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Author's Note




Author’s Cut 

This edition of Bound in Blood & Fire is the version I meant you to have: a sharper timeline, higher stakes, and kisses that cut a little deeper. The bones are the same. Oaths, knives, and two people choosing each other in the teeth of a war, but I’ve trimmed the noise, tightened the fuse, and threaded in the first glint of the Black Crown that will come to define them.

If you read the earlier release, you’ll feel new heat where it matters, find cleaner cause-and-effect between the danger and the desire, and catch a few hints foreshadowing the reckoning to come. If this is your first time: welcome to the moment the match is struck.

Content note: Dark romance. Violence, power exchange, and explicit heat—always consensual.

“Oaths taste like iron when you speak them with a blade at your throat.”








  
  
Black Crown Vow
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Introduction




I was promised to a cruel prince to end a war. 
I ran, with a flash drive full of stolen secrets. 

Now I’m trapped in a safehouse with Dario Romano, the exiled enforcer of the family I despise.
He’s dangerous. Sharp-edged. Cold-eyed.

When a hit squad blows through our walls, he shields me with his body and kills without hesitation.
Not for power. Not for loyalty. For me.

That’s the moment everything shifts.
I should run again. I stay.

Because behind the brutal hands and bloodstained vows is a man I don’t know how to live without. 
Somewhere between shared scars and stolen nights, our war becomes something else.

But the past won’t let go.
The mafia prince is hunting us both. He wants Dario’s head. He wants my obedience. He’ll torch a city to get them.

If I lose Dario, I lose everything.
So, I’ll fight beside him. I’ll bleed for him.
And when the ashes settle, I’ll wear a black crown.

Enemies to lovers • Forced proximity • Possessive antihero • High heat • Knife/gun violence • HEA.








  
  

1

Dario


Salt & Gunpowder





The first bullet misses my head by an inch. The second tears through my shoulder. 

And just like that, I know it’s started, the game I thought I could avoid.

The betrayal I’ve been waiting for.

Either way, tonight everything changes.

I hit the Camden dock hard, landing on blood-slick concrete that stinks of diesel and salt behind a rusted shipping container.

Pain tears through me like fire and steel.

Brutal. Blinding. But I’ve walked through worse.

Pain’s an old friend. I learned to carry it long before I ever held a gun, back when the wounds didn’t bleed on the outside.

They think they’ve got me pinned.

Six men, maybe more.

One sniper, two with knives, the rest with automatics.

Idiots.

They’re coming in loud, like they don’t know who the fuck I am.

They call me Romano trash, like the name means nothing now. Like the blood in my veins hasn’t bought and buried kings.

Expendable.

Just the guy you send when a message needs to bleed: loud, messy, and unforgettable.

I drag myself behind cover, grit grinding into the wound as I press my hand to the mess of torn flesh.

Warm, sticky. Deep.

But not fatal, not yet. I’ve walked away from worse. But tonight? I’m not sure I want to.

My Glock is still loaded.

My breathing is steady.

I just need a break in the rhythm.

One hesitation.

One shadow where I can…

Footsteps. Not boots. 

Bare feet, too quiet, like she doesn’t even weigh enough to matter. 

I whip around, Glock raised.

She stumbles into the narrow alley between the containers like something risen from a grave: barefoot, breathless, her white dress stained red at the hem and torn to the thigh.

Her eyes are wild and green, rimmed with kohl and tears.

Something about her stops me—not her face, but the wreckage in it. Like we’ve both been gutted by the same blade.

She looks like something out of a nightmare.

Or a memory.

I don’t lower the gun. “Wrong dock, princess,” I growl. “Unless you came to die, too.”

She freezes. “They’re coming,” she whispers.

Wrong answer. “So are mine.”

“I didn’t know anyone was here.”

She glances behind her, chest heaving. “I swear. I’m not…”

“You’re Moretti,” I cut in.

Her face says everything.

I’ve seen her once before; a photo in a briefing file.

The daughter of Arturo Moretti.

Promised to the son of a cartel bastard I’d rather skin than speak to.

She’s the runaway bride who vanished hours before the wedding that was supposed to end a blood feud. 

And the prince she betrayed would slit her throat if he saw her with me now.

