, and I lash out. “I didn't choose him over you! I was trying to protect myself! He never got anything from me. Even so, he was just trying to protect his family, just like you.”

      “Ah, so now I'm like Carmine?” He sneers, his eyes narrowing dangerously. “Is that what you're saying?”

      “Stop twisting my words!” I scream, ready to smack him. “You know that's not what I meant!”

      “Then what did ye mean, Aria? Enlighten me.” The sarcastic edge to his words cuts deeper than any blade ever could.

      “Both of you would do anything to protect your families,” I say through gritted teeth. “But that doesn't make you the same. You're a good man, Torrin, and Carmine… he's a monster.”

      “Am I now?” Torrin scoffs, his green eyes glittering with barely contained rage. “Seems to me I'm the one who's been played for a fool by a woman I love.”

      “God, Torrin, I love you! More than anything!” I plead, tears streaming down my face. “Can't you see! I betrayed him for you! There has to be a way to get past this!”

      “Past this?” He shakes his head, disbelief etched on his handsome face. “Aria, ye betrayed me. You've been lying to me for months. How the hell am I supposed to get past that?”

      “By trusting me!” I shout, my voice thick with emotion. “I'm telling you everything now because I want a clean slate, a chance for us to be together without lies or secrets.”

      “Trust you?” He laughs bitterly. “That's rich, coming from the woman who's been spying on me.”

      “Damn it, Torrin, I made a mistake!” My frustration boils over, and I yell at him. “But that doesn't mean I don't love you! Can't you see that?”

      “Love, Aria?” Torrin snarls, his voice dripping with contempt. “Ye have a bloody twisted way of showing it.”

      “I'm sorry,” I whisper, my voice breaking as I struggle to hold back my tears. “I never wanted to hurt you.”

      “Sorry changes nothing, Aria,” he replies coldly, his eyes hardening with resolve. “It doesn't erase what you've done.”

      “Then what do you want from me, Torrin?” I ask, desperation clawing at my insides. “What will it take for you to forgive me?”

      “Forgiveness?” He shakes his head, his voice heavy with finality. “I don't know if I can ever give you that, Aria. Not after what you've done.”

      The air in the room is suddenly thick and suffocating. Torrin's eyes blaze with a mixture of fury and something darker, more dangerous. I can feel it, like a wild animal ready to pounce on its prey.

      “You want me,” I whisper. “I know you want to trust me, I know you want this. All you have to do is believe me Torrin, I never told Carmine a damn thing. The only reason I went along with all these lies was to protect you. If I didn’t- if I didn’t go along with everything he would’ve found a way to rip you away from me, I couldn’t handle that. It started out as self preservation, but it’s so much more to me now.”

      “So, it was all lies?” Torrin clarifies.

      “No,” I whisper. “The illusion of… of our marriage was as real for me as I think it was for you.”

      Torrin’s silence is the scariest thing of all.

      “Please, let me make things right,” I beg him.

      “Fine,” he growls, stepping closer. “Ye’ want me to make things right, Aria? Then let me show ye’ exactly what it feels like to be betrayed.”

      Before I can react, Torrin grabs my wrists forcefully, pinning them above my head. My heart races and my chest tightens with fear, but also with an undeniable thrill at his sudden dominance.

      “Let go of me!” I demand, trying to pull my arms free from his grip, but his strength holds firm.

      “Ah, now ye don't like it when the tables are turned, do ye?” he taunts, his Irish accent dripping with menace. “But this is only the beginning, love.”

      My body trembles as he presses himself against me, trapping me between his muscular frame and the cold wall behind me. The anger in his eyes has transformed into something far more primal, as if he's claimed me as his own and won't let anyone or anything take me away.

      “Please, Torrin,” I whisper, unable to keep the pleading note out of my voice. “Don't do this.”

      “Shut up,” he snarls, leaning in so close that his breath is hot against my ear. “I'm going to make ye understand what betrayal feels like, Aria. And by the end, maybe you'll finally realize the consequences of your actions.”

      Despite my mounting fear, my body betrays me, responding to Torrin's dark possessiveness with a surge of desire. It coils deep within me, sending shivers down my spine as he slides his hand up my thigh, his fingers rough against my skin.

      “Stop,” I choke out, hating the way my voice wavers with uncertainty.

      “Are ye scared now, Aria?” he whispers, a twisted grin appearing on his face. “Good. You should be.”

      His fingers continue their merciless ascent, and I gasp in a mix of fear and anticipation. My mind races, searching for a way out of this situation, but all I can think about is how much I want him—even if it means giving in to his twisted desires.

      “Please,” I beg again, hot tears streaming down my cheeks. “I'm sorry. I love you.”

      My body quivers beneath Torrin's touch, one hand pinning my wrists down, the other exploring every inch of me with a hunger that's as intoxicating as it is terrifying. His gaze is heavy with desire and resentment as he watches my reactions, reveling in the power he has over me.

      “Tell me you're mine, Aria,” he snarls, pinning my wrists down with both hands now as I struggle against him. His eyes never leave mine, forcing me to confront the darkness lurking within them.

      “I-I'm yours,” I whisper, my voice trembling with fear and raw need. “Only yours.”

      “Damn right you are.” He smirks, but there's a coldness in his voice that sends shivers down my spine.

      “Yer’ betrayal made ye’ mine,” Torrin growls, his grip tightening around my wrists, pinning me beneath him. “Ye belong to me now, Aria. Never forget that.”

      His words cut deep, exposing the ugly truth that festers between us. I try to cling to the love we once shared, but it's slipping away, drowning in the darkness that teeters on the edge of consuming us both.

      “Please don't hurt me, Torrin,” I plead, tears streaming down my face as I struggle to meet his gaze. “I love you.”

      “Love?” He scoffs, the sound filled with a bitterness that makes my heart ache. “Love doesn't make ye betray someone, Aria. Love doesn't make ye a liar.”

      I'm frozen, torn between wanting to get away from him and wanting him at the same time. Deep down I wonder if maybe I'm just addicted to the pain of loving him. I wonder if this is what we've been reduced to—two damaged souls bound by pain and guilt, desperate for solace in a world that offers none.

      “Is this what you want, Torrin?” I choke out, the words tasting like ash in my mouth. “To hurt me? To break me?”

      “Maybe it is,” he admits, a dark smile curling at the corners of his mouth. “And maybe ye deserve it, after what ye did.”

      I can see the torment that rages behind his eyes, the pain and confusion that mirrors my own. But as I stare into the abyss of his soul, searching for some semblance of the man I fell in love with, I'm haunted by the realization that we may be too broken to ever truly find our way back to each other.

      “Remember this moment, Aria,” Torrin whispers, his voice laced with venom and an undercurrent of anguish. “Remember how it feels to be completely at my mercy. Because from now on, yer’ mine, and ye'll do well not to forget it.”

      As the darkness closes in around us, swallowing us both in its icy embrace, I mourn the love that was sacrificed on the altar of betrayal and vengeance. And in the depths of my despair, I cling to the desperate hope that, somehow, we'll rise above the ruin we've created and forge a new path together—one that leads us toward redemption, forgiveness, and the love we both so desperately crave.

      Torrin grabs me by the arms, flipping me over violently before he presses me into the bed. I grip the blankets as I feel Torrin on top of me, ripping my panties down my thighs. His fingers press into my skin as he grabs my ass roughly.

      I'm not prepared for the way Torrin thrusts into me. All at once I'm filled with his length, crying out in pain as he pulls my head back roughly by my hair.

      “Torrin!” I scream as my fingers grip the blankets even harder.

      “Remember this Aria,” he whispers in my ear, his voice dripping with hatred. “Remember the moment I took what's mine.”

      His words assault my senses as Torrin relentlessly pounds into me, pulling my hips up to fuck me deeper. In a twisted way I can't help myself, I can't control the way my body reacts to him. It's undeniable what he does to me.

      “You love it,” Torrin growls in my ear as I feel myself soak his cock, gasping for breath as I try to fight against the overwhelming sensations. “So wet,” he growls.

      I cry out as Torrin pulls my head back by my hair again, his lips pressing against my neck, his voice dangerously low. “Submit to me. Tell me you're mine, Aria,” he growls, his Irish accent thick with need. His fingers dig into my hips, leaving marks that will remind me of this night for days to come.

      My thighs shake, his demands tearing me in all directions.

      It's in this moment that I realize I truly belong to him. That I will always let Torrin take what's his: me. I can't help myself, not anymore. There is nothing to struggle against and my body betrays every fiber of my being that aches to get free.

      I hate that I'm losing myself, however, I know that losing myself to Torrin may not be something I can help. Especially as I feel my body give itself over to him, a powerful fire burning through me as Torrin presses my face into the sheets, holding me down as he rocks my aching body.

      “Come Aria,” Torrin demands. I can hear the smile in his voice. “Come for me. Tell me who ye belong to.”

      “I'm yours, Torrin,” I moan, an aching vulnerability lacing my voice as I submit to him completely. “Always.”

      Torrin pulls me up to my knees, our bodies still joined as I feel his cock pulsing inside me. Torrin's hands press against my skin, his teeth sinking into my neck before he captures my lips in a fierce kiss that leaves me breathless. The roughness of his touch and the intensity of his passion stir something deep inside me, compelling me to meet his aggressive advances with a fervor of my own.

      As we continue to wrestle with the demons that haunt us, seeking solace in each other's arms, our emotions ebb and flow like a turbulent tide—love and lust, anger and despair, all intermingled and impossible to separate. In this moment, the lines between right and wrong, truth and lies, loyalty and betrayal have blurred beyond recognition, leaving only the raw, primal connection that binds our fates together.

      “Take it,” Torrin's voice is rough and ragged in my ear. “Take all of me.”

      I can't help the shudder that runs through my body as Torrin comes inside me, the rush of heat from his load pushing me into another orgasm. We come together, Torrin slamming into me a few more times, fully claiming me as his.

      Torrin's fingers remain pressed into my skin as he holds me against him, his shaft still deep inside me as I tremble in his grasp.

      It isn't until after, my twisted mind trying to decipher what we just did, that realization hits me. No matter what we do to each other, Torrin and I will never leave. It's a fact.

      Then, as if he knows what I'm thinking, Torrin's words seal our fate.

      “Ye've no idea what ye've done to me, Aria,” Torrin murmurs against my ear, his voice tinged with equal parts adoration and malice. “I'll never let ye go now, not after what ye've put me through.”

      A shiver runs down my spine at his words, but I can't deny the truth in them. We are forever changed by this intense encounter, irrevocably bound to one another.
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CHAPTER 29:

      The dimly lit room is barely enough to make out the faces of Liam and Declan. My fingers tap impatiently on the worn wooden table, betraying the anger roiling beneath my calm facade.

      “Aria has betrayed us,” I say the words out loud.

      Liam's eyes narrow in surprise, while Declan's lips curl into a sneer. “That bitch,” he spits.

      “Easy now,” I warn, holding up a hand. “We’re not going to kill her—at least, not yet. She's still useful to us.”

      “Useful?” Declan snorts. “How do you figure that? Or are you still hopelessly in love with her?”

      “She didn’t give Carmine anything,” I tell Declan. “She had so many chances to betray me, yet she didn’t take one. Aria has more than proven that she’ll remain loyal to me.”

      Declan snorts again, crossing his arms.

      “Here's my plan,” I say, leaning back in my chair. “We keep her close, use her as bait to get to Carmine. She knows things about him we could only dream of.” The thought of Aria and Carmine together makes my blood boil, but I shove the feeling aside. This is business, nothing more.

      “Are ye daft?” Liam asks, his brow furrowed with concern. “What if she betrays us again? We'd be puttin' ourselves in the lion's den.”

      “True,” I concede, “but think about it—if we can control her, manipulate her emotions, we can turn her betrayal into an advantage. She could be our Trojan horse.”

      Declan shakes his head like he doesn’t believe a word I’ve just said to him.

      “I don’t think he believes you,” Liam says. “And quite frankly, I don’t believe ye either.”

      “Ye've gone soft for this lass, and now ye're puttin' us all at risk! It's just like when yer father let that woman into our lives and everything went to shite!” Declan goes too far.

      “Watch your mouth, Declan,” I warn, my voice a low growl, seething with barely contained anger. His words cut me to the core, bringing back painful memories of my abusive father and the havoc he wreaked on our family.

      “Or what?” Declan challenges, stepping closer to me, his face inches from mine. “Yer gonna beat me like yer old man did to you and Liam?”

      “Enough!” I shout, shoving him away roughly. “You know nothing about my father or what he did.”

      “Ah, but I do,” Declan sneers, regaining his balance and standing tall. “I saw how he treated you, how he broke you both with his fists and his venomous words. And now you're followin' in his footsteps, lettin' some woman control your actions and put everyone in danger.”

      “Is that what you think, Declan? That I'm turning into my father?” My throat tightens at the thought, bile rising in my stomach. The last thing I want is to become the monster he was.

      “Look around, Torrin,” Declan spits, his eyes cold and unforgiving. “You're leadin' us down a dark path, all because you can't control your feelings for Aria. Tell me how that's any different from what your father did?”

      “Shut up, Declan!” I snarl, my face flush with anger. “I am nothing like him, and I never will be. This plan is about taking down Carmine, not about Aria.”

      “Keep tellin' yourself that,” he scoffs, shaking his head in disgust. “But mark my words, Torrin: you're gonna end up just like yer father, and we'll all suffer for it.”

      “Declan, you don't have a damn clue what you're talking about,” I spit out, my anger reaching new heights as his words echo in my head.

      “Really?” Declan sneers, his eyes narrowing dangerously. “I've known you since we were wee kids, Torrin. You think I can't see when yer getting too close to the flame?”

      “Enough!” I shout, and without thinking, I lunge at him. Our bodies collide with force, and we both tumble to the ground, fists flying and curses spewing from our lips. I land a punch to Declan's jaw, feeling the satisfying crunch of bone beneath my knuckles.

      “Is that all you got, ye feckin' eejit?” Declan snarls, wiping the blood from his mouth before launching himself back at me. We grapple on the floor, knocking over a tall vase, its shattered pieces scattering across the room like remnants of our fractured friendship.

      “Stop it, both of you!” Liam's deep voice booms through the chaos, but it barely registers as I swing another punch toward Declan's face. He dodges, but not quickly enough, and I feel his nose crack under the impact.

      “Feckin' hell, Torrin!” Declan shouts, staggering back and clutching his bloodied face. “Are you trying to kill me or something?!”

      “Maybe I should!” I roar, my heart pounding wildly in my chest. “You've done nothing but question me and undermine my plan!”

      “Because I care about you, ye stubborn gobdaw!” he retorts, spitting out blood between gritted teeth. “I don't want to see you lose yourself, least of all to a woman.”

      “Then trust me!” I yell, my voice cracking with raw emotion.

      “ENOUGH!” Liam bellows, stepping between us with his arms extended, effectively putting an end to our violent altercation. “Both of you, take a step back and breathe. We're supposed to be a team, remember? This fighting is getting us nowhere.”

      I glare at Declan, my chest heaving as I suck in ragged breaths. He glares back just as fiercely, blood dripping from his nose and staining the front of his shirt. Liam's words ring in my ears, but it feels like there's a chasm between us now, one that may never be bridged.

      “Fine,” I growl through gritted teeth, stepping away from Declan and rubbing my sore knuckles. “But don't expect me to forget about this, Declan. We're far from finished here.”

      “Likewise,” he mutters, dabbing at his face with the back of his hand. “I won't let you destroy yourself, Torrin. Not without a fight.”

      “Listen,” Liam says, his voice stern and commanding, “we all want to see Carmine taken down. We need to be unified in this, or we don't stand a chance.”

      “Unified?” Declan scoffs, shooting me a venomous glare. “How are we supposed to trust each other when you're keeping secrets and harboring traitors?”

      “Declan,” I snap, my patience wearing thin, “Aria is no traitor. She made a mistake, and she's paying for it. Besides, having her close gives us an advantage. She knows the ins and outs of their operation.”

      “Advantage? Are you really that delusional, Torrin?” he spits, clenching his fists. “She's played us both! You're just blinded by your lust for her!”

      “Enough!” Liam interjects, silencing our bickering. “We need to focus on our plan. Torrin's right—Aria can be useful to us. She’s part of us, if ye want her to be or not, we don’t have an option.”

      As much as I appreciate Liam's support, the weight of Declan's anger bearing down on me is a heavy burden to bear, especially knowing I'm the one who put Aria in harm's way. But there's no turning back now; Carmine is the target, and I’ll do what I have to keep everyone alive and keep Aria safe.

      “Fine,” Declan growls, his voice laced with disdain. “But if she so much as breathes the wrong way, I'll take her out myself.”

      I grit my teeth, trying to suppress the urge to lunge at him. Instead, I lean back in my chair and cross my arms over my chest. “You lay a hand on her, and you'll have to deal with me,” I warn him, my voice low and threatening.

      “Wouldn't be the first time,” he retorts, smirking despite his battered face. “Maybe if you hadn't gotten tangled up with her in the first place, we wouldn't be in this mess,” he snaps, his eyes narrowing into a glare that could cut like a knife.

      “Oi!” I shout back, fists clenched, feeling my blood begin to boil. “You think I don't know that? You think I don't regret ever laying eyes on her? But there's no going back now, so we might as well use her to our advantage.”

      “Advantage?” Declan scoffs, his voice raising in volume. “She's a liability, Torrin! And you're too blinded by your feelings to see it!”

      “Feelings?” I spit the word out like venom, rising from my chair to tower over him. “You think this is about feelings, Declan? This is about survival. About protecting what's ours. And if you can't see that, then maybe you're the one who's blind.”

      “Y'know what, Torrin?” Declan spits, his voice dripping with venom. “You're no better than the bastard who raised ye.” He shakes his head, a bitter laugh escaping his lips. “I thought you'd be different, but I see now that you're just as twisted.”

      My blood boils at his words, my fists clenching at my sides. But before I can retaliate, he storms out of the room, slamming the door behind him with such force that the walls seem to quake.

      “Fuck!” I curse under my breath. A gnawing sense of guilt quickly replaces the wrath burning within me. Is he right? Have I truly become the very thing I've always despised?
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CHAPTER 30:

      The heavy fog lingers over the dark waters of the dock, an eerie silence enveloping the night. I can barely make out the outlines of the boats rocking gently in the waves.

