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      Pain tore at my scalp, yanking me back to consciousness. A scream ripped from my throat as the Russian dragged me to my feet by my hair.

      “Don’t touch her!” Dante’s furious bellow shuddered through me, but his deep voice didn’t echo off the warehouse walls.

      My captor pawed at my chest, and revulsion twisted my stomach. I blinked hard, willing myself back to awareness.

      “I’ll touch your wife as much as I want.” My attacker’s laugh oozed over my skin, his breath hot on my neck.

      He pinned me against his front, one brawny arm an iron band around my waist. I twisted in his grip, struggling to get to Dante, the terrifying monster who would do anything to save me. He’d taken a bullet for me. He would tear through the Russians to get to me.

      “Dante!” I cried out for him, desperate.

      But even as I screamed his name, reality coalesced around me. A leering, hulking man held a phone directed at my face.

      Dante’s voice emanated from the speaker, little more than a savage growl. “Tell me where you are.”

      “You want her back?” my captor taunted. His meaty hand fisted my blouse, tearing at the delicate material. The buttons popped against the cement floor like gunshots, rending the air from my lungs. “Come and get her.”

      I screamed for Dante again, but he didn’t respond. The leering Russian pocketed the phone, cutting off the connection to my monstrous husband: my dark savior.

      A sob wracked my chest as all my oldest, deepest fears solidified around me. The Russians had me. Just like they’d captured my mother. They’d tortured her before they killed her. All to send a message to my father.

      My father, who’d sold me to the Bratva. I was bait, a trap for Dante so that the Russians would do Giuseppe’s dirty work and eliminate my sadistic husband for him.

      And they would make sure I suffered for their amusement until he came for me. Until they lured him into this warehouse and murdered him. They wouldn’t have set this up if they didn’t have the numbers to ensure his death.

      Would he come for me at all?

      My blood ran cold.

      No, he wouldn’t come. Dante was the Devil, not my savior. He wouldn’t risk his life for me if he didn’t have the upper hand. He was too calculating to walk into a trap.

      And my real husband, the man I loved, was locked in a cage, unable to get to me. Did Luca even know that I’d been taken?

      Regret honed my fear until it was sharp enough to cut, shredding my insides. I’d never confessed my feelings for him. I’d abandoned him in that hell, and all I’d gained was my own torment, a fate far worse than being the object of Dante’s dark obsession.

      The tip of the Russian’s knife scraped my collarbone, and I choked on a scream.

      It didn’t truly hurt. Not yet.

      But terror clogged my throat, fear suffusing my mind like a suffocating fog.

      The cold steel slipped beneath the heart shaped padlock that secured the matching rose gold chain around my throat.

      The glint in my tormentor’s black eyes told me that he recognized the trinket for what it was: a symbol that I belonged to Dante. His initial was engraved into the gold, marking me as his possession.

      “This is mine,” the leering man told his friends, hooking the blade beneath the padlock and yanking hard.

      I shrieked as the chain bit into my skin, but it was too thick to snap.

      The man stepped away, his sick smile never slipping. I didn’t have time to draw in a heaving breath before he returned, pressing into my personal space as though my autonomy meant nothing to him. I wasn’t a person at all; I was a pawn, a thing to be used and then discarded.

      “Please…” I managed to choke out as he hefted the bolt cutters. They were grimy with dried blood: a well-used torture implement.

      The sharp tips grazed my throat, but he didn’t cut deep when he clipped the padlock so that it fell into his waiting hand. The chain slid from my neck, the gold glistening with my blood as it snaked around his thick fingers.

      Masculine heat crushed me as they closed in, making me feverish and dizzy. I didn’t know how many of them threatened me; I couldn’t claw my way through the terror that blanketed my mind to count the hands that touched me.

      Dante’s name reverberated through the warehouse, the sound of my blind panic mingling with cruel laughter.

      Pain overwhelmed me, crushing the last flicker of my hope for rescue.

      The Devil wasn’t coming for me. Luca wasn’t coming for me.

      I would suffer and die here, alone and abused.

      I sank into agony, falling out of time and losing track of my surroundings. For a few minutes, merciful darkness closed over me, but fresh pain continually yanked me back to consciousness. The torment went on and on, until my screams died and the fire of my defiant will was extinguished.