I almost laugh.

That smug, cruel bastard would lose his mind if he knew she was bleeding with a Romano, let alone finding one.

“I didn’t come for you,” she says.

“No,” I agree. “But you brought them.”

Something glints behind her.

I don’t hesitate.

One shot.

A body crumples, face-first into gravel.

No scream. No flinch. Just danger, standing there in a white dress.

She doesn’t thank me. Doesn’t cry. Just watches me like she’s waiting for me to shoot her next.

Jesus. What kind of hell did she crawl out of?

I lower the gun… slowly.

“Name,” I demand.

“Isadora.”

Of course it is.

They always give the beautiful ones old-world names, as if that could soften the cruelty they’re born into. And sometimes they break them young, just to see how long the beauty lasts.

“You’re bleeding,” she says, stepping toward me.

I cock my head, curious. “Is that a threat or a diagnosis?”

“I can help.” She lifts her hands. “I have supplies.”

I laugh once, short, and sharp. “You think I’m going to let a Moretti patch me up?”

“You’re dying.” She nods toward the blood puddling at my boots. “And I’m unarmed.”

“Unwise.”

That almost makes her smile.

I step aside just enough for her to enter the shadowed gap behind the container.

She hesitates, like someone who’s learned that kindness always comes with a price. 

Good instincts.

But I don’t shoot her. Not yet.

“Keep your hands where I can see them.”

She kneels, rummaging through a small silver clutch she hasn’t let go of—like it holds more than just bandages. Like it holds the only leverage she has left.

Or maybe it’s all she has left of herself.

She pulls out gauze, a small flask, surgical tape.

Real supplies.

Real nerve.

“This’ll hurt,” she murmurs, pouring the flask over my wound and pressing down.

I grit my teeth. “You get off on pain?”

“Only mine.” She says it like a confession. Or a curse.

That earns a real look from me.

She meets it. There’s blood in her hair. A bruise forming along her jaw.

She’s been through hell tonight, but she still holds her head high; still works fast and efficiently, like someone who’s had to do this before. Another survivor pretending she’s whole.

“What were you running from?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer right away.

And that’s when I know the answer’s going to matter.

She finishes taping the gauze to my shoulder and sits back on her heels, breathing hard.

Her hands shake.

Not from fear, but adrenaline.

I recognize the edge.

She’s running hot, not cold.

That kind of heat makes people reckless. Dangerous.

"You know they’ll kill you too," I say.

"They tried already."

She stands, brushing gravel from her knees like she didn’t just dodge a bullet and save a Romano in the same breath.

I can’t tell if she’s brave or broken. Maybe both.

"That flash in your bag. The one that just caught the moonlight. Flash drive or detonator?"

She doesn’t answer.

"You run with secrets, sweetheart? The kind that’ll get us both killed?"

I should walk away. Should leave her to bleed for whatever sins she’s carrying. But I can’t seem to pull free.

She finally looks at me. Really looks.

"I run with leverage."

I smile. It's not a nice one.

"Then you know how to use it."

"Do you?"

Christ. She’s got a mouth on her.

Another burst of gunfire echoes farther down the docks. Sharp, metallic cracks that rattle through the damp night air and vibrate off the steel containers around us.

Not close, but not far enough.

She flinches. I don’t. I’ve lived with death so long he feels like a brother.

"We need to move," she says.

"No. We need to disappear."

I push off the wall, blood dripping from my sleeve.

She steps in before I fall, arm braced against my ribs.

She’s stronger than she looks.

Smells like sea salt, sweat, and danger.

My type, apparently.

I glance down. Her dress is torn up past her hip now. Her legs are bare and dirty. She doesn't complain.

"Safehouse," I mutter. "One mile up. Follow the train tracks. You go first. I’ll cover."

She gives me a sharp look.

"You sure you can cover anything in your state?"

I cock the Glock. "Try me."

We move. Slow, shadowed.

She leads, glancing back once every few steps.

I keep my gun trained on the dark.

We cross train tracks, past a burnt-out warehouse, through a railyard choked with weeds.

She doesn’t speak.

Neither do I.

We reach the safehouse.