      “Think you could just walk away and pretend nothing happened?” Declan's voice cuts through the mist, his Irish accent thick with accusation.

      I turn to face him, his brooding figure emerging from the shadows. He looks like a ghost, his green eyes piercing through me, demanding answers I'm not sure I have.

      “Declan, this isn't what you think,” I plead, my voice shaking in the cold air.

      “Really? Then enlighten me, Aria. Tell me what's going on between you and Torrin.” His words are ice, betraying the hurt he's trying so hard to hide.

      “Look, I…I love him, Declan. I truly do. I never meant for any of this to happen, but it did. And I won't apologize for my feelings.” My hands ball and I fight to stay composed.

      “Love?” He scoffs, taking a step closer. “Do you really think that matters to someone like him? To someone like us? We're all pawns in this twisted game, Aria. You'll just end up getting hurt.”

      “Maybe,” I whisper, my breath visible in the chilly night air. “But I'm willing to take that risk if it means being with him.”

      “Even if it means betraying the Moretti family?” Declan's voice is low, dangerous. It sends shivers down my spine, but I refuse to back down.

      “Torrin isn't just some fling, Declan. I've seen the good in him—the side that only a few people get to see. And I believe in him, in us. I don't care about the life we've been forced into. I want something better for both of us, and I know he does too.”

      “Is that what he told you?” Declan challenges, his eyes narrowing. “You think he'd just walk away from all this? The power, the control?”

      “Maybe not, but I believe there's more to him than what you see. He can change, Declan. He’s not just a monster.” My voice is stronger now, conviction filling me as I stare at him, my eyes boring into Declan's with a brutal honesty that I hope pierces his surly exterior.

      Declan studies me for a moment, his gaze searching for any sign of deceit. But he finds none, and I can see the conflict brewing within him. He wants to believe me, but trust doesn't come easily in our world.

      “Declan, doesn’t the fact that I haven’t told Carmine a single thing mean anything to you? I had so many chances to just… betray all of you. I didn’t.”

      Declan sighs, almost like he's resigned himself to the fact that he has to place some trust in me.

      “Ask him what happened with his father, then,” Declan says, his voice heavy anger. “He's been carrying that burden for as long as I can remember. You really want to know him, Aria? You really want to see the darkness inside Torrin? You really think you can embrace all of that?”

      “I already have,” I tell Declan shaking my head. “That’s not a choice, it’s done.”

      “Then, find out for yourself,” he urges, his gaze holding mine with an intensity that leaves me breathless. “But be prepared for the truth, Aria. It might not be what you expect.”
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      When I find Torrin he’s sitting in his rooftop hideout, leaning against the railing with the cityscape sprawled out before him like a glittering tapestry. His back is turned to me, but I can see the tension coiled in his broad shoulders, the way his fists clench at his sides.

      “Declan told me to ask you something,” I say, my voice blending with the howl of the wind.

      Torrin stiffens at the mention of his friend's name, his entire body going rigid. “What did he tell ye?” he demands, his Irish accent thick with unease.

      “He told me to ask you about your father,” I reply, my words hanging in the air like a heavy fog.

      For a moment, Torrin is silent, the wind whipping his dark hair around his face as he stares out into the night. Then he turns to look at me, his green eyes full of shadows and pain.

      “Declan must trust you,” he says quietly, “if he mentioned that.”

      Torrin studies me for a long moment, his eyes searching mine as if trying to gauge the depths of my resolve.

      “Alright,” he finally whispers, his voice barely audible over the roar of the wind. “I'll tell you everything.”

      Torrin’s gaze locks onto mine, his blue eyes a stormy grey mirroring the turmoil within. “Can ye’ handle it?” He asks.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I tell Torrin as I sit beside him. “No matter how dark.”

      “Me father,” he begins, his voice low and hesitant, “was a cruel man, Aria. He took pleasure in inflicting pain, physically and emotionally. I was just a boy when I first felt the sting of his belt… or his fist.”

      I feel my heart clench at the image of a young Torrin suffering at the hands of his own father. My fingers twitch with the urge to reach out and comfort him, but I resist, knowing that this is something he needs to share on his own terms.

      “Did Liam—” I ask, but Torrin cuts me off with a shake of his head.

      “I took the brunt of it, for Liam,” Torrin explains.

      A surge of anger courses through me, not only at the thought of the abuse Torrin endured, but also at the realization that he's been carrying this weight alone for so long. My own past comes crashing back, the memories of my mother's string of violent boyfriends who never hesitated to use me as a punching bag.

      “I understand,” I whisper, choking back tears. “I've been there too, Torrin. With my mother's… boyfriends.”

      “Aye, it’s never easy.” Torrin nods. We sit in silence for a moment, an invisible thread connecting us through our shared pain.

      “But that's not everything,” Torrin says, breaking the silence. I look at him expectantly, breathing heavily as I wait for him to continue.

      “Me father… he wasn't just a cruel man, Aria. He was a monster.” Torrin pauses, drawing in a shaky breath. “He did things, terrible things, and that darkness… it became a part of me too.”

      The revelation hits me like a ton of bricks, and I struggle to comprehend the magnitude of what he's saying. This isn't just about physical abuse—there are deeper layers of darkness hidden within Torrin's past that I have yet to uncover.

      “My father… he had a mistress,” Torrin begins, his voice barely audible above the howling wind. “A woman who twisted his mind and turned him against his own family.”

      His confession sends a shiver down my spine that has nothing to do with the cold.

      “Eventually, I had no choice but to take matters into my own hands,” he continues, his jaw clenching. “I killed them both—my father and his mistress.”

      My heart skips a beat, the reality of his actions hitting me like a freight train. Torrin, the man I love, isn’t just a killer… he’s an outright monster. It's a sobering thought, but I refuse to let fear or judgment cloud my feelings for him.

      Deep down, I’ve always known there was a good chance he’d killed more than his fair share of people.

      But his own father?

      “I did what I had to, to protect not just Liam, but my Ma, and everyone else. They were depending on the wrong man, and I had to prove it.” Torrin continues.

      “Your actions put you at the head of the Walker crime family,” I state quietly, piecing together the fragments of his story. The weight of this revelation is heavy, but I need to understand every part of him, even the darkest corners.

      “Aye, that they did,” he confirms, his gaze never leaving mine. “But know this, Aria—I did what I had to do to survive. To protect me family. I'm not proud of it, but it's a part of who I am.”

      I take a deep breath, grappling with the knowledge of Torrin's ruthlessness. Despite the darkness within him, I can still see the man I fell in love with—the brilliant chemist with a twisted sense of humor, the fiercely protective brother, the man who has shown me a love I never thought possible.

      “Thank you for telling me,” my voice trembles with emotion. “I know it wasn't easy for you, but I needed to hear it. And I want you to know that I still love you, Torrin. No matter what.”

      His eyes search mine, as if seeking reassurance that I truly mean what I say. I gaze back at him unwaveringly, determined to prove that my love for him is unbreakable.

      “Are you sure about this, Aria?” he asks, quiet over the howling wind.

      My heart clenches at the raw vulnerability in his eyes. Does he wonder if I'll turn my back on him once the truth is laid bare? But I refuse to let him push me away, not when I know how much he needs me—how much we need each other. “I'm sure,” I reply, my voice steady despite the tremble in my limbs. “I love you, Torrin. And nothing you could say or do would ever change that.”

      “Are you scared?” he asks.

      “Terrified,” I admit, not bothering to hide the truth. “But I'd rather face that fear with you than live in ignorance without you.”

      “Yer a fool,” Torrin replies.

      “Probably,” I shrug. “Nothing we don’t both already know. I’m stupid when it comes to you Torrin. I am blindingly stupid because I honestly believe there is no one who will ever give me what you do. You give me what I never even knew I needed.”

      I grip the icy railing, trying to keep myself grounded, unable to believe I’m saying these words.

      “I'll never be able to keep you safe,” he whispers, his eyes intense. “Not from all the things that exist out there in the shadows.”

      I can see it in his eyes: Torrin is scared I’ll walk away from him because he's too much of a monster to love. “I know,” I reply, reaching up to stroke his cheek. “But whether you're a monster is up to you. You can let the darkness consume you, or let the light shine through. I'll always love you either way.”

      “We've both done terrible things,” he says, his gaze searching mine. “What if we can't ever forgive ourselves for the things we've done?”

      “We'll move forward together anyway,” I reply stubbornly. “We do, it’s just a fact. We’ve hurt each other so much, but, losing you would destroy me.”

      Torrin looks away, his gaze focused on the shimmering lights of the city. I move closer, my heart pounding with fear and adrenaline as I wait for his response. For the first time in my life, I'm truly letting go of everything I've ever been taught about right and wrong, good and evil.

      “I don't want to live without you,” I add, my eyes locked on his.

      He turns back to me, his face etched with raw emotion. “I couldn’t survive without you, Aria,” he says, his voice low and hoarse. “You're the only light in this darkness, the only thing that keeps me grounded.”

      I feel a lump form in my throat, the weight of his words almost too much to bear. But I refuse to let this moment slip away. I take a step forward, closing the distance between us and wrapping my arms around his broad shoulders.

      “It's okay,” I whisper, pressing my cheek against his. “We'll figure it out. Together.”

      Torrin's gaze lingers on mine.

      Then, he does the unthinkable. Torrin slowly puts his hands in his pockets, stepping away from me.

      I can almost feel the cold steel of his gaze piercing into my soul as Torrin takes a step back, hands still in his pockets.

      “Ye think ye know what yer doing,” he says, voice low and deadly. “But ye don't. There's no escaping me - I'm not giving ye a way out. This is my life, and it won't give ye what ye want.”

      I stand there, rooted to the spot. I feel a deep ache inside me as I watch Torrin walk away from me.

      Finally, I force myself to move. “Wait,” I call out after him, desperation rising in my voice.

      Torrin stops and slowly turns to face me. His expression is unreadable as he waits for me to speak.

      “I know you don't want love,” I begin cautiously. “But that doesn't mean you don't deserve it either.”

      Torrin stares at me for a long moment before finally speaking. “Love isn't something that can be forced,” he says softly. “It has to come from both sides willingly.”

      I nod slowly, understanding what he is saying, even though it hurts to hear it. “That's true,” I reply. “But sometimes we have to take risks in order to find happiness.”

      He takes a step closer to me, his gaze intense and unwavering. My heart skips a beat as his hand reaches out and takes mine gently in his own. I feel my spine prickle at his touch.

      “Are ye sure this is what ye want?” he asks softly, eyes burning into mine with an intensity that takes my breath away.

      I gaze into his eyes and nod slowly, not trusting myself to speak past the lump in my throat. Our eyes settle on each other as Torrin tries to read me while I struggle not to cry.

      “Yes,” I whisper finally,
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      “Take the gun,” I command, my voice tense. I extend the weapon toward her, but she shakes her head.

      “They'll probably just take it away, Torrin,” Aria argues, her fingers playing nervously with the hem of her dress. “What's the point?”

      “It might give you a chance to protect yourself if things go south.” My grip on the gun tightens, frustration simmering beneath the surface. She has no idea how much this meeting with Carmine terrifies me.

      “Please, Torrin,” she whispers, her eyes pleading. “I don't want to carry it.”

      “Damn it, Aria!” I snap , exasperated. But then I see the fear in her eyes, and something inside me softens. In that moment, all I want is to make her feel safe, to shield her from the darkness that's been chasing us since Belfast.

      Without another word, I lean in and capture her lips with mine, pouring all my unspoken emotions into the fierce, desperate kiss. It's as if we're trying to communicate everything we haven't said since leaving Ireland, our mouths moving urgently against each other, tongues entwined and hungry.

      Aria's hands grip my shoulders, pulling me closer as I slide one hand behind her neck, the other resting on her thigh, inching dangerously close to the hem of her dress. The heat between us ignites, and for a moment, I forget about the danger lurking around the corner.

      Suddenly, there's a sharp knock on the window, and we break apart, panting. Liam's face is pressed against the glass, his eyes narrowed in annoyance. “We've got a job to do,” he reminds us, his accent unmistakably thick with frustration. I try to catch my breath, willing my heart to slow down so I can think. Anxiety builds, a part of me wishing we could just forget about Carmine and the world outside.

      “Right,” Aria murmurs, her cheeks flushed, her eyes still locked with mine. She exhales shakily, then reaches for the door handle. “Let's do this.”

      Gathering ourselves together, we step out of the car as Declan approaches. His steely gaze scans our surroundings, ever vigilant. My heart still races from our heated exchange in the car; Aria's lingering touch burns on my skin.

      “Declan,” I nod, acknowledging his presence. Turning to Aria, I lay out the plan for the sixtieth time. “Let's go over this one more time. You're to meet Carmine as requested. Declan will be watching from the bar, and I'll be waiting nearby, hidden from sight.”

      “Once you've made it clear that you won't be giving him anything,” I continue, my voice tense with determination, “I'll come in and interrupt the conversation.”

      Aria seems hesitant but nods her agreement. “Alright, let's get this over with.”

      “Keep your wits about you, both of you,” Declan warns, his voice low and serious. He then claps a hand on my shoulder before entering the club first, blending seamlessly into the shadows.

      “Be careful, Aria,” I murmur, my eyes searching hers. The conflicting emotions swirling within me—protectiveness, lust, and a sense of impending doom—threaten to overwhelm me. But now's not the time for that. “Promise me you'll be cautious,” I plead, taking hold of her hand, feeling the softness of her skin against mine.

      “I promise, Torrin,” she whispers, her penetrating gaze filled with promise and intensity. Her lips part slightly, and before I can fully process my thoughts, I pull her close, capturing her mouth in one more searing kiss. It's a desperate attempt to convey everything I feel, all the words left unsaid since Belfast. The taste of her lips gives me the boost that I need to go through with this.

      “Go,” I breathe, my voice barely audible, as I reluctantly release her. “I'll be there, waiting.”

      Aria nods, her eyes filled with determination as she disappears into the club, swallowed by the darkness and pulsating music. I take a deep breath, steadying myself.

      “Be careful, love,” I whisper to the night air, praying that we'll make it through this unscathed and ready to face whatever comes next.

      The stench of stale liquor and cigarette smoke assaults my senses as I slip through the back door entrance, guided by the dim glow of flickering fluorescent lights. My contact, a man with a scarred face and dead eyes, nods silently and lets me in without a word. Trusting this guy doesn't sit well with me, but we need every advantage we can get.

      I make my way to the kitchen, a cramped and poorly lit space filled with the clatter of pots and pans and the sharp tang of boiling oil. I find a spot to lurk, just out of sight, from where I can keep my eyes on Aria as she approaches Carmine. The small microphone hidden in her jacket allows me to hear their conversation.

      “Ah, Aria,” Carmine purrs. “It's been too long. You look ravishing as always.”

      “Save it, Carmine,” Aria retorts, her voice strained. I sigh, willing her to remain composed. “Let's get this over with.”

      “Very well,” he drawls,  his voice dripping with disdain. “What do you have for me? Since Torrin took you to Belfast, I'm sure you've got a lot to share. If you weren't too busy fucking him, that is.”

      “And if I was?” Aria questions. I can almost hear her rolling her eyes.

      Such sass. She’s going to get herself killed.

      “Is that what you want?” Carmine laughs at Aria. “You think Torrin Walker is going to give you anything like I've given you? Do you think he has my connections, my power? I created you Aria. You belong to the Moretti family.”

      “You created a beautiful figment of your imagination, Carmine,” Aria says, her voice strained. “Turns out I'm not beauty after all. I'm the beast.”

      Carmine snorts. “Does that thug really make you feel so powerful?”

      “Maybe you should mind your own business,” Aria snaps back.

      “Sweetheart,” Carmine taunts, “Torrin's our business. He's nothing but a two-bit criminal, and he'll never be good enough for someone like you.”

      “There is no ‘our’ Carmine, just you,” Aria reminds him.

      “Maybe not,” Carmine muses, “but I know he's beneath you. I'm offering you a chance to make something better of yourself. You could easily be the woman on my arm again, you know. My offer still stands,” I breathe.

      I watch from the kitchen as he takes a step closer to Aria to whisper in hear ear.

      “A big house on quiet street, a couple of kids,” Carmine tells her. “Can you honestly tell me that thug can put a ring on your finger like I can?”

      Aria takes a step back and crosses her arms over her chest. Her body language is clear: she's done talking. “And I'm telling you no,” she says firmly. “I don't need your help, and I don't need you. I refuse to betray him.”

      Carmine scoffs and turns away from her with an exasperated shake of his head. “Fine then,” he says, his voice dripping with disdain. “Let Torrin Walker be your undoing.”

      Anger surges within me, a dark storm threatening to unleash its fury. I take a calming breath and remind myself that I need to keep my head in the game.

      “I'll say it again,” Aria says in a deadly calm tone. “It’s not an option. I refuse to betray Torrin.”

      “Is that so?” Carmine sneers, his gaze cold and calculating. “Perhaps we need to persuade you differently.”

      My heart races as I listen to their exchange through the microphone. I'm ready to spring into action, but I can't risk revealing myself too soon. Aria's safety is my top priority.

      “Good luck with that,” she retorts defiantly, but I hear the hint of a tremble in her voice.

      Just as I'm about to make my move, I feel the cold barrel of a gun pressed against the back of my head. The distinct click of the hammer being pulled back echoes in my ears. Shit.

      “Hello, Torrin,” murmurs one of Carmine's goons, his breath hot against my neck. “Carmine's been expecting you.”

      “Can't say I'm thrilled to see you either,” I reply dryly, trying to buy some time. My mind races, searching for an escape plan while also keeping tabs on Aria's situation.

      “Stay out of this, and no one gets hurt,” the goon warns, pressing the gun harder against my skull. “Or would you rather die for your little friend?”

      “Fuck off,” I snarl.

      In that split second, my instincts kick in. My body reacts faster than my mind can process the danger. I quickly twist to the side, disarming Carmine's goon with a violent elbow strike to the face. The gun clatters to the floor, and I snatch it up in one fluid motion.