      A feral roar thundered through the sick laughter that surrounded me, and the suffocating weight of the Russians was suddenly lifted away. I gasped for air, and oxygen flooded my lungs. The sudden shock of awareness was cruelly sharp, magnifying the pain that’d become dulled by disassociation.

      I lifted my face from the pool of warm blood beneath my cheek, the world reeling at the smallest movement of my abused body.

      Gunshots rang out in a deafening barrage. My tormentors fell around me, some screaming, others deadly silent. Guttural groans were cut off with savage swipes of wickedly sharp blades.

      Shockingly green eyes filled my world, and Dante rasped my name as he reached for me.

      The firefight continued to rage around us, but the ringing in my ears muffled the deafening booms that echoed through the warehouse.

      Dante’s calloused fingertips caressed my bloody cheek—the barest brush of his hand—before he was ripped away from me.

      I cried out at the loss, terror flooding my dulled senses.

      The Russians would kill him. My savior would die, and then I would be murdered too.

      The world wavered at the edges as I took in the horrific scene, unable to look away from the carnage.

      But it wasn’t the Russians who had Dante in their murderous grip; Luca grappled with him, a silvery blade flashing between them. Dante twisted to the side, releasing a roar of rage and pain when the knife sank into his shoulder. He shoved Luca off him, and the hilt slipped from my husband’s hand, the blade lodged deep in Dante’s flesh.

      Dante’s lips stretched in an animal snarl, and he wrenched the knife free and tackled Luca. His blood glistened on the steel as it arced toward the man I loved.

      “No!” I screamed, horror crashing through my haze of agony. “Dante, don’t!”

      The blade halted at Luca’s throat, a crimson line beading beneath the sharp edge. My husband went utterly still, and Dante growled in his rage-reddened face.

      “Stop!” I cried, struggling to my knees.

      Dante’s keen eyes cut to me, piercing my chest. The possessive fury that burned in their depths knocked the air from my lungs, but I managed to plead with him.

      “If you care about me at all, don’t hurt him,” I begged.

      He lifted the blade, raising it for a killing blow.

      My heart hammered against my ribcage with bruising force. I struggled to my feet, desperate to put my body between the Devil and my vulnerable husband.

      “I love him!” I shouted.

      Dante roared, and the knife slashed toward Luca.

      I slipped in the pool of my own blood, and the world spun. Darkness crashed over me.
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            Dante

          

        

      

    

    
      Nora’s knees buckled, and she crumpled to the blood-soaked concrete floor. She didn’t move.

      She didn’t try to get to Luca, the man she loved.

      Jealousy sank sharp black claws into my heart, but the blade in my hand shifted. I slammed the hilt into my enemy’s skull, and his eyes rolled back in his head. I’d made sure he couldn’t fight me anymore. Not when Nora’s life was on the line.

      “Fucking bastard,” I growled at my unconscious enemy. “Stupid, selfish son of a bitch.”

      Instead of prioritizing her safety, he’d tried to kill me.

      I craved to kill him, to end him so that he could never breathe the same air as her again. If I slit his throat now, he’d never be able to tell her the truth that we both knew: he loved her too.

      It was why he’d accepted this tenuous, temporary alliance with me against the Russians. It was all to save her. He would sacrifice anything for Nora.

      If you care about me at all, don’t hurt him. Her plea tormented me, staying my hand when I should’ve ended Luca’s life with one swift slash of my knife.

      An animal sound tore from my throat as I shoved away from my enemy and sheathed the blade at my side, rushing to Nora’s unnervingly still form. She was unbearably delicate, her skin too pale against the crimson pool beneath her body: a fragile, broken doll.

      Mine. She was mine, and the Russians had brutalized her.

      And it was all Luca’s fault. I still wasn’t sure exactly how she’d fallen into the Bratva’s hands, but the reckless bastard had let her flee from the safety of my estate.

      My stomach twisted. Did she loathe me so much that she felt she had to escape from our home? Had I hurt her so deeply that she truly thought I was a monster, her captor rather than her husband?

      I gritted my teeth and shoved the dark thoughts away.

      All I’d ever wanted was to protect my wife.

      I’d failed.

      I carefully gathered her up in my arms, holding her close to my chest. She didn’t stir.

      “Nora.” I rasped her name, taking in her injuries.