A crumbling rowhouse hidden behind a rusted gate, once used for gun smuggling, and left to rot.

Inside, it smells like mildew and secrets.

I lock the door. Reinforce it with a broken chair.

"No electricity," I mutter.

"I don’t need light to see you bleeding out," she snaps.

I laugh. "Feisty."

She rips open a drawer and finds candles. Matches.

Her hands are steadier now.

In the flickering glow of a match, I see the smudge of mascara on her cheek, the faint shimmer of sweat at her collarbone.

She’s all ruin and resolve.

The light hits her collarbone, casting shadows like bruises. She doesn’t flinch from them. Neither do I.

She lights a candle and sets it between us.

"Sit," she commands.

I drop into a chair. The pain’s getting worse.

"You said they tried to kill you," I say. "Why?"

She hesitates, then sits across from me.

"Because I found out what the marriage was really for."

"Enlighten me."

She opens her small bag again, like she knew she’d need what’s inside, and pulls out a small flash drive.

"This holds shipment logs. Routes. Financial records. Human cargo manifests."

I stare. 

"They were trafficking?"

"Children. Girls. Some boys. Disguised as diplomatic shipments. The cartel. My father. Maybe even yours."

I’ve seen the crates. Heard the rumors. Never knew how deep it ran. Never let myself ask. My fingers tighten around the gun.

"I was the gift meant to keep them all in line," she says softly.

The bride who sealed the deal.

"And now you’re the match that burns it." 

I want to see it all go up in flames, with her at the center.

She meets my eyes.

"If you let me," she whispers, voice raw. "I’m not asking for protection. I’m asking for fire."

I reach for the drive.

She pulls it back.

"No. Not yet."

"Don’t play with fire unless you want to burn, Isadora."

"You already burned," she whispers. "And you’re still here."

The air between us goes tight. I rise. She doesn’t back away.

"You think saving me earns you safety?"

"No," she says. "But it earns me time."

I step closer. Her breath catches. One hand on my chest, steadying me. Or herself.

"Sleep light," I murmur. "I do."

She nods, and walks into the adjoining room, head high.

I slide to the floor with my back against the wall.

The gun across my chest.

And for the first time in a long time, I feel something sharp in my chest that isn’t a bullet.

Hope.

Or hunger.

Maybe both.

I don’t sleep. I watch her shadow stretch beneath the crack in the door.

And think about the fact that she didn’t scream.

Didn’t flinch.

Didn’t hesitate to touch my blood.

Most people recoil when they see me like this… gun drawn, soaked in crimson.

She reached for the wound like it belonged to her.

And that should terrify me.

Instead, I shift my legs. Adjust my pants. And bite down on a growl as the image of her dress riding up over her thighs and hip crawls back through my head.

I curse under my breath.

I’m not some starved soldier on leave.

But I’ve been in the dark a long time.

And she’s fire.

Temptation wrapped in silk and secrets.

I close my eyes and picture her bare legs straddling my lap.

My blood on her hands.

Her mouth opening on a gasp.

I shouldn't. But I do.

My hand drops to my belt, just to relieve the ache. Just to silence the thoughts.

I grit my teeth and picture her riding me like she owns the war I was born from.

The heat builds.

My breath shortens.

And for a few minutes, all I can feel is her.

When it’s done, I rest my head back and stare at the ceiling.

Still hard.

Still hungry.

And now I know for certain.

She’s going to get me killed.

I stay there, motionless, as the candle gutters low.

Her shadow shifts once, then disappears.

She’s lying down now, probably pretending to sleep, but I know she’s listening.

I can feel her silence like pressure on my chest.

Outside, a dog barks in the distance.

Somewhere far off, tires screech.

The city never sleeps, not when there's blood on the ground.

But inside this dead house, everything goes still.

Like we’re sealed off from the world.

I hate how peaceful it is, as peace is the lie before a knife.

My shoulder throbs in time with my heartbeat. I let it.

Pain means I’m still alive.

Pain keeps me sharp. Keeps me deadly.

I wonder if she knows she just crossed a line she can’t uncross.

Not because of the gunfire, not because of the flash drive.

Because she touched me. And it wasn’t the blood or the danger that undid me. It was the kindness. The merciless mercy.