      “Sorry, mate,” I hiss, my voice dripping with venom as I level the gun at his head, “but you picked the wrong man to fuck with.” I pull the trigger without a moment's hesitation, watching as the life drains from his eyes. A grim satisfaction pulses through me as he collapses to the ground, finally dead.

      My heart races as I dash out of the kitchen, desperate to find Aria. The sounds of her struggle fill my ears, fueling my panic. Bursting into the main room, I see her standing before Carmine, a knife pressed tight against her throat. That bastard has her pinned, smirking like he's the cat who caught the canary.

      “Show yourself, Torrin!” Carmine calls out, his voice dripping with malice. “Or I'll slit her pretty little throat right here and now.”

      “Take your hands off her, you piece of shit,” I growl, stepping out from the shadows. My gun finds its way to Carmine's temple, pressing cold metal against his skin before he even registers my presence. “Drop the knife.”

      Aria's eyes meet mine, relief flooding her features. I give her a reassuring nod, silently promising her that everything will be okay. She fights back tears, refusing to let Carmine see her fear. My admiration for her tenacity only grows.

      “Ah, there you are,” Carmine sneers, his eyes flickering between Aria and me. “I knew you wouldn't be far behind.”

      “You're damn right,” I reply, my voice low and dangerous. “Now let her go.”

      “Or what?” Carmine taunts, his eyes narrowing in defiance. “You'll kill me? You don't have the guts.”

      “Try me,” I warn, my finger twitching on the trigger.

      I can feel my heart raging in my chest, each beat a reminder of the danger we're in. My grip on the gun tightens, its cold metal pressed against Carmine's temple, a silent warning of the consequences. “Drop the knife,” I grit through clenched teeth.

      Carmine realizes that his men aren't coming when I nod to Declan across the bar.

      “Alright, alright,” Carmine concedes, his voice dripping with disdain. The glint of the blade catches the dim light as it clatters to the floor. Aria gasps for air, her hand instinctively flying to her throat where the knife had been moments before.

      “Good.” I keep my eyes locked on Carmine, not giving him an inch. “Now back away from her.”

      “Or what?” he challenges with a sneer. “You'll shoot me in front of all these people? You're not that stupid.”

      My mind races, torn between the desire to end Carmine's life and the knowledge that killing him would only bring temporary satisfaction. A part of me wants nothing more than to see the light fade from his eyes. But I know that if I pull the trigger, the consequences will be far-reaching, dragging everyone I care about into the crossfire.

      It’s not even everyone. My only concern is Aria.

      “Let's just say you wouldn't want to test me,” I reply, my voice low and dangerous.

      The dim lights of the club cast a sinister glow on Carmine's face, his expression a mixture of surprise and rage as I press the gun firmly against his temple. The decision to take his life or spare him hangs in the balance. For a moment, I am tempted to pull the trigger, to end this twisted game once and for all.

      But I know that death would be too easy an escape for Carmine. I want him to suffer, to feel the sting of defeat as his empire crumbles around him.

      “Listen carefully, Carmine,” I say, my voice laced with venom. “I'm not going to kill you…not tonight. I want you alive to witness your downfall. You'll remember this moment, when everything started falling apart.”

      Carmine's jaw clenches, fury smoldering in his eyes. But he doesn't dare challenge me—not while I have him at gunpoint.

      “Let Aria go,” I warn, my possessiveness over her bubbling to the surface. “She's mine, and if you ever try to come near her again, I swear I won't hesitate to end you.”

      “Yours?” Carmine sneers, but there's an edge of doubt in his voice. He knows that the balance of power has shifted, and he's not quite sure how to deal with it.

      “Mine,” I growl, the word lingering between us like a threat. My gaze flicks to Aria, who watches the exchange with wide, fearful eyes. I can see the relief wash over her face as she realizes that I'm not going to let Carmine hurt her.

      My fingers slip into Aria’s hand before I tug her towards me by the hand so I can wrap an arm around her, my gun still pressed to Carmine's temple.

      “I have her,” I growl at him. “You? You will never have her again. Your time is running out, Moretti. Enjoy what little remains of your empire because it won't last long.”

      With one last shove, I push Carmine away, releasing him from the stiff embrace of my gun. He stumbles back, his eyes never leaving mine. I can see the hatred simmering just beneath the surface, a promise of retribution that I know will come sooner rather than later.

      The air around me seems to crackle with danger, Aria's hand clutched tightly in my own as I watch Carmine struggle to contain the fury on his face. His eyes flicker between fear and defiance, revealing a man caught between a rock and a hard place.

      “Mark my words, Walker,” he snarls, his voice laced with venomous promises of retribution. “You've made a grave mistake crossing me. I'll come for you when you least expect it, and you'll regret ever laying a finger on her.”

      My lips curl into a sinister smile, relishing the fear that has momentarily paralyzed this powerful man who thinks he can own everyone. “Let's see how much damage you can do without your precious cash house, Moretti,” I taunt him, enjoying the way his eyes widen at the mention of his secret hideout. “Call them. See what's left of your empire.”

      The echo of Carmine's curses fades into the night as Aria and I stride away from the club, the tension in the air as palpable as the electricity that sparks between us. The streets are slick with recent rain, reflecting the sickly yellow glow of streetlights and casting eerie shadows on our faces.

      “Alright, Torrin,” Aria says, her voice a mix of curiosity and concern. “What did you do to him?”

      I glance over at her, my lips curling into a half-smile. “You really want to know?”

      “Damn it, Torrin, just tell me,” she insists, her blue eyes burning with intensity.

      “Fine,” I relent, gleaming with satisfaction. “I had Carmine's cash house raided, leaving him vulnerable. And you know those cops he usually has on his payroll? Well, they've turned against him now. It's unlikely anyone will be helping him recover that money.”

      “Money that went where?” Aria asks.

      “Straight into our pockets, where it belongs,” I tell her.

      Aria's gaze flickers between awe and apprehension as the weight of my words sink in. Her fingers tremble ever so slightly as she grasps the strap of her purse, her knuckles turning white under the pressure.

      “Jesus, Torrin,” she breathes. “Do you realize what this means? We're neck-deep in trouble now.”

      “Of course, I do,” I reply, unable to keep a hint of dark humor from creeping into my voice. “But we're not exactly strangers to danger, are we? I’ve got the city at my fingertips, darling. Without that cash flow, the Moretti family will crumble. You said it yourself, Aria. That cash house was their main source of income.”

      “Everything through Moretti Construction is filtered through there,” Aria confirms.

      Still I can feel her hesitation. “What are you thinking?” I ask.

      “Are you sure about this, Torrin?” she replies. I can feel the tension radiating from her body, her slender fingers gripping my arm tightly.

      “Positive,” I reply, my gaze locking onto hers. “Carmine won't stop until he's destroyed everything we've built, and I'll be damned if I let that happen.”

      Aria studies my face, searching for any hint of doubt that might betray my confidence. But all she'll find is unwavering determination. This isn't just about revenge; it's about survival.

      “Promise me one thing,” she whispers, her pleading blue eyes holding mine captive. “Promise me you'll be careful.”

      “Of course,” I say, pulling her closer and breathing in the scent of her perfume. It's intoxicating, a reminder of why I'm willing to risk it all for her. “I promise, Aria. No matter what happens, I'll protect you.”

      “Even if it means going to war with Carmine?” she whispers, her voice trembling slightly.

      “Especially then,” I assure her, my grip on her tightening. “He's a snake, Aria, and I'm going to cut off his head.”
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      “The logistics of getting the boys here are taking a bit longer than expected,” Liam announces just as I’m about to leave the portable office stuck in the middle of the construction yard. “Torrin, I don’t know how long we have. Aria isn’t in with the Moretti’s anymore, how exactly are we going to protect her?”

      “I’ll keep her with me,” I tell Liam, grabbing my keys, in a rush to get to Aria.

      “So, where exactly is your lass now?” Declan asks.

      “Where I’m going,” I tell Declan, getting antsy to get out the door.

      Liam and Declan look at each other.

      I drop my stuff, no longer determined to leave.

      “Out with it!” I shout at them.

      “Torrin, it’s going to be at least a week, or two. They’re coming in slowly, not to arouse suspicion. They’re leaving outside of the country, we’re doing everything we can to make sure that nothin’ goes wrong, but it’s taking longer than we expected,” Declan explains.

      “Feck,” I growl. “How bad is it?”

      “We might able to get a quarter of them here this week,” Liam says.

      “I thought we were working on this, I thought we had a plan?” I ask them both.

      “You shot that to shit when you put a gun to Moretti’s head, now he’s got goons all over the place tryin’ ta stop us, it’s getting to a point where we have to do something.”

      “Where’s he getting the cash from, then?” I ask. “Or do his friends not know the cash likely isn’t coming?”

      Liam and Declan exchange glances with a nod, and I know we’re all thinking the same thing.

      “Do it,” I tell them as I move to the safe. “Bring the whole thing down.”

      I pull the device Aria and I built together out of the safe and hand it to Declan. “Remember, deep, in the middle of the basement.”

      “Of course,” Declan and Liam grin at each other.

      “Let’s see what happens when Moretti’s tower comes crashing down,” Declan is more than happy to oblige my request. “Think the codes Aria gave us are still valid?”

      “Just splice into the security feed with this,” I hand Liam another device. “It’ll do what needs to be done: loop the security feed, unlock everything, turn off the sensors. They won’t know anything is going on until the whole building is gone.”

      “Aria, I’ll just get her to move in with me, she’s with me all the time anyway,” I tell them both.

      “Torrin, why don’t you just admit to yourself yer’ gonna marry the lass, and get it over with?” Liam asks.

      “What?” I snap when I hear Declan chuckle.

      “Stop acting like it’s just about protecting her,” Liam insists.

      “That’s all it is,” I tell them both. “Let’s not forget her betrayal all so easily.”

      “Oh, don’t be hasty Torrin,” Liam says. “The lass has more than proven herself, and she’s clearly in love with you, even if you’re too thick headed to see it. I don’t understand why you’re fighting your feelings.”

      “Because he thinks he’s going to end up like your Da,” Declan tells Liam. “Yer Ma got it in his head that Aria’s not to be trusted.”

      “Ma can go to hell,” Liam says. He looks at me, sincerely concerned. “Torrin, if ye’ let anything that Ma said to ye about Aria cloud your judgement, yer a fool.”

      “It’s not about Ma,” I snap at both Liam and Declan.

      “Then what’s it about?” Liam asks, clearly confused.

      The truth is whatever lingering doubts I had about Aria being mine are gone. The only lingering doubts are real ones: could I really be a good enough man to give Aria everything she wants? Everything she deserves? I know her version of life looks a lot different than mine ever has, but is she too willing to give that up for me? Will that break us in the future?

      Suddenly it feels like the walls are closing in on me, and I get my first taste of a panic attack since I was a lad. A cold sweat washes over me and I can feel the tightness in my chest.

      “Torrin, you okay?” Declan asks.

      “Fine,” I mumble. “I’m going to go find Aria, I have to talk to her.”

      Without another word I grab my coat and rush out the door, into the December snow. Aria’s apartment is too long of a walk and a cab will take forever in this weather, so I hop on the subway, something I rarely do. It’s a much quicker trip to Aria’s apartment in Tribeca than it would’ve been a cab ride and before I know it I’m pushing my way past the door man, who jumps in surprise.

      “I’ll let Miss. King know you’re on your way up!” he calls.

      “Don’t bother,” I tell him flatly, knowing I’ll be up the stairs and on her floor before he even gets Aria on the phone. I take the steps two at a time, rushing up towards Aria’s fifth floor apartment. By the time I pound on the door I’m breathing heavily, wondering if  I’m not as in shape as I thought I was, or if the tightness in my chest is from the anxiety.

      Either way, I’m about to find out as I bang on Aria’s door. When she doesn’t answer within two seconds I bang on it again.

      “Holy shit! Torrin, don’t you have a key!” she calls to me.

      “Just open the goddamn door, Aria,” I growl.

      Aria opens the door, bewildered, her eyes wide with worry, made even larger by the lack of make-up. “Are you okay?”

      “God, you’re beautiful,” I whisper, the panic suddenly beginning to subside. “Fuck,” I take a deep breath.

      “Oh my god, Torrin, what’s wrong?” Aria pulls me inside, looking around for nosy neighbors before she closes the door behind us. “Torrin are you drunk? What’s wrong?”

      I shake my head as I drop my leather jacket on the floor before I wipe the sweat from my forehead with my sleeve. Everything is too hot. “No,” I tell Aria. “I’m thinking clearly now, for once.” I have to take deep breaths to steady myself. “Aria,” I can feel the excitement bubbling up inside me.

      Aria’s confusion, the bewildered expression written on her face in that expressive way she has, only lends to how beautiful she looks. She makes me want to smile, and laugh, and just enjoy the way she looks at me, with an apprehensive smile.

      I can see every beautiful day with her, for the rest of my life.

      That’s what scares the living shit out of me. She’s too precious to lose.

      “Torr?” Aria calls my name, confused.

      In the span of a few single seconds I’ve gone from completely elated to genuinely fearful for the hell that would be unleashed by us simply being together. I need Aria, I need all of Aria and I’ll stop at nothing to make sure that happens.

      That desperation for Aria is a huge weakness.

      One far too many people would be willing to exploit.

      “Aria,” I start, trying to come up with the words. “I think we need to talk about, what exactly happened here.”

      “You mean you finally want to talk about it?” Aria raises an eyebrow, crossing her arms across her chest.

      “I know,” I say.

      “What do you want to do?” she asks. “Because, if this is it Torrin then…” Aria trails off and I can see tears in her eyes. I can’t help but grab her by the arms, ready to shake her.

      “Stop,” I hiss at her. “I already told you. You’re mine and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it, I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Why, Torrin? Tell me why you’re not going anywhere,” Aria pushes me.

      I know what she wants to hear: all the things that mere moments ago I was ready to spill out to her. All the right words are stuck in my throat, and there’s no way to get them out.

      “You can’t even say it, can you?” Aria snarls at me.

      “Say what?” I demand, shaking her. “I went up against my Ma, I defended you to Declan, and now he’s got the whole damn lot of them worried that I’m going to fuck something up because of you!”

      “Me!” Aria screams back at me, raging as she pushes me away from her.

      My hard darts out and I grab her by the arm roughly, tugging her back to me before she can even take a step.

      “Yes,” I snarl. “Do you understand that I’ve put my entire reputation on the line here?”

      “I never asked you to,” she whispers back, a dark sound that almost makes me loosen my grip.

      “But I did,” I insist. “Do you understand what that means? Do you understand that you have my loyalty, and you were just about ready to throw it away, because of Carmine?”

      “I only agreed because I wanted a way out of this life,” Aria spits. “I wanted out of this life, and look, all you’ve done is drag me further and further into this fucking nightmare. He fucking proposed to me! I had an out! Away from you!”

      “He proposed?” I raise an eyebrow at Aria, the rage inside me all encompassing.

      Aria stops cold.

      “Aria,” I ask her. “Did Carmine actually ask you to marry him?”

      “He did,” Aria says.

      “Did you think about it?” the words seep out, even though I beg myself not to say them. I don’t want to be that pathetic man, pawing at Aria’s previous relationships, but something about the thought of Aria and Carmine together makes me go mental.

      “You know the answer to that,” Aria whispers, shaking her head at me.

      “Do I, now?” I ask, surprised.

      “You bastard,” Aria murmurs.

      “Do I?” I prod, pushing her further.

      “You’re really going to make me say it?” Aria’s asks, eyes wide. “You really want to hear it?”

      “I need you to say it,” I tell Aria. My voice almost betrays my insecurity, in these moments where I honestly don’t know. Maybe I do know, maybe I’m just worried that I’m not right, and it isn’t me she wants.

      “You,” Aria says. Her voice is ragged with hurt. “You, you idiot. I didn’t even think about it, I didn’t have to think. The first thing that came to mind when I realized what was happening was you. Do you know how long I wanted that proposal? Do you understand how much Carmine tossed me around and tormented me to keep me on the hook? Do you know how many times he promised me that I was his endgame!” Aria is screaming now.

      “Carmine was all I wanted! I thought for so long that all the bullshit was worth it because we would be together. But, you know what? The second I realized I was getting what I wanted, I realized it wasn’t what I needed.”

      There are tears in Aria’s eyes as I release my grip on her.

      “Don’t you get it, Torrin? I’d rather fight with you like this, and be with you like this, and have whatever it is we have than the certainty of…” Aria trails off. “He promised me a big house, on a quiet street, where our kids could play, and we wouldn’t have to worry. I threw all of that away, because I’d rather be with you, whatever that entails.”

      Aria’s confession rocks me.

      Suddenly, I am the one in the way.

      “You deserve all of that, and you know I can’t give it to you,” I tell her flatly.

      “I don’t want all of that!” Aria screams. “You blind bastard! I want you! No matter what that comes with, I want to share my life with you because, Torrin, I am so fucking in love with you! You! You’re an idiot if you think that anyone else in this world could ever take your place!”

      “Aria, I don’t think you know what you’re saying,” I tell her coldly, my instincts telling me to back away from the danger. The danger of being in love with this woman and being so blinded that I’ll let everything I’ve built fall to pieces.

      “Do you want me, or not?” Aria asks simply. Her voice is even, almost to a scary degree and when I finally force myself to look at her I can see that she’s serious. I can see that whatever words come next out of my mouth she will truly believe.

      “Aria, ye belong to me,” I tell her.

      “But do you love me Torrin?” She repeats her question.

      “What does it matter? You’re mine, you’re mine to have, and that’s that. Do you really think we love each other? Do you really think that two people like us can actually find that on this fucking lifetime? Do you really think two people as damaged as us have the capacity to trust anyone other than ourselves? Come on, Aria, it’s not love.”

      “That’s it then?” Aria asks. “You can’t even say that you love me?”

      When I look at her I see the ferocity in her eyes, the determination, and the will to believe that I am exactly the man that she needs me to be. Aria knows exactly what she wants from me, and she knows that I have the capacity to give it to her.

      Aria truly believes that I am capable of loving her the way she aches to be loved. There it is, palpable in her gaze as our eyes lock on each other. Aria’s intense stare sees right through my hollow soul, and into my heart. This is a moment I want to live in for eternity, knowing that Aria has truly placed all her faith in me.

      A moment I am determined to shatter, to protect myself and the woman I love.

      “Aria, you and I, we don’t have the luxury of believing in the myth of love. You and I are the same, we’re the same breed. We both know that love in our world, it just doesn’t exist.”

      “That’s your answer?” Aria asks, dumbfounded. “Do you really expect me to believe that  answer? You’re a fucking coward, Torrin. You’re a fucking coward and you’re too scared to admit to yourself what you know and what everyone else sees!” Aria’s scream reverberates through her apartment, off the walls and I realize I’ve made an awful mistake.

      The agony in her voice makes my nerves grate and suddenly I’m filled with a hollow dread that sends me spiraling into a panic.

      “Aria,” I say calmly. “You know I’m right, these things… it’s just the way they are. That’s all there is to it.”

      My final words seal our fate.

      “NO!” Aria screams at the top of her lungs. “Fuck you Torrin Walker! Don’t you ever fucking touch me again!”

      She brushes past me and I reach out to grab her arm but somehow, I’m not fast enough. I’m not fast enough to grab her arm and catch her before she bolts out the door in nothing but a robe and a pair of slippers.

      I’ve made a grave mistake, something that we’re all. Going to pay for dearly if I can’t fix this fast enough. I hesitate too long, though.

      “Aria!” I call after her, but she’s taken off running and by the time I even make it to the elevator, it’s closed.

      My heart won’t stop pounding as I try to make sense of all of this, of what’s happened. Of what I just did. I take the steps two at a time, trying to ignore the voice of my Ma in my brain.

      Only, my Ma wasn’t right, my Ma’s nagging voice is telling me going after Aria is a huge mistake. That’s how I know this is the right thing to do.

      I could see it there, palpable in her crystal clear blue eyes: Aria is my ride or die. My true ride or die. No matter how we’ve lied to each other and used each other, she is still my ride or die. Even if our circumstances, how we came together, are built on lies, we can still rise above this. How I didn’t see Aria’s truth  makes me sick to my stomach.

      My legs take me as fast as they can, out to the front of the building where Aria is nowhere in sight. The night doorman looks bewildered.

      “Where is Aria?”  I ask.

      “Miss. King?” He looks puzzled. “I haven’t seen her come through here, could she be in her apartment, sir?”
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      Something snaps in me, and as I watch Torrin bolt out the side door, heading for the front of the building. I don’t know what I’m even thinking as I step out into the night, wearing nothing but my slippers and a robe.

      I don’t know what I was thinking. Did I really think that Torrin Walker wanted all of that with me? Fuck no! But I believed him, I truly thought he wanted me but suddenly that’s all shot to shit. His hesitation… I just felt it. Right then and there, I knew whatever his answer was going to be, it was some variation of no.

      “Bastard,” I whisper.

      Tears prick my eyes as I try to think of what to do.

      There’s only one solution.

      I am absolutely devastated and broken, and there was always one person that I went to with this kind of weakness. I can feel it, slipping into those old habits. Going to Carmine for comfort is something that feels safe and inviting because it’s so familiar.

      At least Carmine was willing to lie to keep me around.

      Carmine bought me this apartment because it was close to his. He’s not even a block away. Before I can even truly understand what I’m doing my feet carry me to Carmine’s building, where the doorman lets me in and I’m immediately let upstairs, like he knew I was coming.

      Carmine probably did because I’m sure he’s got cameras outside the building as well.

      It’s complete and utter silence as I stand alone with one of Carmine’s cronies.

      I see him eyeing me slightly and it’s enough to put me over the limit. Usually, I can deal with men glancing at me, but not today.

      My elbow suddenly shoots back, breaking his nose as I twist my body.  I turn on a dime, and kick  him square in the balls. He falls over, gasping for air as the elevator dings open and I strut into Carmine’s living room like I’m not in just a bathrobe.

      “Have you come to your senses?” Carmine asks casually, as if the sight of a rain soaked  woman in a robe is a usual night for him. Actually, it probably is. What is it? Tuesday?

      “No,” I tell him.

      “Then, why are you here?” Carmine asks slowly. “Or did Torrin Walker decide that you were no longer worth his time, so now you’ve come crawling back to me?”

      He doesn’t move, he simply sits on the couch swirling his drink around. In a bit of a daze, I sit beside him.

      “Aria?” Carmine prods.

      “I don’t know why I’m here,” I tell Carmine. “We… there was a fight, and Torrin just… maybe he’s right. Maybe there’s no place for love when two people are as fucked up as we are.”

      “You used to love me, Aria,” Carmine reminds me. “You used to lay in my arms and tell me that you wanted everything with me. My, how quickly that changed. Or perhaps, you’re having second thoughts about Torrin, and now you’re wondering if you made the right decision. You know he’ll never be able to give you what you want.”

      “And you’ll give me what? A big house on a quiet street with three kids while you have four mistresses on the side and continue running the Moretti family? Then leave me to rot in the suburbs?” I scoff at him. The image of Carmine and I finally together like I always wanted has been absolutely shattered to me.

      The picture of my future looks very different, and it’s one that I thought would be centered around Torrin’s love for me. Now?

      “Then what do you want, Aria?” Carmine asks seriously. “Do you just want all those things from a different man, a man who won’t give them to you? A man that has your heart and soul but you don’t have his?”

      I can feel the doubt creeping into my mind with every word he says. Every second that ticks by I wonder if Torrin ever truly loved me, or if everything was fake like our marriage. If this was all just a fleeting distraction.

      Torrin has given me something far beyond the definition of our relationship: he just feels like home to me, he feels like my family, he’s breathed life back into a part of me that I never even knew existed.

      A part of me that died with the hope of finding my father.

      “Tell me who he is,” I say to Carmine. “Tell me who my father is.”

      Carmine’s laugh echoes all throughout the penthouse suite, and I know at that moment that Carmine never had a fucking clue who my father is.

      “You baited me into your life, with a lie?” I ask. My voice is so even that Carmine’s expression changes.

      “Aria, you couldn’t have actually believed I ever knew,” Carmine says. “You really think after all this time I wouldn’t have told you at some point?”

      “Why would you have ever done that?” I ask. Now I’m scary calm, and Carmine knows it.

      I watch as he swallows hard. Up until this point I am sure that Carmine believed I would always come back to him. He probably honestly thought that he still had me wrapped around his finger, that I truly would be his wife.

      For a long time I never believed that I would turn on Carmine.

      “Aria,” Carmine tells me seriously. “After all these years, you have to know that I’ve grown to love you immeasurably. You know I’ve favored you, I’ve given you everything, you’ve walked away from me when others wouldn’t have made it out the fucking door. Our entire relationship, you’ve always been the woman that I know I need. You deserve to be the wife of the most powerful man in Manhattan, you’ve earned it.”

      “Funny fucking way of showing it,” I tell him. My voice is twinged with anger.

      Torrin is about to be the most powerful man in all of Manhattan… but that’s not why I would be his wife. That’s not even close. Torrin really could be just a chemist and I’d love him all the same.

      “Aria,” Carmine says seriously. He’s damn near begging and I have to admit that I kind of love seeing him like this. “I need you, I’ve always needed you and I know I never showed it in… the way that I should’ve but you have to believe me when I say this: I can’t stand the thought of my life without you.”

      “Well maybe you should’ve thought of that before, Carmine, before when I was begging you to just… love me. All I ever did was bend to your will over and over again to show you how much I loved you, and all you ever did was use that to your advantage.”

      “I’m done with that,” Carmine says. “Aria, you said you wanted out once upon a time. You want that out? Let’s go.”

      “What?” I question. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “We’ll take the jet tonight, anywhere you want to go. You say the word and we’ll take everything we need and never look back at this godforsaken hellhole. We can do everything we want, and I will spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to you.”

      “I don’t trust you,” I tell him honestly. “How do I know this isn’t some sort of game? How do I know it’s not an empty promise? Like so many before this one? You’ve done anything and everything you can to keep me around, and I’m fucking done with it.”

      “Right now,” Carmine says seriously.

      When he steps towards me and takes my hands in his I don’t recoil purely because I’m stunned. “Right now, Aria, let’s go. You and me, get your passport, and we’ll fucking leave this place,” he says. Carmine’s voice is saturated with desperation and I can’t believe what’s happening.

      “You won’t do it,” I tell Carmine. “You just won’t.”

      “Aria,” he pleads with me.

      “Carmine, the time for this is just… it’s over. It’s so over,” I whisper.

      I squeeze his hands back gently. “I’m so sorry,” I say.

      Those are the last words out of my mouth before the world goes black.
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CHAPTER 34: CARMINE—END OF AN ERA

      Aria’s body lays still, her hair draped over her face as her head hangs forward, unconscious. I make sure that she’s securely strapped to her seat in my private jet as she begins to stir.

      We’ve come so far, it pains me to have to let go this way, but if Torrin Walker thinks he can weaken me, he’s got another thing coming. With Senator Abbot on my payroll the Moretti’s will be back on top in no time. We’ll have every single construction permit in Manhattan on lockdown and the city will be mine.

      Aria was such a beautiful woman. From the moment I saw her working the bar that night it was just too easy to wrap her around my finger.

      She was captivating in ways that I couldn’t even explain myself. I saw how she captivated people and craved her attention, her loyalty. I wanted to own her completely and I wanted her to prove it to me however I asked.

      Oh, and she did.

      Convincing Aria to seduce and prey on political officials was only the beginning. If I ever asked her to go to someone and do me a favor she would enact my plan without so much as a question. Yet, no matter where she was or who she was fucking, she’d always come back to me begging to be part of my life. No matter what I’ve made her do, she’s always come back to prove her loyalty.

      This time, it’s over.

      I really did think she was a fleeting fascination, but we were practically living together at one point. I bought her the apartment to make it clear that there was no definition between us. I sought to keep her at a distance while keeping her begging for more attention. There were many high profile dates with celebrities and whatnot that I used to dangle what she wanted in front of her.

      Then Aria herself became one. A celebrated bright new model that no longer needed the Moretti family and could pay her own bills. Aria slowly began to try to work her way out of my life, and I knew I was losing my grip.

      My grip on my precious love, who would’ve done anything for me until Torrin Walker entered the picture.

      “You were always mine, dear,” I say to Aria as she stirs in her seat.

      “Where am I?” Aria groans. “Fuck my head, Carmine what’s going on?” She asks in a daze.

      “We’re going to have a little fun,” I tell Aria with a maniacal grin. “First, I’m going to call Torrin, and then you’re going to beg him to come get you, before this plane blows up.”

      Aria immediately begins to shake her head, but I call Torrin anyway.

      “What do ye’ want Carmine, what do ye’ want for her?” Torrin spits into the phone.

      “I think Aria wants to talk to you,” I say.

      “Torrin don’t come! Don’t come get me! It’s a trap!” Aria screams across the room.

      “Aria!” Torrin roars and I simply laugh to myself.

      “You son of a bitch,” Torrin swears. “Mark me words, Carmine. Torrin Walker isn’t about to be influenced by the likes of you, and your pathetic attempts to get back the woman you love. She’s mine,” he hisses. “Aria belongs to me, and I will getting her back.”

      “Well then,” I say. “You better hurry, because if you don’t show up in the next half an hour I’m afraid this plane will be taking off – destination, hell.”

      Then I hang up the phone.

      “I hope he doesn’t find me,” Aria spits at me. “I hope he doesn’t fucking find me and then, when I’m dead, he’ll fucking finish you. I don’t care which one of us does it, but you will be paying for everything you’ve done to keep us apart.”

      “Oh Aria,” I shake my head as I send Torrin the location of the phone. “I wouldn’t risk that, he’s going to come right to you, and I’m going to watch you both burn.”

      Aria screams at me but all I do is walk away, out of the plane to where my men are waiting on the tarmac. “When he shows up make sure he is alone, if there’s anyone with him kill them on sight.”

      “Carmine,” my cousin, Merc, steps forward. “I think we have a bit of a situation over at the office. Security was doing their usual rounds and they found something that looks a lot like the bomb Torrin handed over to us. Judging by the pictures, if that thing goes off the entire building will go.”

      “What?” I snap. “It’s an empty threat,” I tell Merc. “He’s not going to blow up a skyscraper in midtown, that’s just sheer stupidity.”

      Merc shows me the pictures of the device and I immediately know that this is much more complicated.

      “Sir,” one of Merc’s men finds us. “He’s wired the whole building, there’s more of them. There’s six on each floor so far.”

      Merc looks at me, shaking his head. “You’re right Carmine, they’re going to implode the damn thing.”

      I clench my fists, furious that Torrin was able to do this somehow.

      “He’s got someone on the inside,” I tell Merc.

      “Yup,” Merc agrees with me. “What do you want to do now?” He asks.

      “Go to Vegas,” I tell Merc. “Go to Vegas, and tell them that we need men, lots of them. Torrin Walker is never going to know what hit him. We need to get a handle on this incessant pain in my ass.

      Then, once Torrin is taken care of, Aria will be mine again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 33

          

          

      

    

    







            Torrin—A Likely Gamble

          

        

      

    

    
      



  




CHAPTER 35

      I don’t have a plan. For the first time in my life I don’t have a plan. We’re short on men, and I don’t have my usual resources at my disposal. In fact, all I really have is Carmine’s precious tower ready to blow at a moments notice. If anything happens to me, Declan and Liam will blow it up anyway.

      Either way, Carmine is about to lose, big time.

      No one gambles on my girl.

      No one.

      I have no choice but to blindly follow Carmine’s GPS coordinates to whatever private air strip he’s holding Aria hostage at. La Guardia and JFK would obviously be too crowded and secure for Carmine to pull this shit.

      The operation Carmine is running is easy to spot a mile away. All the lights are on, Carmine’s men are wandering around in droves, waiting for me.

      The old Torrin, the pre-Aria Torrin would’ve come back with another plan and more sense, but this Torrin?  Well, I don’t plan on leaving this air strip without Aria in my hands. And if we die? Then we die together.

      It’s now that I know I would rather die than lose Aria to Carmine.

      There’s no way to face this other than head on.

      I gas the car, shifting into 3rd and then 4th  as I barrel down the road, my car screaming as I push it to it’s limits. “Sorry, car.” I apologize before I turn the wheel, using the passenger side to break through the gates as the windows on the passenger side shatter and I fight to keep control of the car.

      I go careening in the opposite direction of the plane but somehow manage to regain control. My tires screech as I barrel through Carmine’s men, smashing my windshield as two of them roll over my car. His men begin to scatter as they realize what I’m doing, using my car to take them out in droves. There’s gunfire and I try to slide down, narrowly avoiding stray bullets.

      My only choice is to keep the car going. Then I see smoke. “Feck me,” I growl.

      In the narrow time frame between the smoke starting and the car catching fire I mange to throw myself out of the car, hitting the ground hard and rolling as I grunt, trying to stop myself. Then comes the inevitable boom, which nearly shatters my eardrums.

      In the aftermath my body aches but there’s no time as I scramble to my feet, pulling out my Glock and flipping the safety off. There’s confusion and men scattered everywhere. I can hear sirens in the distance somewhere, but I don’t see Carmine. The distraction and confusion allows me to bolt for the plane. There’s a telltale pinging sound of bullets flying off the railings of the stairs as I narrowly make it inside the plane.

      Aria.

      “Torrin!” Aria cries, sobbing my name over and over as I rush to her side, loosening the ropes that bind her to the chair until they’re loose enough for Aria to shake them off and throw herself into my arms.

      Aria clings to me, sobbing as I press her against me roughly, burying my face in her hair.

      “I told you not to come!” Aria cries. “Now we’re both going to die, and it’s all  my fault,” she says. “I’m so sorry, Torrin.”

      “Not if I can help it,” I tell her.

      Then, right as I say the words, the door to the aircraft starts to close.

      We’re locked inside.

      Aria looks at me, terrified.

      “Torrin,” she whispers, clinging to me.

      I vaguely remember seeing explosives near the back of the plane, by the landing gear. “Aria,” I shake her. “Look around, see if you can find any explosives or anything, we need to regroup and get out of here, okay? It’s going to be alright, it’s going to be fine.”

      Aria is still sobbing but she begins ripping through the passenger cabin, looking everywhere as I move to the cockpit. Once upon a time I took flying lessons, but that was eons ago and I doubt the little plane I flew in is anything near as complicated as this.

      Still, I have to try.

      “I can’t find anything!” Aria yells. I hear more crashes as she rips the plane apart bit by bit.

      No choice. We’ll die either way, I may as well give it a shot.

      I start pressing buttons, remembering all I can, trying to coax myself into being confident about this. I’m easily one of the most brilliant men to come out of Cambridge University, but that doesn’t mean I’m invincible.

      “Are you going to try to fly this thing?” Aria asks, looking at me with a worried expression.

      “Got a better idea, pet?” I ask. “Sit down, I’m going to need help here.”

      Aria sits in the copilot seat, almost holding her breath as she watches me. Finally the plane begins to thrum to life. I can hear the engines whirring and I edge the plane forward. Outside the cockpit I can see Carmine’s men scattering about, trying to stop us. They start to fire at the plane but it’s no use.

      “I wish I could see his face,” I tell Aria.

      “Go!” Aria yells at me. “Look!”

      “Is that a fucking rocket launcher!” I can’t mask my shock.

      “Go Torrin!” Aria screams.

      I hit the engines, throttling the plane down the runway. But I can hear something rattling.

      “Aria can you see what that is?” I ask.

      Aria skirts through the plane and I wait anxiously for her return.

      “It’s the bomb,” She tells me. “It’s attached to the landing gear.”

      “Damn it,” I swear.

      Our only chance now is to somehow drop the landing gear but I don’t even know if that’s possible. There’s one shot at this now, and I know I have to get this right. I’m no expert pilot, but if we die, we die together.

      “Aria,” I say her name, inhaling the relief that comes with being next to her. “Sit down, and put your seatbelt on.”

      “What are you going to do?” She asks.

      “Try,” I tell her simply.

      I have to slow down  before I pull up, bringing the plane into the air just enough that when I look out the window I can see whatever the bomb is attached to dragging on the tarmac.

      “Hold on, love,” I tell Aria. “Brace yourself.”