And now I want more. The kind of wanting that gets men shot in alleyways and dumped in the river. 

But ruin built my name. 

And tomorrow, we burn everything down.








  
  

2

Isadora


Borrowed Knives





Iwas supposed to be a bride. Instead, I’m counting exits in a dead house while a Romano bleeds on the other side of that wall. 

I used to think stealing power would feel like freedom.
It’s fear that never shuts off. 

The floor creaks. Old wood settles like a warning.

I freeze, listening.

Through the cracked door, I can just make out his broad shoulders slumped against the far wall, pistol resting across his chest like a sleeping threat. A warning. A promise. And I still can’t look away.

His eyes are closed, but I know better than to assume he’s actually sleeping. Men like him don’t sleep.

They calculate. Every breath, every twitch, every shift of weight is measured.

Controlled. Lethal in the quiet.

I’ve met monsters who wore charm like a mask.

Dario doesn’t bother. He doesn’t pretend to be harmless. 

Men like my father hide the steel. Dario makes you look at it.

The kind of stillness that lives only right before violence, or right after.

And I can feel him calculating me.

Not as a threat.

As a liability he hasn’t decided whether to protect or eliminate.

It’s easy to forget, when the fire softens his face, that men like him are made for war. Not warmth.

My bare feet make no sound as I cross the room.

I find the half-rusted sink and twist the handle. Nothing comes out but a hiss.

Of course. Abandoned safehouse. Abandoned plumbing.

The pipes cough once and die.

I open a cabinet and a balled-up rag slumps beside a cheap vodka. I pour the burn over my fingers and drag the red off with the towel. 

The mirror above the sink is cracked. All I catch is a sliver of my reflection, blood on my jaw, soot in my hair, and eyes that don’t flinch anymore.

The girl who cried at broken things died in a bathroom like this—mirror cracked, heart hollow. To him, I’m a gamble. Bleeding, hunted, unpredictable.

Not a woman. A variable. One he hasn’t solved yet.

My pulse is still racing from earlier.

The dock. The gunshot behind me. The impossible way he moved… even bleeding, even hunted.

A machine built from pain and precision.

Romano.

If my father knew I was holed up in a safehouse with Dario fucking Romano, he’d call in airstrikes.

Not because he cares about me, but because of this… this is war by another name.

And I started it. I ran with secrets that could destroy him.

Secrets I meant to steal.

Information meant for the man I was promised to marry… Rafael Costa. A prince of cruelty, obedience his currency, women his bargaining chips.

If Rafael finds out where I am, and who I’m with… he won’t just punish me. He’ll destroy everything I touched on the way out.

He always said I’d burn the world down if I ever stopped playing nice.

I just didn’t think it’d be his.

"You’re awake." His voice snaps through the stillness. 

I turn.

He hasn’t moved, but his eyes are open now, dark, and sharp, like polished obsidian.

"You watched me sleep."

He lets out a low, humorless laugh. "You think I trust you enough to close both eyes?"

Fair point. And yet I slept. Like some reckless part of me believed I was safer with the devil I knew.

I lean against the counter, folding my arms.

"You were the one getting yourself off while I tried to find a place to lie down."

His mouth curves. Not quite a smile. More a warning.

“You weren’t exactly quiet,” he says. “Those little sounds you make when you dream?”

“Then stop listening, Romano. Or come take the noise out of my mouth.”

The room’s too small for what we’re not saying, and too dark to pretend we’re innocent.

My throat tightens. “I wasn’t trying to be quiet.”

He pushes to his feet, slow and stiff from the wound. 

I watch the way he favors his right side, the way blood stains the gauze I wrapped last night.

And still, he moves like a threat. A walking consequence.

"You always carry gauze in a designer clutch?" he asks.

"You always bleed out for strange women behind a shipping crate?"

"Only the dangerous ones."

He steps closer.

The candle between us flutters in the draft.

His eyes drop to the flash drive I’ve placed on the table, right in the center like an offering. Or a challenge.

"I want to use it," I say. "But not without you." 

Admitting it is a risk. Want is always a risk in a world like ours. The words surprise me. But they feel true. Maybe too true.

His brow arches. Disbelief or amusement… I can’t tell which.