      I nose the plane down, closer to the ground than any seasoned pilot would be comfortable with. I hear the sound, the clatter, the beginning of an explosion and I push the plane up, high, into the air. The sound of Aria screaming fills the air in the cockpit as the plane rocks from the explosion behind us.

      “Oh my god!” Aria screams, looking out the window at the massive ball of fire we’ve left in our wake. “Torrin! You did it!”

      I don’t say anything until I level off the plane.

      Aria and I take a moment, just looking at each other with pure, intense relief that shatters all the anxiety in my soul, replacing it with a cool calm.

      “We still need to land,” I tell Aria.

      “Who gives a shit?” Aria asks, pulling me closer to kiss me. I oblige her and my lips melt against hers. When we finally pull apart, I see the admiration in her eyes.

      “We did it,” I whisper back.

      “All we’re missing now is fireworks,” Aria jokes, her lips pressing against mine again.

      In the distance, I see my own brilliance as Carmine’s building explodes.

      “Is that what you were thinking, love?” I ask.

      Declan always had perfect timing.
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      It’s achingly long before we finally walk into Torrin’s penthouse, Declan and Liam insisting on celebrating their victory. I am definetely run ragged, but for the moment I indulge myself in celebrating with them.

      Still, it feels like an eternity and a feral growl escapes Torrin’s lips as he kisses me, locking me in his passionate embrace as I will him to never let go.

      “Feckin’ finally,” he mutters under his breath.

      “Missed me?” I laugh teasingly, a hint of seduction in my voice.

      “More than you could ever know, love,” Torrin responds, his Irish accent thickening with every word. Torrin grips my waist and pulls me impossibly close to embrace me tightly.

      Every tense thought I've had disappears, leaving nothing but thoughts of Torrin.

      “Promise me something, Aria,” Torrin whispers in my ear. “Promise me that no matter what happens, you'll never leave me again.”

      As Torrin's words brush against my skin, goosebumps rise along my arms. The raw emotion in his voice sends a shudder down my spine, and I know that this moment is more than just about our passion for one another. He needs me, just as I need him.

      “Never, Torrin,” I promise, my voice barely audible. “I'm yours, and you're mine. Together, we'll face whatever challenges come our way.”

      His grip on me tightens, and I can feel the heat radiating from his body. The intensity of his gaze, those mesmerizing green eyes, leaves me breathless, and I can't help but lean in closer, craving the taste of his lips.

      But before our mouths meet, Torrin pulls away slightly, his eyes searching mine for reassurance. “I'll protect you, Aria. No matter what it takes. You're my world, and I won't let anyone or anything hurt you again.”

      The determination and love in his voice are overwhelming, and tears prick at the corners of my eyes. Despite our dark pasts, our twisted connection, I know that I can trust him with my heart.

      “Mo ghrá, Aria,” Torrin breathes, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you more than anything in this world.”

      His confession makes my heart race, and I can't believe the depth of his feelings for me. The darkness that has always surrounded us seems to fade away, leaving only the raw intensity of our connection.

      “Say it again,” I whisper, needing to hear those words once more.

      “Mo ghrá,” he repeats, his voice a sultry rumble. “I love you, Aria King.”

      “An bhfuil tú cinnte?” I ask hesitantly, surprising even myself with my use of Gaelic.

      He chuckles softly. “Yes, Aria. I'm certain. Tá mé cinnte.”

      Torrin's hands roam over my body, igniting a fire within me that threatens to consume us both. My fingertips trace the scars he's accumulated, reminders of our tumultuous pasts. I find myself sinking into the slow moment, allowing myself to truly feel every touch. Every brush of skin on skin only serves to heighten my desire for him.

      “God, Aria,” Torrin groans, his hands sliding down my back and pulling me closer. “Do you have any idea what you do to me?”

      “Only if it's the same thing you're doing to me right now,” I reply. “You'll be my undoing, Torrin Walker,” I whisper slowly.

      “Darlin', you have no idea,” he growls, his hands gripping my waist. He backs me up towards his bedroom, every slow step torturing us both.

      I'm doubtful we'll even make it to his bed at this point. Torrin's lips crush against mine in a hungry, slow kiss that ignites a needy desire deep inside me.

      “But if this is how we go down, then at least it'll be one hell of a ride,” Torrin whispers.

      Our laughter mingles with the sound of heavy breathing, our bodies pressed together, desperate to consume each other completely. The connection between us has never been stronger, and as we continue to explore each other, I can't help but think that we've figured out exactly what is worth fighting for.

      “Mo ghrá, Aria,” he murmurs once more, the words now as much a part of me as the blood coursing through my veins. “I love you, and nothing will ever change that.”

      “Nor should it,” I whisper back, my eyes locked on Torrin's, as if daring him to prove me wrong.

      “I know without a doubt that I would walk through fire for you—my Aria, my salvation, my savior,” Torrin whispers.

      We linger in the doorway of his bedroom, slowly pulling off each other's clothes like we have all the time in the world.

      As our clothes fall to the floor like leaves in autumn, my heart hammers against my chest. This moment has been a long time coming, and as we stand here, bare and vulnerable, I'm struck by the beauty of it all.

      “All mine,” Torrin whispers, his breath hot against my ear.

      The sensation of his muscular arms wrapping around me is electrifying, sending shivers down my spine. He carries me to his bed, depositing me gently down. Our lips lock, the heat of our passion igniting the air between us as we fall onto the soft sheets.

      “God, Aria,” he murmurs between kisses. “I've dreamt of this moment.”

      “Me too, Torrin,” I breathe, my voice barely audible above the sound of my beating heart in my ears. “All I've wanted is this,” I whisper.

      “Tell me what you want, Aria,” Torrin says, his voice low and gravelly. “Tell me how to make you feel alive.”

      “Every touch, every kiss,” she whispers, her eyes dark with longing. “Just… everything, Torrin.”

      “And that's what I'll give you,” he promises.

      Torrin is willing to give me the world and more.

      His lips trail down my neck, each fiery kiss leaving a scorching path in its wake. The sensation sends shivers through every inch of my body, setting my nerves ablaze with an insatiable need for more—for him.

      “Mo stór,” his voice rumbles against my skin, the Irish lilt dancing on my flesh like a lover's caress. He looks into my eyes, his own green orbs darkened with lust and something deeper—something that sends my heart racing at full speed.

      “Tell me you're mine, Aria,” he demands, his voice rough with passion as his fingers tangle in my hair. “Tell me you belong to me.”

      “I'm yours, Torrin,” I whisper, unable to deny this profound connection we share, one that transcends the darkness of our pasts. “I always have been.”

      Torrin's gaze finds mine.

      I see it in his look.

      His eyes say it all.

      “And I'm yours, Aria,” he replies, claiming my lips once more, his movements growing more urgent as though he can't get enough of me.

      “I need you…” I whisper, not even sure myself what I need.

      “You have me, sweetheart,” Torrin murmurs, his breath fanning my face. “You always will.”

      My heart swells with emotion, and I see that he understands. He knows me better than anyone else, and he knows what I need—both my body and soul.

      I gasp as his fingertips dance along my skin, my body responding to his every touch, every slight graze of his fingertips.

      Torrin's touch is soft and rough at the same time, caressing my body like a whisper on the wind. The intensity of his stormy gaze is enough to send me over the edge.

      “You're everything to me,” Torrin whispers between kisses. “I love you, Aria.”

      “Mo ghrá,” I whisper, my breath catching as he trails down my body. “I love you too, Torrin. Always.”

      It’s like the words need to spill from our lips, over and over again, so we can finally grasp the fact that this is real. This is it.

      His lips slowly trail down my body, kissing and licking every inch of skin, leaving me trembling with need. Every kiss sends shockwaves through me, the sensation like nothing I've ever felt before. My back arches with pleasure, and I can't help but think that even if we only have this moment together, then it's enough—because it's us, and that's all that matters.

      Torrin's lips find mine once more, and I lose myself in the heat between us. He doesn't stop there though, and slowly trails down my body, using his fingertips to guide me through the sensations. My body responds to his touch, and I can't help but let out a moan as his fingers brush against my clit slowly, intentionally, and with purpose. I can barely contain myself as he continues.

      Torrin spreads my legs, his fingers dipping inside me as the sensation of Torrin's tongue on me sends my mind into overdrive. His fingers curl inside me

      “My beautiful Aria,” he murmurs against my skin, his voice husky with lust. “So soft and warm.”

      I need this. I need him to consume me, to make me feel alive and whole for once.

      “Torrin,” I whimper as his tongue traces the soft curves of my body, teasing my sensitive flesh as though he's making every inch of me his own. His hands explore my thighs, sliding over my skin like fire. “Please…”

      “Please what?” he asks, his voice teasing, wafting over me like a torrent of water.

      “Fuck,” I moan louder, arching my back as his fingers press deeper inside me, his tongue working a different way as he sends me spiralling into bliss. “Oh my god! Torrin!” I whine, thighs shaking.

      My nails dig into his shoulders as I arch my back, succumbing to Torrin. I readily give myself over to him, the explosive pleasure ripping through my body as I let Torrin have me completely.

      “That's it, pet,” he murmurs against my flesh. “Let it go. It's okay.”

      I come hard, gasping for air as Torrin consumes me with his touch. His tongue dances over me, exploring my body with a need and desire that sends me spiralling into oblivion.

      Its only when I come back to earth do I realize what's happened.

      In the span of a few minutes, Torrin has shown me what it means to be whole and alive—and it's because of him.

      “Torrin,” I whisper, his name falling from my lips over and over again, as my body yields to the pleasure his touch elicits within me.

      And then he's there, his lips finding mine and his body pressing against mine. I melt into him as he takes his place above me. He captures my lips in his own, his kiss as hungry as my heart. The heat between us is scorching, our hearts racing.

      “Aria,” Torrin murmurs between kisses, his lips brushing against mine. My senses are on fire, Torrin's touch leaving me feeling like a goddess, worshipped and adored. “It's me you'll never get over—not anyone else. It's only me.”

      “Torrin,” I moan, lost in his touch, in what his fingers and tongue are doing to me. “I can't get over you—I never want to.”

      I'm lost in a haze of lust and passion, the pleasure suffusing through my body sending my senses into overdrive.

      “I need you inside of me,” I beg, my body begging for him as he kisses me. “I need to feel you, Torrin.”

      The heat between us is explosive.

      “Mo stór,” Torrin hisses, his voice low and ragged with need. “I need you so bad, pet. Tell me I'm yours.”

      “You're mine, Torrin,” I whisper, desperate for him to claim me, to make me his. “I'm yours.”

      Torrin presses his body against mine, and I can feel his cock throb against me. I let out a whimper as his lips claim mine in an urgent, desperate kiss.

      “I need you,” he grunts, rubbing his cock against my clit.

      “Then take me,” I whisper back. “Torrin, please…”

      “I love you, Aria,” he whispers, his gaze intense. “I love you.”

      Torrin positions himself at my entrance, and I swear I think I'm going to explode into a million pieces when he pushes the head of his cock into my wetness.

      “Fuck, Aria,” he growls, a low guttural sound that sends chills running up and down my spine. I can hear the gratification in his voice, the relief.

      My head snaps back, my spine arching as Torrin pushes into me. He's rough, his touch desperate and hungry as though he's trying to make me remember him, to burn this moment into my memory. Every thrust is slow and intense, driving me to the edge as I cry out in ecstasy.

      Torrin's touch is electric.

      The warm, pleasurable sensation becomes more than overpowering. “Oh god, Torrin.”

      “I can't stop,” he says, his voice breathy with need. “Aria, I can't.”

      “I don't want you to,” I breathe. “I need you.”

      “All…fucking…mine…” Torrin groans, his voice gravelly.

      “I've always been yours,” I whisper, eyes fluttering shut at the sensation of Torrin's touch. “I've always belonged to you.”

      “And you always will,” Torrin growls.

      My heart feels like it's going to beat out of my chest as Torrin's fingers trail my body, leaving a burning path behind. He doesn't stop with his touch, his hands exploring my curves and embracing me with a desperation that both scares and excites me.

      Torrin leans in to kiss me, the scent of him filling my nostrils. My heart beats wildly at the scent of him, his powerful arms wrapping around me—sweeping me off my feet and into a world that is solely for us.

      Torrin growls, his eyes dark with lust as he regards me with the same passion. “God, I love you, Aria,” Torrin murmurs against my skin, claiming my lips once more in a fiery kiss. My skin burns for him, for his touch, for his body.

      I can barely contain myself with the sensation of him inside me, claiming me, sending me spiraling into bliss.

      “Torrin,” I moan, my body tensing around him as he works his way deeper inside me. “Fuck, Torrin…!”

      Torrin slips his hand into mine, a simple but ultimately more intimate gesture than he's ever initiated before. There's a shift between us as our fingers lace together and the shift sends me over the edge. My body is on fire, and every movement Torrin makes sends another wave of pleasure through me.

      I can't help but let out a series of moans, ones that become louder as the pleasure rips through me.

      Torrin consumes me.

      His movements are slow, deliberate—and each thrust of his is accompanied with a growl. I know he's trying to hold off for as long as possible, but I want him to let go—to fall apart with me.

      “Don't hold back,” I whisper, nipping at his earlobe. “I want to see you fall apart, Torrin—I want to feel you come inside me.”

      I can hear the restraint in his voice as he lets out a groan. “Aria, love…”

      He buries himself deep inside me, his voice filling my ears as I feel him let go. His breathless groan is like an aphrodisiac, every moan and every breath making me want him even more.

      “Aria,” Torrin growls, burying himself deep inside of me.

      The sound of my name on Torrin's lips sends my body into a frenzy, my walls tightening around him. And then he's there with me, Torrin's body pressing against mine as he claims me in a way that no one else ever could.

      “Fuck, Aria,” he groans, his body quaking against mine. “Fuck!”

      I lift my hips to meet him, our bodies moving together in unison, as though we've done this a million times before. And maybe we have—maybe this moment is something we've experienced together a million different times.

      Something inside me tells me it's true.

      It's a sensation that's both terrifying and exciting at the same time—and I love it.

      I wrap my arms around his neck, my lips pressing against his skin as I take in the moment. “I love you,” I breathe, my body tensing around him as I fall further over the edge.

      “Fuck, Aria,” Torrin groans, his cock throbbing inside of me as he comes hard. “Shit, I love you, Aria…”

      His orgasm takes over, his voice filling the room as he lets out a series of moans and groans. His touch is electric, his fingers burning against my skin as he holds me tight. Every thrust of his sends my world spinning, every moan and every breath he makes driving me deeper and deeper into a state of bliss.

      “Torrin,” I whisper, my voice quivering with need.

      “Aria,” Torrin groans, his eyes wild with desire. Torrin buries his face in my neck, breathing heavily against me as he comes inside me, his fingers tightening around mine as I feel the rush of heat that comes with him filling me up.

      His hand moves up to the back of my neck, pulling me in as he kisses me, his tongue dancing with mine. I whimper as he pulls me closer, my body still strung tight with pleasure.

      I can feel his cock twitching inside me, and I know he's coming down from his orgasm, from the high of our intensity. But I don't want the sensation to end—I don't ever want this to end. 

      “You're so fucking beautiful, Aria.” He kisses me again, a gentle and reverent kiss that sends my world spinning.

      I've never felt this way in my entire life.

      I want to let this moment last forever, this feeling of being in Torrin's arms, this feeling of being loved by him.

      And so I tell him. I tell him with my mouth and with my body, always wanting more—needing more.

      I need him.

      And he's right here with me.

      “Torrin,” I whisper, my voice barely more than a breath.

      “I'm right here.” He holds me close to him, a gentle smile on his face. “No matter what happens, Aria—no matter what people say—I'm right here. I've got you.”
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            Torrin—Interrupted

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun peeks over the horizon, casting…golden glow on Central Park below. Aria and I sit side by side on my terrace, legs splayed out in front of us, our hands almost touching. The brisk morning air nips at my skin as we watch the city awaken beneath us. For this brief moment, everything feels right.

      “Remember the first time we smoked together?” Aria asks, her voice soft and melodic.

      “Of course,” I reply, flashing a wicked grin. “How could I forget that night?”

      I pass Aria the bong, filled to the brim with fresh green buds. Her lips curl into a coy smile as she lights it up, taking a deep hit before passing it to me. Our fingers brush against each other, sending a shiver down my spine. Despite the danger lurking in the shadows, there's an undeniable sense of tranquility and hope permeating the air around us.

      “Central Park looks different from up here,” Aria muses, exhaling a cloud of smoke. “It's almost… innocent.”

      The sound of her laughter as she passes the bong to me sends a chill up my spine, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end as my body fizzes with a feeling I can't quite explain.

      Aria's genuine laughter does things to my brain that I have never been able to explain.

      “Nothing about this city is innocent,” I counter. “But maybe, just for today, we can pretend that it is.”

      She smirks at me as I take a long haul, blowing the smoke out into the cold air. Smoke like puffs of breath lingering behind in the cold air as I breathe.

      “Deal,” she agrees, taking the bong back from me and inhaling deeply.

      As the haze envelops us, I think back to our first encounter—two lost souls seeking solace in the darkness. It's funny how life works, throwing people together when they least expect it. We were never meant to find each other, and yet here we are, bound by fate and forged by circumstance. Aria's journey has been far from easy, but she's transformed herself into so much more than her past would suggest.

      “Sometimes I wonder what my life would've been like if I hadn't met you,” Aria says, her voice just above a whisper, as if she's reading my thoughts.

      “Likewise,” I confess. “You've changed me, Aria, in ways I never thought possible.”

      “And how do you feel about… that exactly?” she asks, her eyes searching mine for the truth.

      “Without a doubt,” I assure her, everything inside my body screaming how much I love Aria, and every single thing I would do for her. “I wouldn't trade our time together for anything in the world.”

      “Neither would I,” she murmurs, leaning in closer until our foreheads touch.

      “Good,” I say, allowing myself to be lost in her presence. We may walk a dangerous path, but as long as we have each other, there's nothing we can't face.

      The terrace seems to float above the city, creating a haven from the chaos that usually surrounds us. Aria's blonde hair catches the light, framing her face like a halo. She turns to me, her blue eyes reflecting the sky. In this moment I realize no one has ever looked at me the way Aria does, and that’s one of those things about her that’s never changed.