"We both have enemies now," I say.

"Your own family tried to kill you. Mine sold me. That drive has the power to destroy both of them."

"Or paint a bigger target on your back."

I nod. "That too."

He circles the table.

I feel like prey.

Not the trembling kind.

The kind that doesn’t run blindly but turns sharp and snarling. Like someone done being prey.

"You have a plan?" 

I hesitate. Not because I haven’t thought it through, but because saying it out loud makes it real.

"Drop it with someone who can leak it publicly. Internationally. Let the world see what the Moretti and Costa families are really doing."

"And after?"

I hesitate.

"And after, I vanish," I say.

He grunts. "That working out for you so far?"

"I made it here."

He steps even closer. "Because of me."

"Because you haven't killed me. Yet." I hold his gaze. "Why not?" 

He doesn’t answer. The question hangs, and his eyes work it like a riddle. I know the answer; I'm just not sure I can survive saying it.

I could lie. Call it strategy, survival, leverage—but the truth is simpler.
“Because you didn’t flinch when I touched your blood. And neither did I.” 

His hand lifts, slow.
Fingers trail from my jaw to my throat. Just resting.

No pressure. But my pulse kicks.

"You still scared of me, Isadora?"

"No."

"You should be."

I swallow hard. "I think you’re scared of me."

That gets a real reaction.

For a breathless second, we’re suspended—two weapons aimed at each other with no safety left between us.

His mouth parts slightly. His eyes darken, not with rage, but recognition.

There it is. The fire under the frost. 

Not just desire. Not just power.

Recognition. Like he sees the damage and doesn’t turn away. 

He leans in just enough that I feel his breath on my cheek. 

"Next time, don’t listen through the door."

He turns and walks out. The candle keeps flickering.

And my breath still caught somewhere in my chest.

I don’t follow him. Not yet. The candle keeps burning.

But I know better than to trust fire.

It lures you close, then leaves you with ash.

Instead, I sit down where he stood and let the quiet rush in.

The flame crackles.

My hands itch to move. To fix something. Or break something.

I’ve spent my whole life being quiet, being good. But silence didn’t save me.

It only made the breaking easier when it finally came.

This safehouse is empty.

No food, no phone, no running water.

But it’s safer than where I came from.

And somehow, the man bleeding in the next room feels safer than the ones who raised me.

He doesn’t lie with words, only with omission.

Which, in my world, is the closest thing to honesty.

I should be planning.

I should be counting the hours until I run again. Until I vanish for good.

But instead, I pull a small mirror from my clutch and inspect my reflection by candlelight.

There's a bruise on my jaw, dried blood in my hairline. My mascara's smeared. I look like a ghost in silk.

I run my fingers through my hair and wince.

I can't remember the last time I looked in a mirror and saw someone real.

Someone dangerous. Someone awake.

She looks back at me now, bruised, and reckless.

And I don’t hate her for it.

There's a shuffle in the hallway.

"You hungry or just brooding in there?" Dario’s voice, rough with sarcasm, cuts through the silence.

"Do we have anything to eat?"

"Not unless you're into mold."

I laugh softly. "So... brooding, then."

I rise and follow the sound of him into what used to be a kitchen. He’s leaning against the counter, shirtless now, bandages clinging to the muscles of his chest and shoulder.

He’s found a bottle of water and offers it wordlessly.

I take it. Our fingers brush. The contact is barely a second, but it’s enough. 

"How long do we stay here?"

"Until the hunters give up, for now. Or we decide we’re tired of hiding."

He leans forward, close enough that I catch the heat from his skin.

"Tell me the real reason you ran."

I don’t answer right away. Because the real reason isn't on the flash drive.

It's in the way my father looked at me like a pawn.

In the way the groom’s fingers bruised my arm before the rehearsal dinner.

"Because they thought I was property. A gift wrapped in blood and lace, delivered to a prince who carved bruises before vows." 

And they told me to smile through it. That’s what good daughters do… die quietly and call it duty.

Dario's expression doesn't change. But something in him reacts.

I see it in the flex of his jaw.

He turns, opens a drawer.

A flick-knife, dusty but sharp, lands on the counter between us.