      “Hard to believe how far we've come,” I say, taking another hit from the bong and passing it back to her.

      “Isn't it?” she replies, inhaling deeply before releasing a cloud of smoke into the morning air. “We've been through so much together, Torrin.”

      “Enough to make anyone else run for the hills,” I chuckle darkly, but there's a truth behind my words that we both recognize. Our relationship has been anything but ordinary—a twisted dance where love and darkness intertwine with an intensity that rivals any drug I've ever created.

      “Yet here we are,” Aria says, her hand finding mine as she gazes at me with a vulnerability that steals my breath away.

      “Here we are,” I echo, unable to tear my eyes from hers. “And despite everything, I am grateful for every moment we've shared.”

      “Grateful?” Aria raises an eyebrow, a hint of amusement playing on her lips.

      “Indeed.” My voice is serious now, the weight of my emotions settling heavily upon my chest. “You've changed me, Aria. You've made me see the world in a new light, revealed parts of myself I didn't even know existed.”

      “Is that something you mind?” she asks hesitantly, her bottom lip caught between her teeth.

      I reply without hesitation, squeezing her hand gently. “I wouldn't be who I am today without you.”

      “Neither would I,” she admits, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “You've shown me that there's more to life than the darkness that once consumed me.”

      “We might be fucked up, love, but we're fucked up together.” I smirk, trying to add levity to the moment. Aria laughs, but it's a sound tinged with emotion.

      “Here's to being beautifully broken,” she toasts, raising the bong in a mock salute.

      “Beautifully broken,” I agree, sealing our pact with a lingering kiss that speaks of love and devotion in a language only we can comprehend.

      The sun continues its ascent, casting a warm glow upon Aria's face. I marvel at the sight, how the light dances across her features, highlighting every curve and angle. She looks ethereal, like some celestial being sent to grace my life with her presence.

      “Hey,” she murmurs, catching me staring. “What's going on in that head of yours?”

      “Ah, nothing too dark this time, love,” I reply, smirking slightly as I brush a piece of hair from her face. “Just admiring the view.”

      “Is that so?” Aria teases, a playful smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Not plotting world domination or anything like that?”

      “World domination isn't on the agenda today.” My heart races as I consider my next words, the idea that's been brewing in my mind for quite some time now. “But there is something important I've been meaning to discuss with you.”

      “Important, huh?” She leans closer, her blue eyes wide with curiosity. “Do I need to brace myself for this?”

      “Maybe,” I admit, my fingers curling around hers as I take a deep breath. This is it. The moment I've been both dreading and anticipating in equal measure. “Aria, we've been through hell and back together. We've faced challenges most people could never even imagine, and somehow, against all odds, we've made it through.”

      “True,” she agrees, nodding thoughtfully as she studies my face. “But, Torrin, what are you getting at?”

      “Christ, this is harder than I imagined,” I mutter under my breath, feeling my pulse quicken in response to the weight of the moment. “You know I'm not one for grand romantic gestures or sentimental nonsense, but there's no denying that what we have is special. You've changed me, Aria, for the better. And I want to build a life with you, one that's free from the shadows of our past.”

      My heart races as I stare at her, my intentions clear. This woman has changed me in ways I never thought possible, and I'm ready for more. But words have always been a struggle for me, so I throw caution away, and let the truth flow from my heart.

      “Aria, you've seen the darkest parts of me and accepted them without judgment or fear. We've faced trials and tribulations that would break most people, yet here we are, stronger than ever.” I pause, searching her eyes for understanding. “I may not be the hero in those fairy tales you love, but I'll fight every battle alongside you for as long as you'll have me.”

      Her eyes fill with tears, and a lump forms in my throat. I need her to know just how much she means to me. “You've shown me that love isn't about perfection or happily-ever-after. It's about embracing our flaws and making each other better. It's about being there when life knocks us down and laughing together when the world goes to hell. And I promise you, Aria, no matter what life throws our way, I will always be by your side.”

      I take her hand in mine, our fingers intertwining as if we were always supposed to fit together.

      Aria's eyes widen as she realizes what I'm about to do, the shock on her face palpable as she covers her mouth.

      “So, Aria King,” I say, my voice trembling with the weight of what I'm about to ask, “will you—”

      “Oi, Torrin!” Declan's voice breaks the silence like a gunshot, shattering the fragile tranquility we've built around us.

      “Jesus Christ, Declan!” I snap, furious at the interruption. “Can't you see we're in the middle of something?”

      “Sorry, mate,” he says, his expression contrite but urgent.  “There’s no time, you’ve got to get out of here. Carmine is coming, and there’s no telling what he’s bringing with him. The boys are still hours away.”

      “Come on,” I tell Aria, taking her by the hand.

      There’s a sense of urgency between as we both dress, quickly but carefully before  we head down to the parking garage. There’s a silence between us, the tension building. We don’t know what’s waiting for us, but whatever it is, let it be the end of Carmine Moretti.
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            Aria—Against All Hope

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment we merge onto the freeway, I notice Torrin's body tense, his grip on the steering wheel tightening. His eyes dart to the rearview mirror, and an unsettling realization washes over me.

      The tires screech against the asphalt as Torrin swerves the car, narrowly avoiding a collision with an oncoming truck. I grip the door handle tightly, my heart pounding in my chest. It's clear we're no longer alone; our pursuers are hot on our trail, and they're not giving up without a fight.

      “Shite, Aria,” Torrin mutters under his breath, his normally charming Irish accent edged with tension. “We've got company.”

      I glance in the side mirror, catching sight of the dark car barreling towards us. Its headlights pierce through the gloom, casting ominous shadows on the city streets. Panic rises in my throat, but I force it back down, determined to keep a level head.

      “Can you lose them?” I ask, trying to sound more confident than I feel.

      “Trust me, love,” Torrin replies, his jaw set with determination. “They won't be following us for long.”

      As if on cue, the blaring sirens cut through the air, adding to the cacophony of noise surrounding us. My blood races with adrenaline, each beat of my heart drumming in my ears. I know Torrin will do everything in his power to keep us safe, but there's no telling what might happen next.

      “Keep your head down,” Torrin orders as he expertly navigates the car through the chaotic traffic, dodging pedestrians and swerving around stalled vehicles.

      I follow his instructions, pressing myself low in my seat while my thoughts race uncontrollably. I wonder how we ended up here, fleeing from danger like fugitives in the night. But there's no time to dwell on the past; survival is all that matters now.

      “Watch out!” I scream as a motorcycle suddenly appears in our path. Torrin slams on the brakes, causing the tires to screech in protest, and I brace myself for the impact. Miraculously, the bike veers away at the last second, leaving us unharmed but shaken.

      “Thanks for the heads up,” Torrin grunts, his eyes never leaving the road. “Now hold on tight; we're about to kick things up a notch.”

      I swallow hard, feeling both excited and terrified as Torrin accelerates, plunging us further into the heart of the city's maze-like streets. And though our future remains uncertain, a fierce sense of loyalty towards this man who has become my unexpected protector remains.

      “Promise me something, Aria,” he says, glancing over at me with a rare vulnerability in his intense green eyes. “If we make it through this, you'll never look back.”

      “Promise,” I whisper, knowing that whatever lies ahead, our lives will be forever entwined.

      As the sirens blare in the distance and the tires screech beneath us, adrenaline surges through my veins, leaving me feeling both terrified and alive. Torrin maneuvers the car expertly, weaving through traffic with the skill of a seasoned getaway driver.

      “Here,” he says, tossing me a handgun from the glove compartment.

      I check it to make sure it's loaded before I flip the safety off

      “I was hoping I'd never have to use one of these again,” I admit.

      “Me too,” he admits, a grim determination settling over him. “Just aim for their tires if they get too close. We need to shake them.”

      “Got it,” I say, steeling myself.

      I'm struck by the fierce protectiveness that emanates from Torrin. He's willing to risk everything for our survival, and it only serves to strengthen the bond between us.

      “Ready for a wild ride?” Torrin asks, his voice low and dangerous.

      “Always,” I reply, trying to sound braver than I feel.

      The roar of engines mixes with the shrill screeching of tires on asphalt, while the blaring horns create an unsettling symphony of discord. The smell of exhaust fumes hangs heavy in the air.

      “Keep your eyes peeled, Aria,” Torrin urges, his voice tense but focused.

      “Got it,” I say, forcing myself to swallow the lump in my throat as I meet his intense green gaze for a moment before turning my attention to the traffic behind us.

      Our pursuers are relentless, matching our every move as if they can predict our next step. Yet despite the adrenaline coursing through my veins and the icy grip of fear tightening around my heart, I marvel at Torrin's driving skills. He maneuvers the car with surgical precision, avoiding collisions by mere inches as he zigzags through the congested lanes.

      “Damn, they're getting closer!” I exclaim, the panic in my voice betraying my attempts at remaining composed.

      “Trust me, Aria,” Torrin says, his tone soothing despite the chaos surrounding us. “I won't let them get their hands on you.”

      His words offer a small measure of comfort, but the weight of our situation still presses down on my shoulders like an anvil. The thought of what could happen if we were captured sends shivers down my spine, and for a moment, I feel more vulnerable than I ever have before.

      “Come on, Torrin,” I whisper, as much a plea as it is a prayer. “Get us out of this alive.”

      “Watch this,” he says, flashing me a wicked grin that simultaneously terrifies and reassures me. With a sudden burst of speed, Torrin swerves into a tight gap between two semi-trucks, forcing our pursuers to slam on their brakes.

      “Ha! Take that, you bastards!” he shouts triumphantly, the dark humor in his voice providing a brief respite from the terror.

      “Nice one,” I say, trying to sound impressed despite the tremor in my voice. But deep down, I know we're far from safe, and the uncertainty of our future looms over me like a storm cloud, threatening to consume us both.

      “Shit!” Torrin swears abruptly, slamming on the brakes as one of the pursuing vehicles pulls up alongside us. I hear the unmistakable sound of a gun being cocked and suddenly I am holding my breath.

      There is zero hesitation. I smash the button and roll the window down before I shoot at the tires, causing the SUV to swerve wildly out of control. Torrin narrowly avoids colliding with the bumper of the out-of-control vehicle. I’m thrown back into my seat.

      “Whatever happens, don't look back,” Torrin warns, his voice deadly serious. “Just focus on me, okay?”

      “Okay,” I choke out, squeezing my eyes shut and willing myself not to panic.

      “Here we go,” Torrin says grimly, flooring the accelerator once more. The car lurches forward, rocketing through the sea of traffic like a bullet. I hear gunshots ring out behind us, accompanied by the screech of tires and the sickening crunch of metal on metal.

      “Stay down!” Torrin barks as he swerves sharply to avoid a collision, his eyes wild with determination. “We're not going down without a fight.”

      “Got it,” I say, my voice trembling. My mind races, conjuring up gruesome images of what might happen if we don't escape. But despite my fear, there's a part of me that feels safer knowing that Torrin is beside me, willing to risk everything to protect me.

      “Almost there,” Torrin murmurs, his gaze never leaving the road. “Just a bit further.”

      “Thank you,” I tell Torrin. “For being here, for keeping me safe.”

      “Always,” Torrin replies, his voice thick with emotion. “I'll always have your back, Aria.”

      As another hail of bullets whizzes past our car, I force myself to focus on Torrin's unwavering determination, his fierce protectiveness, and I know, deep down, that he will do whatever it takes to get us both out of this alive.

      “How far back are they?” he asks, his eyes fixed on the road ahead.

      “Still there,” I say, my voice tense. “But they're definitely struggling.”

      “Alright,” Torrin replies, a fierce glint in his green eyes.

      In an instant we rocket off the freeway to race down a narrow alleyway, the walls closing in around us like a vice. I feel my breath catch in my throat as we hurtle toward what appears to be a dead end, but at the last second, Torrin jerks the wheel hard to the left, sending us careening around a sharp corner and into another street.

      “Ha!” Torrin exclaims triumphantly. “I think we might have lost them.”

      “Really?” I ask, daring to hope that our ordeal might be coming to an end.

      “Looks like it,” he confirms, shooting me a relieved smile. “But we can't let our guard down just yet. Stay sharp, Aria.”

      “Duh,” I whisper back, my gaze locked on the city around us. “You say it like I don’t know.”

      “Aria…” Torrin sighs, shaking his head.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Just…” he trails off as his eyes meet mine in that moment, amid the chaos and the danger, I know without a doubt that I would follow this man anywhere—even into the very heart of darkness itself.

      Torrin pulls into a parking garage so we can think for a second.

      “We have to find Liam, Declan and Rosie,” Torrin says.

      “I agree,” I nod, reaching for the door handle. “We need to switch cars too,” I add.

      “Listen to me, Aria,” Torrin says, gripping my hand to stop me. “If we make it out of this alive, I want to marry you, and I swear I’ll make you my wife.”

      I feel so far removed from reality because Torrin’s words make everything feel dreamlike.

      This isn't anyone.

      This is Torrin.

      My Torrin.

      “You can say something now,” he offers as the magnitude of his declaration settles around us. “I may not have a ring, or some grand proposal planned, but I know without a shadow of a doubt that I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Aria. We may be fucked up, but we're perfect for each other. I've never been surer of anything in my life.”

      “Of course, you'd propose without a ring,” I laugh, tears shining in my eyes. “But that's just so very… you.”

      “Is that a yes?” Torrin asks with a crooked smile.

      “Yes,” I whisper, tearing up. “Yes, I'll marry you.”

      “Good,” he says, a determined smile playing on his lips. “Now, let's make sure we survive this first.”

      Our lips crash together in one more desperate kiss before we try to steel ourselves to face Carmine and his men.

      Together.
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      “Enough is enough, Aria,” I say, my voice a low growl filled with determination. “We need to confront Carmine and put an end to this for good.”

      Aria looks at me, her blue eyes shining with resolve. “You're right, Torrin. We can't keep running from him. We need to face this head-on.”

      “Whatever it takes, Aria, whatever it fuckin' takes,” I vow, clenching my fists. The thought of putting her in danger gnaws at me, but there's no other way. I slam my fist on the table angrily. Carmine has to be stopped.

      “Let's get the others on board,” Aria says, determination etched across her gorgeous face.

      “Agreed,” I tell her. “It's our only option.”

      “Call him,” Aria says. “Tell him we’re going to finish this. Set a meeting.”

      “Aria, I can’t have you there when this happens,” I tell her sharply.

      “Like hell,” Aria spits at me. “We started this together,” she laces her hands through mine with determination, “We will end this together, Torrin. You and me, remember?”

      There’s no going through Aria.

      “Let's do it, then” I say, dialing Detective Sauve’s number to get him instructions to set a meeting for a time and place with Carmine.

      By the time I hear back that the meeting is set Aria, Declan, Liam and Rosie are sitting in the living room. Rosie looks like she’s about to puke and Declan looks up at me, worry written across his features.

      “Alright, it's set,” I announce, trying to mask the anxiety that threatens to break through. “We're meeting him at the  tonight.”

      “Tonight?” Rosie questions, her concern evident.

      “It’s not like we have time on our side,” I tell her. “It’s pretty evident if we don’t go to Carmine, he’s coming to us. At least we can call in reinforcements.”

      “And hope they’re here by… two hours from now?” Liam looks dubious. “Torrin, I don’t like this.”

      “Would ye’ rather have him surprise all of us or face him head-on? Either way we’re going this alone. We can sound the alert but unless they travel at the speed of light there’s not much to be done, Liam,” I scold.

      “Then we'll be ready,” Declan states firmly to put an end to our bickering.

      “We’ll set this up right. Carmine will have his men there. We’ll cover ourselves as best as we can, with what we have.”

      “What does that amount to, brother?” Liam asks.

      I look around the room, at the four of them.

      We are five.

      Five people up against an army.

      Hopefully whatever is left of Carmine’s army will not be enough to stop me.

      Carmine is meant to have one man with him, but who knows if he’ll even stick to that plan. There are so many risks involved here, but if I can take Carmine down… if I can kill him… Manhattan is ours for the taking.

      Then I can keep Aria safe.

      It’s now that I realize my twisted obsession with Aria could put everyone I love in danger. Now that I realize my love for her has blinded me to the obvious dangers of this plan and I’ve succumb to one desperate ideal: being with Aria.

      “Aria,” I nod my head towards the bedroom for her to follow me.

      Aria raises an eyebrow and follows me. The second the door closes her hands move to the buttons on my shirt, her lips pressed against my neck.

      “Aria,” I shake my head.

      Aria’s head pops back in shock and she stares at me like I’ve got three heads.

      “What?” Aria asks.

      “When this is over,” I say. “When this is over, I want out with you.”

      Aria’s eyes widen at my revelation. “What- what are you saying Torrin?”

      “After I’m done what I have to do, I’m done. You want out, you want a normal life. I’m going to give it to you.”

      “Torrin,” Aria’s eyes widen as she gasps. “You would do that for me?”

      “I just want you,” I tell her honestly.

      Aria pulls me in for a quick, heartfelt kiss. “Torrin, are you sure?”

      “Feck it,” I whisper. “Mo ghrá, Aria, never forget that.”

      “Never,” she whispers.
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      The docks loom in the distance, shrouded in darkness; the only light comes from the flickering lights casting eerie shadows upon the murky waters. I inhale and the scent of salt and decay hangs heavy in the air, adding to the disquiet settling deep within my chest. I take a steadying breath, steeling myself for what lies ahead.

      “Listen up,” I say, gathering Liam, Declan, and Rosie around me. Aria stands close by my side, her fingers intertwined with mine, offering silent support. “Carmine agreed to meet us at Pier 12. Liam, Declan, I want you two stationed behind those shipping containers.” I point toward the towering stacks of metal boxes that flank the pier.

      “Rosie,” I continue, turning my attention to the fierce woman before me, “you'll be our eyes on the water. If anything goes wrong… well you have the reinforcements.”

      “Got it, Torrin,” she replies, determination flashing in her eyes.

      I cast one last glance at the ominous scene before us, my intuition screaming that danger is lurking somewhere amongst the shadows. Shaking the thoughts from my mind, I focus instead on the plan.