"Next time someone touches you like that," he says, voice low and dangerous, "leave them with fewer fingers."

There’s no smirk now. No softness. Just a man who’s killed for less, offering me the weapon to rewrite my story.

I stare at the blade. Then at him.

And for the first time since I ran, I start to feel like I’m not just escaping something.

I might be becoming something else, someone not just on the run, but willing to stand to survive.

"You ever killed someone?" he asks casually, like he’s asking if I want coffee.

I blink. "No."

"Want to learn?"

He isn’t joking. And that, more than anything, makes my pulse quicken.

"Is that what you do for fun?"

"Fun doesn’t enter into it. Survival does."

He slides the knife closer to me. "If you're going to run, make sure they remember the bite."

I pick up the blade.

It’s heavier than I expect. Like truth, like power I never thought I’d be allowed to hold, and like the weight of my own name.

I twirl it once, slowly. It catches the candlelight.

He watches me. Not the way men usually watch me—with possession or hunger. He watches like he sees something changing. 

Like he knows he shouldn’t want to be part of it.

But he does.

"Teach me," I say.

The words taste like rust and relief.

 His mouth lifts. Not a smile… a warning. 

"Tomorrow. Tonight, you sleep."

He walks past me toward the hallway. I watch him disappear.

I set the blade down and look at the door.

I could leave. Could try. But the truth is... This is the safest I’ve ever felt.

And that scares me more than anything. Because if safety looks like him, I’ve been broken in ways I don’t know how to put into words.

I stay at the table long after he's gone, my fingers tracing the knife's handle, the shape of violence made intimate.

The flame sputters low, casting his shadow on the wall even after he’s out of sight. He’s still here in the room with me.

In the press of the silence. In the breath I haven’t let go.

When I finally rise, I don’t go to the cot in the corner. I cross the hallway and stop at his door. Not to knock. Just to listen.

Soft footsteps. A shift of weight. He knows I’m there. I know he knows.

I walk back to my room, not because I’m afraid. Something about restraint feels more dangerous than surrender.

Tomorrow, I’ll hold a knife. Tonight, I hold the line.


      *** The cot is cold, but my skin still remembers the heat of him. The echo of his voice. I lie on my side and stare at the wall, at the faint silhouette of candlelight dancing with dust.

My body won't rest. Not fully.

I keep replaying the day on loop—the betrayal, the blood, the bullets. The calm way Dario pulled me behind cover and into this place that should've felt like a cage but somehow doesn’t.

The man is brutal. But it’s not his strength that haunts me. It’s the fact that, in the middle of all that death, he chose to let me live.

Mercy from someone like him isn’t kindness. It’s something deeper. And it scares me.
It’s intimacy. And now it’s mine to carry.

I don’t think he’s used to choosing mercy. It makes me wonder what it cost him.

Sleep finally drags me under, but it isn’t restful. I dream of rooms with no doors.

Of voices that sound like my father’s but wear Dario’s face. In one dream, I open my mouth to scream, but nothing comes out except the sound of gunfire.

When I wake, the candle has burned low, a wax puddle fusing to the base of an overturned mug.

I carry the dreams with me. They cling like smoke, bitter and full of warning. The light is dim. Half morning, half threat. Not quite safe.

I reach for the knife. I don’t need it. Not yet. But I like the weight of it in my hand.

The handle warms against my palm. It makes me feel grounded. A little wicked. A little more real.

In the other room, I hear him moving. Cabinets opening. Something dragged across the floor.

I don’t knock. I just walk in.

Dario is crouched by the fireplace, building a stack of dry wood pulled from some forgotten pile. 

He looks up when I enter, but he doesn’t speak. And I realize that silence with him isn’t uncomfortable. It’s earned.

He gestures to a tin can on the windowsill. "We’re having olives for breakfast. If you’re lucky."

"Luxury," I mutter.

"Welcome to the good life, Principessa."

The way he says it—not like a joke, like a promise—makes something warm bloom in my chest. I ignore it. It’s safer that way.

I sit beside him. Not too close, but not far. Just enough to feel the edge of his heat.

"What happens after we light the fire?"

He strikes the match. "We keep it low. We stay quiet. And we wait."

"Until what?"
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