      “Remember, everyone, if things go south don’t hesitate to act. Shoot first, think later,” I tell them all. “I want everyone to come out of this alive.”

      Their nods of agreement offer comfort, but the unease refuses to dissipate. As we make our way toward the designated location, I can feel Aria's anxiety mirroring my own. We exchange a glance, both seeking reassurance in each other's presence.

      “Before we go any further,” I whisper, pulling her aside, “there's something I need to tell you.”

      Aria looks at me, concern etched across her beautiful features. “What is it, Torrin?”

      “Whatever happens tonight, I want you to know how much you mean to me,” I confess, the words tumbling from my lips in a rush. “You've brought light into my life when all I've known was darkness. I can't imagine a world without you in it.”

      Aria's eyes shimmer with unshed tears as she reaches up to caress my face. “I feel the same way, Torrin. You've shown me that love doesn't have to be painful or cruel. Together, we can overcome anything, even Carmine.”

      “Promise me one thing, Aria,” I urge, steeling myself for what I’m about to say. “If things go wrong, if I don't make it out of this… promise me you'll leave this life behind. Find a place where you can be free and happy, away from the shadows of our past.”

      Her breath hitches, but she nods solemnly. “I promise, Torrin. But we're getting through this together, remember?”

      “Damn right,” I agree fiercely, sealing our pact with a fiery kiss that ignites the embers of our passion. As we break apart, I know that no matter what fate has in store for us, our love will endure beyond the darkest of nights.

      Aria and I step onto the desolate dock as the moon casts an eerie glow over the murky water, illuminating the skeletal remains of decaying ships. Creaks and groans echo through the night, a haunting soundtrack to our impending confrontation.

      “Stay close,” I warn Aria. She nods, her face pale but determined. Our breaths mingle in the chill air as I pull her against me, shielding her from both the elements and the potential danger lurking in the shadows.

      “Long time no see, Torrin,” Carmine's silky voice cuts through the darkness. He emerges from the gloom, his piercing green eyes locked onto mine. “And Aria, what a pleasure it is to see you again.”

      “Cut the bullshit, Carmine,” I snap, my grip on Aria tightening. “I'm here to make a deal. I won't go after your organization anymore if you leave Aria alone. Let her live her life free from your twisted games.”

      Carmine chuckles darkly, a sinister grin spreading across his handsome face. “Tough shit, Torrin. You don't get to dictate terms to me. Aria will never be free of the Moretti family.”

      “Then what the fuck do you want?” I growl, anger boiling inside me. Aria's fingers dig into my arm, a reminder that she's still here, still depending on me.

      “An interesting proposition,” Carmine muses, his gaze drifting to Aria. “I'll leave the Walker family alone—if you give up Aria to me.”

      “Over my dead body,” I snarl, wrapping my arm around Aria protectively. Her heart races against my chest, but her eyes remain defiant. She's come too far to be cowed by Carmine's threats.

      “Your choice, Torrin,” Carmine says with a sinister smile. “But remember, you asked for this.”

      Inside my head, a thousand voices scream for me to find another way, to protect Aria without sacrificing everything we've built together. But as I stare into Carmine's cold, unyielding gaze, I know that there's no other option. It's now or never—and I refuse to let Aria become a pawn in Carmine's twisted game.

      “Go to hell, Carmine,” I spit, my resolve unwavering. “You'll never have Aria, not while I still draw breath.”

      “Very well,” he replies, his voice dripping with venom. “I warned you, Torrin. Remember that when the war comes crashing down around you.”

      The tension between Carmine and I crackles like a live wire, threatening to ignite the powder keg we all stand upon. My grip tightens on Aria as I feel her trembling against me, but she remains defiant—and it's that spark in her eyes that reminds me what we're fighting for.

      “Give up Aria and you'll have nothing more to worry about,” Carmine repeats, his voice dripping with false sincerity. “It's a simple choice, Torrin.”

      “Simple? There's nothing simple about this, you twisted bastard,” I growl, my voice barely controlled. The thought of handing Aria over makes my blood boil, and I know I'd rather die than see her become one of Carmine's playthings.

      “Then I guess we're at an impasse,” Carmine says, shrugging nonchalantly. But I can see the malicious glint in his eyes—he's been waiting for this moment, for the chance to bring me to my knees.

      “Guess so,” I reply, my hand slipping down to my holster. In one swift motion, I draw my gun and aim it straight at Carmine's heart. “But I won't go down without a fight.”

      In response, Carmine raises his own weapon, leveling it at my head. We stand there, guns pointed at each other, neither willing to back down. It's a deadly dance, and one misstep could be our last.

      Liam and Declan, sensing the impending danger, move in silently to flank me. Their unwavering loyalty is a comfort in this tense standoff. I can feel their determination radiating off them, bolstering my own resolve.

      “Your stubbornness will be your downfall, Torrin,” Carmine taunts, his grin widening. “You really think you can win?”

      “Damn right I do,” I retort, my gaze never leaving his. “You're outnumbered, Carmine. You've underestimated us for the last time.”

      Even as I say it there’s a flicker of doubt. Am I leading us all to our doom? Will Aria pay the price for my reckless bravado? The weight of responsibility threatens to crush me, but I swallow back the fear and stand tall.

      “Then let's see who's left standing when the dust settles,” Carmine says, his voice cold as ice. “I look forward to seeing you on your knees, Torrin.”

      “Keep dreaming, Moretti,” I reply, my jaw clenched in determination. “But know this—if you so much as touch her, I will burn your empire to the ground.”

      “Bold words,” he sneers. “But remember, Torrin, pride comes before the fall.”

      “Let's see how well your bravado serves you now,” he says, his voice dripping with venom.

      As if on cue, shadowy figures emerge from their hiding spots, surrounding us with an eerie silence. The dock's dim light glints off their weapons, casting sinister shadows that flicker across the cold concrete. I can hear Aria's sharp intake of breath beside me, and I tighten my grip around her waist, pulling her closer.

      “Still think you have the upper hand?” Carmine taunts, his voice barely above a whisper. “Your arrogance was always your greatest weakness.”

      “Fuck you, Carmine,” Liam growls, his eyes narrowing into slits. His fingers twitch, itching to pull the trigger and end this nightmare once and for all.

      “He’s not fucking worth it, Liam,” Declan says.

      “Such language,” Carmine clucks, feigning disappointment. “Have you no respect for the dead?”

      “What are you talking about?” Declan snaps, his face flushed with anger.

      “Perhaps I should demonstrate,” Carmine says, his tone cold and calculated.

      In one swift motion, Carmine turns his gun towards Liam and fires. The sound of the gunshot reverberates through the night, echoing off the rusted shipping containers and splintered wooden crates that litter the dock. Time slows to a crawl as I watch my brother crumple to the ground, blood pooling beneath him, his life extinguished in an instant.

      “LIAM!” I roar, my anguish tearing through the darkness like a wild animal. My heart pounds against my ribs, threatening to shatter them, as I struggle to comprehend the reality of the situation. My brother—my confidant, my friend—gone in the blink of an eye.

      “See how easily I can take away what you hold dear,” Carmine says, his voice a sinister whisper in my ear. “You should have taken my offer, Torrin. Now you'll pay the price.”

      “No!” Aria's voice is raw with fear and fury. “This ends now, Carmine!”

      “Indeed, it does, my dear,” he replies, his eyes locked on mine. “But not in the way you hope.”

      As Liam's lifeless body lies at our feet, I know that there's no turning back. The storm has finally come, and it will not leave until one of us lies broken and defeated.

      The world around me narrows to a single point of focus: vengeance. My hands shake with the need to make Carmine pay for what he's done, but I force myself to stay steady.

      “Rosie…” I hiss into my earpiece, my voice tight with anger and pain. “Now.”

      Her reply is immediate and filled with determination, a strong balm against the gaping wound in my chest. “Understood.”

      A split second later, the night erupts into chaos as one of my explosive devices detonates with a deafening roar, lighting up the darkness with brilliant orange flames. I grab Aria, pulling her close as we dive behind a stack of crates for cover. Shouts and gunfire fill the air as confusion reigns among Carmine's men. Debris rains down around us, but we remain unscathed, our hearts pounding in sync.

      “Are you okay?” I ask Aria.

      “Better than them,” she replies, her eyes dark and fierce. She takes a deep breath, steeling herself for the battle ahead. I can see tears streaming down her cheeks as she tries to keep herself calm. “We need to end this.”

      As if on cue, I see hope.

      A glimmering chance at retribution as slowly but surely I see them.

      Malachy, along with a few others. My son of a bitch cousin managed to come through in the clutch, again. Surely if anything happened to me he’d easily take over. He locks eyes with me, giving a curt nod of acknowledgement. With him by our side, our chances have just improved significantly.

      “Malachy,” I say, my voice taut with urgency. “Keep Aria safe. I need to settle this.”

      “Of course, cousin,” he replies. “Tiocfaidh ár lá cousin.” There's a promise in his gaze, an unspoken vow to protect Aria with his life if necessary.

      “Stay close to Malachy,” I tell Aria, my fingers brushing against her cheek one last time. “I'll be back.”

      “Be careful,” she whispers, her eyes pleading with me not to leave her side. But I can't fight this battle with one hand tied behind my back, worrying about her safety. She has to understand that.

      “Always am.” With a quick, fierce kiss, I let her go and turn towards the fray, my mind focused on only one thing: avenging Liam's death.

      The weight of my brother’s memory pressing down on me, urging me forward. This is for you, Liam, I think, gritting my teeth as I step into the line of fire. For you and for Aria, so we can finally be free of Carmine's twisted grasp.

      The smoke from the explosion stings my eyes, gunfire ringing in my ears. My heart pounds against my chest, fueled by adrenaline and rage. I spot Carmine amidst the wreckage, his green eyes locked on mine, a smirk plastered on his face as if he's enjoying this madness.

      “Ready to die, Torrin?” he taunts, wiping the blood from his lip with the back of his hand. His voice is infuriatingly calm, considering the destruction surrounding us.

      “Only one of us is leaving here alive, Moretti,” I snarl, raising my fists. “And it won't be you.”

      Carmine chuckles, shaking his head. “You never learn, do you? Always so damn stubborn.”

      He lunges at me, and we collide like two titans, our fists flying through the air, connecting with flesh and bone. Our grunts and curses echo through the night, each impact reverberating through my body, renewing my determination.

      “Yer' nothin' but a thug, Carmine,” I spit, landing a solid punch on his jaw. The metallic taste of blood fills my mouth. “Aria doesn't belong to you!”

      “Neither does she belong to you, Walker,” he retorts, his grip tightening around my throat. I gasp for air, my vision blurring as I struggle against him, desperation clawing at my insides.

      “Fuck…you!” I wheeze, breaking free of his hold. The fire in my lungs is unbearable, but I can't let up. Not now.

      “Your pathetic love for her will be your downfall,” Carmine sneers, swiping at me with a vicious right hook that barely misses its mark. I counter with a swift uppercut, catching him off-guard and sending him staggering backward.

      “Love strengthens us,” I hiss, driving my knee into his gut. “It's something you'll never understand.”

      Carmine grunts in pain, but recovers quickly, his face twisted in fury. We continue to exchange blows, sweat and blood mixing on our skin as the fight grows more brutal. My body aches, but the thought of Aria and Liam keeps me going.

      “Give up, Torrin,” Carmine growls, desperation creeping into his voice. “You can't win this!”

      “You underestimate me, Moretti,” I retort, my knuckles connecting with his cheekbone. “Which will be your last mistake.”

      In one swift motion, Carmine pulls a gun from his waistband and presses it against my chest. My breath catches in my throat, the cold metal chilling me to the bone.

      “Say goodbye, Walker,” he sneers, pulling the trigger.

      A searing pain rips through me, and my world goes black for a moment. The last thing I hear is Aria's screams as she runs towards me, her terror cutting through the cacophony. I hope she knows how much I love her, that she was the last thing on my mind before the end.
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      The sterile scent of the hospital seems to cling to every breath I take, an ever-present reminder that life hangs precariously in the balance. My heart pounds with a mixture of anxiety and hope as I stand in the hallway, wringing my hands together. The doctor's words echo through my mind: “Torrin will make a full recovery.”

      A wave of relief washes over me, but it's quickly followed by a tidal wave of guilt so strong it nearly steals my breath away. If only I hadn't brought Torrin into this mess, if only I had been stronger… Liam might still be alive, and Torrin wouldn't have to bear the scars of our twisted fates.

      “Hey,” Declan says, breaking through my turbulent thoughts as he approaches me. He must sense my inner turmoil because his usual gruff demeanor is replaced with something softer. “You know this isn't your fault, right?”

      “Isn't it?” I reply, more bitterly than I intended. The pain in my eyes is evident, and Declan's gaze softens further.

      “Look, Aria, you can't control everything. This life we're tangled in… it's dangerous.” He hesitates before continuing, “But if there's one thing I've learned about Torrin, it's that he's stubborn as hell. And he's changed, for the better, because of you. There's not a damn thing that could happen to change how he feels about you.”

      I force a smile, pretending to agree with him just to shut him up. It's strange, really. Declan and I never got along before, always at odds like two tigers circling each other. But now, standing here, I can see that he's come around. Maybe he sees something in me he didn't before, or maybe it's just that we share a bond in our love for Torrin.

      “Thanks, Declan,” I murmur, unable to meet his eyes. My chest aches with the weight of my guilt, the knowledge that I'm the one who put Torrin in danger. It's suffocating me, and I can't help but wonder if there's anything I can do to make it right.

      Deep down, as much as I try to believe Declan's words, it's impossible to shake the feeling that I'm responsible for all the pain and suffering around me. But even as I wallow in self-pity, I know I need to be stronger, not just for myself, but for Torrin.

      “Hey, chica,” Rosie calls out as she walks down the hallway towards us. “How’s the patient?”

      “Doctor says he’ll recover,” Declan tells Rosie when I don’t answer her. “We’re having a rough go of it,” he says.

      Rosie looks down at me sympathetically. “Let’s get you some air,” she suggests, holding out her hand.

      I take it and allow her to pull me to my feet before we head down the hallway, outside into the cold air. It’s so cold compared to the warmth of the hospital that it takes my breath away, and everything aches even harder.

      “It’s all my fault Liam is dead,” I whisper to Rosie, ready to break down all over again.

      Rosie rubs my back sympathetically. “Yes, it is.”

      I almost trip over her words, my back going rigid against her touch as I freeze in complete and total fear.

      “What did you just say to me?” I ask, turning to look her, and horrified when I see the twisted smile on her face.

      “He will kill him, if you don’t leave,” Rosie tells me simply.

      I step away from her, ready to run. “What are you talking about?”

      Rosie shrugs, a smile plastered across her face like somehow this is justice. “Carmine will kill Torrin before he even gets out of this hospital if you don’t leave. There’s nothing you can do about it Aria, face it, we’ve won.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I stutter.

      “This is a message, Aria. A message that no matter how secure you feel, how much you think you can trust anyone, you are not safe. Carmine can get to anyone you love, I think I’m living proof of that.”

      “You? You fucking betrayed me? For Carmine?” I repeat the words over, stunned that I ever thought anything was going to work out.

      This was just the beginning.

      “Yes,” Rosie smiles. “It was well worth it. Now, you get to disappear, and then I’ll stop being sidelined for once. You’ll disappear and fade into oblivion, and no one will ever know you stepped foot on this island.”

      The only ‘fading into oblivion’ that hits me is fading into the oblivion in Torrin’s memory.

      “You can’t do this,” I tell Rosie.

      “Really?” Rosie asks.

      Next thing I know, she’s pointing a gun at me and I hear the telltale click of the safety being turned off.

      I swallow. “Leave, Aria. If you don’t, I’ll go right in there and shoot him after I’m finished with you. Are you really so stubborn that you’d let him die?”

      “Fine,” the word bursts from my lips. “Fine. Just, please put the gun away,” I beg Rosie.

      Rosie pockets the weapon for a moment, but she still has her hand on it, finger on the trigger. “Go on then,” she says. “Leave.”

      “Let me say goodbye,” I plead as my whole body shakes with cold. I can feel the blood draining from my face as I attempt to stand upright. I’m dizzy and lightheaded.

      “I’ll come with,” Rosie smiles.

      I stumble through the hallways, Rosie following close behind until I get to the nurses station. If I walk in there and see Torrin… there’s no telling how much pain I’m going to go through.

      “Can I get a piece of paper?” I ask a nurse. She hands it to me. “And a pen, sorry.”

      “Of course,” the nurse looks a little annoyed but she hands me a pen.

      

      Dear Torrin,

      By the time you read this, I'll be gone.

      It's not because I don't love you- I do, more than anything in this world.

      But I can't idly stand by while your world is ripped apart because of me.

      I wish I could explain all the reasons, but I don't want you to find me.

      Weaken your resolve Torrin, let me go.

      This is the hardest thing I've ever done, so don't blame yourself. Blame me. Blame me for not being strong enough to endure and stay by your side.

      

      My tears spill onto the page, smearing the ink and blurring my words. Still, I press on, driven by the need to convey the depth of my love and regret.

      

      You are the most incredible man I've ever known, and you deserve so much better than the life I've dragged you into. You have a strength and resilience that I can only dream of possessing. Use that strength to move on, to find happiness without me.

      

      As I write the last words, my entire body trembles with grief and loss. The pain in my heart is unbearable, but I steel myself, knowing that this is what must be done to keep Torrin safe.

      Sobbing, I press a tender kiss to the tear-stained letter before folding it carefully.

      “Can you give this to Declan when he comes back?” I ask a nurse.

      She looks confused but nods.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, tears freely streaming down my cheeks.

      It’s such a visceral reaction, my entire body wracked with the undeniable truth: that I am losing the love of my life because I can’t bear the thought of living without him.

      It’s so fucked up.

      My chest tightens as I try to hold back the sobs, but it doesn’t work. My cries cough their way out of my system as I struggle to breathe, my throat aching from the sheer thought of Torrin waking up alone.

      He’ll never forgive me.

      Somehow my feet continue to carry me, carry me away from the hospital and away from the life with Torrin that was so close. Rosie follows until I get to the front doors of the hospital.

      “Oh, and Aria?” Rosie adds, just as I’m midway to walking through the door.

      “What?” I snap through my tears.

      “Don’t even think about coming back here,” Rosie tells me.

      I find what little strength I have to roll my eyes before I turn out into the cold, not even bothering to say goodbye.

      As I stand alone in the darkness, the enormity of what I've agreed to crashes down upon me, threatening to drown me in an ocean of guilt and despair. But even as my heart shatters into a million irreparable pieces, I cling to the one thing that keeps me going: the knowledge that, in leaving Torrin, I'm saving him from a fate far worse than either of us could ever imagine.
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      Gradually, the world around me comes into focus. The beeping of a heart monitor fills the silence.

      “Ah, you're awake,” Declan's voice breaks through the fog in my mind. I turn my head toward him, wincing at the dull ache that pulses behind my eyes. His face is a storm cloud of concern, his brows knitted tightly together. “How are ya feelin'?”

      “Like I've been hit by a truck,” I respond, my voice cracking. Pain radiates through my body with every breath, but it's nothing compared to the sinking feeling in my chest. Something's not right. Declan's never been one to wear his heart on his sleeve, but I can see the unease in his eyes.

      “Careful now, Torrin. You've just had surgery,” he warns, reaching out to steady me as I attempt to sit up. I grit my teeth, pushing past the pain, and glance down at my bandaged torso. The surgery was a success, or so the doctors said. But Declan's grim expression tells me there's more to the story, something he's holding back.

      “Declan,” I say slowly, fixing him with a hard stare. “What happened? What's wrong?” There's no point in dancing around it. I know him well enough to recognize when he's struggling with something.

      He hesitates for a moment before speaking, his jaw tensing. “It's… It's Aria.”

      My heart seizes in my chest, and I force myself to stay calm. “What about her? Where is she?”

      Declan runs a hand nervously through his hair, avoiding my gaze. “She's gone, Torrin. She left while you were in surgery.”

      Gone? My mind races, trying to process the information. Aria, the woman who's been my rock through so much pain and darkness, just… gone? I refuse to believe it. There must be some mistake.

      “Did she say anything?” I demand, my voice shaking with barely contained anger and fear.

      Declan hesitates again, searching for the right words. “She left a letter,” he admits quietly, pulling an envelope from his pocket. The paper is crumpled, as if it's been opened and closed several times.

      “Give it to me,” I growl, snatching it from his grasp. My hands tremble as I unfold the note, my heart pounding.

      My eyes devour each word, my chest tightening with every line. Aria's elegant handwriting dances across the page, her words cutting deep.

      As the reality of her departure sinks in, something inside me snaps. Rage boils up from the depths of my soul, mingling with the crushing weight of loss and despair. I scream, my voice raw and filled with anguish, clutching the letter to my chest. Aria is gone, and there's nothing I can do to bring her back.

      “Where is she?” I snarl, my heart seizing up in my chest. A cold wave of panic washes over me as my mind races through every possible scenario. She could be anywhere by now, and I'm helpless to protect her.

      “Dammit, man! Where the fuck did she go?” I shout, my blood boiling with rage and fear.

      Declan simply inhales because he doesn't have the answer.

      “Fuck!” I scream, crumpling the paper in my fist. It feels like I've been struck in the chest, the wind knocked out of me. The room spins, my vision blurring as I struggle to comprehend the crushing reality: Aria is gone.

      “Easy, Torrin,” Declan says quietly, placing a hand on my shoulder. “You're still recovering. Don't hurt yourself.”

      “Recovering?” I hiss, glaring at him with venomous eyes. “What is there to recover for if she's not here?” My words are a growl, a primal sound of lost hope.

      Declan just stands there silently, knowing that there's nothing he can say to make the situation any better. Nevertheless, he tries.

      “Torrin, listen to me,” he says in a soft voice. “Aria is strong. She'll be okay. And when she's ready, she'll come back to you.”

      But I can't listen to him. I don't want to hear his words of comfort. All I want is Aria. I feel like I'm drowning in an ocean of despair, the waves of grief crashing over me again and again. I want to just scream, to tear the walls down and make the pain go away.

      But I don't. Instead, I lie back down on the bed. Aria's scent still lingers on the paper, and I close my eyes, inhaling deeply. It's all I have left of her now.

      

  




EPILOGUE—TORRIN

      The sun sinks low in the sky, casting a blood-red glow over the city as I stand at the floor-to-ceiling window of my new office. Smirking, I take in the panoramic view of what's now my territory. The criminal empire I've created is vast and powerful, but it's also prone to fracture and vulnerable. If I'm going to keep control, I need to assert my authority quickly and decisively.

      “Alright, lads,” I call out, turning to face the roomful of men who've been waiting for my command. “Gather 'round. We've got work to do.”

      They shuffle closer, their eyes filled with a mix of curiosity, respect, and fear. They know that I'm not someone to be trifled with, but they also know that I can offer them a chance at a better life. I don't plan to disappoint them.

      “Here's how it's going to be,” I begin, my words cutting through the silence like a knife. “We've got a lot of enemies out there, lads. Rival gangs, corrupt cops, power-hungry politicians—they all want a piece of us. But we're not going to let them have it, are we?”

      A chorus of muttered agreements fills the air, bolstering my confidence.

      “Good,” I say, nodding firmly. “Because I didn't fight my way to the top just to watch it crumble beneath me. We're going to strengthen our position, expand our influence, and make damn sure that everyone knows not to mess with us.”

      I pace back and forth as I speak, unable to contain the energy that courses through my veins. My mind races with images of the future I'm determined to build: one where my loved ones are safe and secure, where my men are loyal and well-compensated, and where my enemies quake in fear at the mere mention of my name.

      “First order of business,” I continue, “is to root out any disloyalty within our ranks. If we're not united, we're doomed. So, if any of you have second thoughts or secret alliances, now's the time to speak up. I'd rather deal with it now than have a knife in my back later.”

      I don’t expect any one of them to speak up, but I do watch their expressions closely.

      The room remains silent, and I nod in satisfaction. “Good. Now, we're going to focus on strengthening our defenses and fortifying our territory.”

      “Lastly,” I say, pausing for dramatic effect, “I want everyone here to remember this: we're not just fighting for power. We're fighting for each other, for our families, for our futures. Our loyalty and determination are what will keep us together and make us unstoppable.”

      As my words sink in, I see the fire of shared purpose ignite in their eyes. They understand that they're part of something bigger now, something worth fighting for. And as long as they have my back, I'll have theirs.

      “Let's get to work,” I say, my voice steady and commanding. “And let those bastards try to tear us apart. They won't stand a chance.”

      With renewed energy, my men disperse to their various tasks, leaving me alone in the now-empty office. As I gaze out at the city once more with pride and anticipation there’s still something hollow. Deep inside my chest and unwilling to go away.

      I lean back in my leather chair, whiskey burning a path down my throat as I swallow another mouthful. The taste is bitter and fiery, much like the emotions that surge through me when I think of Aria.

      “Damn her,” I mutter under my breath, feeling the anger and hurt rise once more. She walked away from me, leaving me to pick up the shattered pieces of my life alone. But I refuse to be broken. I’ll show her I can succeed without her, that I don’t need her love to make me strong.

      “Hey, Torrin,” Declan says, poking his head into my office. “You got a minute?”

      I glance up at him, my expression darkening. “What is it?”

      Declan hesitates, glancing around the room before stepping inside and closing the door behind him. His face is etched with concern, and I know that he’s about to say something I might not want to hear.

      “Look, I know you’re busy running this empire and all, but I’ve been thinking,” he begins, rubbing the back of his neck. “Maybe you should go after Aria.”

      My grip on the glass tightens, and I grit my teeth. “Why would I do that?” I ask, my voice low and dangerous.

      “Because I know you, Torrin. You’re becoming consumed by this anger and resentment towards her,” Declan explains, his voice gentle, but firm. “It’s not healthy, and it’s affecting your ability to lead.”

      “Is that what you think?” I sneer, setting the glass down on the desk with a loud thud. “That I’m some lovesick fool who can’t function without Aria by my side?”

      Declan shakes his head. “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. But I know that you still love her, and I believe she loves you too. Maybe if you just talked to her, you could sort things out. It might help you find some peace.”

      “Peace?” I scoff, the very idea seeming ludicrous. “You want me to chase after a woman who abandoned me when I needed her most? That’s not going to bring me any peace, Declan.”

      “Maybe not,” he admits, his gaze steady and unwavering. “But it might help you let go of some of this anger you’re holding onto. It’s eating away at you, Torrin, admit it.”

      I stare at him for a moment, horrified but intrigued, as I consider his words. The thought of seeing Aria again brings with it a storm of conflicting emotions—desire, anger, longing, and betrayal.

      “Damn you, Aria King,” I whisper into the darkness, knowing that no matter how hard I try to forget her, she will always be a part of me. And if I choose to pursue her, I can’t escape the truth: our fates are forever entwined, bound by the choices we’ve made and the secrets we share.

      For now, I’ll focus on building my empire and protecting those I care about. But someday, Aria, you and I will have to face each other once more—and when that day comes, I’ll be ready.

      The weight of Declan’s suggestion lingers in the air as I stare at the door he just walked through. My heart clenches at the thought of seeking Aria, but my stubborn pride refuses to let her dictate my life.

      “Chase after her?” I scoff with disdain. “I’ve got more important things to worry about.”

      It’s hard to force myself to turn away from the door to focus my attention on the sprawling map of the city laid out before me. My fingertips trace the territories we now control, and the ones we’ll soon have within our grasp. This is my new life, my empire, and I won’t allow Aria to distract me from it.

      “Let’s see,” I murmur, strategizing my next moves. My eyes narrow as I study the map, weighing the risks and rewards of each potential action. “We need to expand southward. That’s where the real money is.”

      “Are you sure about that, boss?” Declan’s voice intrudes upon my thoughts, causing me to look up from the map. His concern is evident, but I know he trusts my judgment.

      “Positive,” I reply with a confident grin, tapping the southern territory with my finger. “We need to cut off their supply lines, hit them where it hurts. They won’t know what hit them.”

      Declan nods, his eyes narrowing as he follows my logic. “I like the way you think, Torrin. We’ll get our guys ready. They won’t stand a chance.”

      “Good,” I say, clenching my fists in determination. “This is our city now, and we’re going to make damn sure everyone knows it.”

      As I immerse myself in the intricacies of planning and strategizing, I can almost forget about Aria’s haunting presence in the back of my mind. The adrenaline of power surges through me, pushing her further away with each calculated move. This is where I belong - not chasing after a woman who left me behind.

      My determination drives me forward, pushing me to work until I’m near exhaustion. Eventually, the words on the pages blur together, and I realize it's time to give in to the weariness tugging at my consciousness.

      Slowly, my head sinks onto the desk, my body surrendering to its desperate need for rest. As I drift off, a final thought floats through my mind—Aria’s face, her sparkling blue eyes full of passion and defiance, the curve of her lips that once drove me wild with desire. It’s an image that haunts me every night before sleep claims me.

      “Goodbye, Aria,” I whisper into the darkness, determined to let her go once and for all. “You’ll never have power over me again.”

      And with that, I slip away into the depths of slumber, leaving behind the bitter memories of a love lost and embracing the strength born from the ashes of my heartache.
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      The sun sinks low in the sky, casting a blood-red glow over the city as I stand at the floor-to-ceiling window of my new office. Smirking, I take in the panoramic view of what's now my territory. The criminal empire I've created is vast and powerful, but it's also prone to fracture and vulnerable. If I'm going to keep control, I need to assert my authority quickly and decisively.

      “Alright, lads,” I call out, turning to face the roomful of men who've been waiting for my command. “Gather 'round. We've got work to do.”

      They shuffle closer, their eyes filled with a mix of curiosity, respect, and fear. They know that I'm not someone to be trifled with, but they also know that I can offer them a chance at a better life. I don't plan to disappoint them.

      “Here's how it's going to be,” I begin, my words cutting through the silence like a knife. “We've got a lot of enemies out there, lads. Rival gangs, corrupt cops, power-hungry politicians—they all want a piece of us. But we're not going to let them have it, are we?”

      A chorus of muttered agreements fills the air, bolstering my confidence.

      “Good,” I say, nodding firmly. “Because I didn't fight my way to the top just to watch it crumble beneath me. We're going to strengthen our position, expand our influence, and make damn sure that everyone knows not to mess with us.”

      I pace back and forth as I speak, unable to contain the energy that courses through my veins. My mind races with images of the future I'm determined to build: one where my loved ones are safe and secure, where my men are loyal and well-compensated, and where my enemies quake in fear at the mere mention of my name.

      “First order of business,” I continue, “is to root out any disloyalty within our ranks. If we're not united, we're doomed. So, if any of you have second thoughts or secret alliances, now's the time to speak up. I'd rather deal with it now than have a knife in my back later.”

      I don’t expect any one of them to speak up, but I do watch their expressions closely.

      The room remains silent, and I nod in satisfaction. “Good. Now, we're going to focus on strengthening our defenses and fortifying our territory.”

      “Lastly,” I say, pausing for dramatic effect, “I want everyone here to remember this: we're not just fighting for power. We're fighting for each other, for our families, for our futures. Our loyalty and determination are what will keep us together and make us unstoppable.”

      As my words sink in, I see the fire of shared purpose ignite in their eyes. They understand that they're part of something bigger now, something worth fighting for. And as long as they have my back, I'll have theirs.

      “Let's get to work,” I say, my voice steady and commanding. “And let those bastards try to tear us apart. They won't stand a chance.”

      With renewed energy, my men disperse to their various tasks, leaving me alone in the now-empty office. As I gaze out at the city once more with pride and anticipation there’s still something hollow. Deep inside my chest and unwilling to go away.

      I lean back in my leather chair, whiskey burning a path down my throat as I swallow another mouthful. The taste is bitter and fiery, much like the emotions that surge through me when I think of Aria.

      “Damn her,” I mutter under my breath, feeling the anger and hurt rise once more. She walked away from me, leaving me to pick up the shattered pieces of my life alone. But I refuse to be broken. I’ll show her I can succeed without her, that I don’t need her love to make me strong.

      “Hey, Torrin,” Declan says, poking his head into my office. “You got a minute?”

      I glance up at him, my expression darkening. “What is it?”

      Declan hesitates, glancing around the room before stepping inside and closing the door behind him. His face is etched with concern, and I know that he’s about to say something I might not want to hear.

      “Look, I know you’re busy running this empire and all, but I’ve been thinking,” he begins, rubbing the back of his neck. “Maybe you should go after Aria.”

      My grip on the glass tightens, and I grit my teeth. “Why would I do that?” I ask, my voice low and dangerous.

      “Because I know you, Torrin. You’re becoming consumed by this anger and resentment towards her,” Declan explains, his voice gentle, but firm. “It’s not healthy, and it’s affecting your ability to lead.”

      “Is that what you think?” I sneer, setting the glass down on the desk with a loud thud. “That I’m some lovesick fool who can’t function without Aria by my side?”

      Declan shakes his head. “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. But I know that you still love her, and I believe she loves you too. Maybe if you just talked to her, you could sort things out. It might help you find some peace.”

      “Peace?” I scoff, the very idea seeming ludicrous. “You want me to chase after a woman who abandoned me when I needed her most? That’s not going to bring me any peace, Declan.”

      “Maybe not,” he admits, his gaze steady and unwavering. “But it might help you let go of some of this anger you’re holding onto. It’s eating away at you, Torrin, admit it.” 

      I stare at him for a moment, horrified but intrigued, as I consider his words. The thought of seeing Aria again brings with it a storm of conflicting emotions—desire, anger, longing, and betrayal.

      “Damn you, Aria King,” I whisper into the darkness, knowing that no matter how hard I try to forget her, she will always be a part of me. And if I choose to pursue her, I can’t escape the truth: our fates are forever entwined, bound by the choices we’ve made and the secrets we share.

      For now, I’ll focus on building my empire and protecting those I care about. But someday, Aria, you and I will have to face each other once more—and when that day comes, I’ll be ready.

      The weight of Declan’s suggestion lingers in the air as I stare at the door he just walked through. My heart clenches at the thought of seeking Aria, but my stubborn pride refuses to let her dictate my life. 

      “Chase after her?” I scoff with disdain. “I’ve got more important things to worry about.”

      It’s hard to force myself to turn away from the door to focus my attention on the sprawling map of the city laid out before me. My fingertips trace the territories we now control, and the ones we’ll soon have within our grasp. This is my new life, my empire, and I won’t allow Aria to distract me from it.

      “Let’s see,” I murmur, strategizing my next moves. My eyes narrow as I study the map, weighing the risks and rewards of each potential action. “We need to expand southward. That’s where the real money is.”

      “Are you sure about that, boss?” Declan’s voice intrudes upon my thoughts, causing me to look up from the map. His concern is evident, but I know he trusts my judgment.

      “Positive,” I reply with a confident grin, tapping the southern territory with my finger. “We need to cut off their supply lines, hit them where it hurts. They won’t know what hit them.”

      Declan nods, his eyes narrowing as he follows my logic. “I like the way you think, Torrin. We’ll get our guys ready. They won’t stand a chance.”

      “Good,” I say, clenching my fists in determination. “This is our city now, and we’re going to make damn sure everyone knows it.”

      As I immerse myself in the intricacies of planning and strategizing, I can almost forget about Aria’s haunting presence in the back of my mind. The adrenaline of power surges through me, pushing her further away with each calculated move. This is where I belong - not chasing after a woman who left me behind.

      My determination drives me forward, pushing me to work until I’m near exhaustion. Eventually, the words on the pages blur together, and I realize it's time to give in to the weariness tugging at my consciousness.

      Slowly, my head sinks onto the desk, my body surrendering to its desperate need for rest. As I drift off, a final thought floats through my mind—Aria’s face, her sparkling blue eyes full of passion and defiance, the curve of her lips that once drove me wild with desire. It’s an image that haunts me every night before sleep claims me.

      “Goodbye, Aria,” I whisper into the darkness, determined to let her go once and for all. “You’ll never have power over me again.”

      And with that, I slip away into the depths of slumber, leaving behind the bitter memories of a love lost and embracing the strength born from the ashes of my heartache.
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