      She was breathing shallowly, and her face was bloody. I could see dark bruises forming on her soft skin where her clothes had been ripped away. And the slick crimson smear between her thighs…

      I howled out my rage, but I kept my hold achingly gentle. I wouldn’t do anything that might harm her. Not ever.

      Gunfire still popped around us, the battle ongoing. Luca and I had surged in first, desperate to get to Nora. Now, our men had the Russians pinned down, our combined forces more than the Bratva had bargained for.

      I scanned the warehouse for survivors in our immediate vicinity, and something gold glinted to my right. Another primal sound ripped from me at the sight of Nora’s pendant in the dead man’s hand. I snatched it back, the jagged, cut metal biting into my palm. It pained me more keenly than the wound where Luca had driven the knife into my shoulder; that pain was little more than a low buzz at the back of my mind. I was too high on adrenaline to feel it, and my full focus was centered on Nora. I had to get her out.

      The need to kill more of the Russian bastards was an itch beneath my skin, but she was more important. I would take my full revenge later, when I could truly savor their screams.

      I tried to step over Luca’s unmoving body, but my feet stuck to the concrete.

      I love him! Nora’s desperate declaration grated through my mind.

      I couldn’t leave the son of a bitch here to die. She would never forgive me. She would never love me.

      The realization hit me like a sucker punch. I didn’t simply desire my wife’s devotion; I wanted her love.

      But she’d given her heart to Luca, the weak, useless bastard.

      Her heart would break if he died today, and she’d already suffered so much. I wouldn’t be responsible for her pain.

      I’d already failed her unforgivably.

      Half a dozen men burst into the warehouse, breaking past the Russians to help rescue my wife. I recognized one of them who was loyal to Luca. The rest were mine.

      “Get Vitale out of here,” I ordered my men. “We’re going back to my estate. We’ll finish the Bratva soon enough.”

      “I can’t let you do that,” Luca’s man protested, anvil-hard jaw set with determination.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. We didn’t have time for him to get in my way.

      “Kill him.”

      Without question, one of my men shot him square in the chest.

      The obstacle between me and what I wanted was effectively eliminated. Now I just had to get Luca back to my waiting armored SUV before more of his sycophants made it to the warehouse.

      My enemy would live. I would do everything in my power to ensure his survival.

      For Nora, I would do anything.
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            Luca

          

        

      

    

    
      My head throbbed, and nausea churned my stomach. But the physical discomfort was secondary to the desperate fear that gripped me as soon as I struggled back to consciousness.

      “Nora.” I groaned her name and forced my heavy lids to open, searching for her.

      The deafening gunfire had died down, and the quiet made my blood run cold. I couldn’t hear her pleas, her screams.

      I blinked hard and gasped her name again, pushing myself upright.

      A strong hand clamped on my shoulder, shoving me back down. I didn’t hit the concrete floor; I was lying on something soft and strangely comfortable.

      “Stop thrashing, you useless bastard. You’ll hurt her.”

      I willed the world to solidify around me. Sharp green eyes pierced me, as though Dante could pin me down with the force of his will rather than his restraining hand.

      His cutting gaze quickly flicked away, his intense focus centering on Nora. She laid on the bed beside me, pale and utterly still. A man I didn’t recognize leaned over her, carefully cleaning the blood from her face so that he could study her wounds with clinical efficiency.

      “What’s happening?” I demanded, capturing her chilled fingers in mine. “Where are the Russians?”

      I tried to sit upright again, but Dante forced me back down. Pain jarred my head, and the room swam around me. I willed away the darkness that flickered at the edges of my vision, clinging to consciousness so that I could stay with her.

      “I killed as many of them as I could before I got her out, no thanks to you,” Dante growled at me, but his intense attention remained fixed on Nora’s bloody face. “We’re back at my estate. She’s safe now.”

      I tore my gaze from her to study my surroundings. My stomach dropped when I recognized the setting: we were in Dante’s bedroom. He’d saved her from the Bratva, but he’d dragged us both back to hell.

      “She will never be safe with you,” I seethed. “Let her go.”

      His eyes blazed, fixing on me once again. They burned into me, his hatred searing my soul. “You did this,” he hissed. “I don’t know how, but this is your fault. You knew that she’d left the safety of the estate. You let them get to her.” He bared his teeth at me. “I should kill you slowly for that.”

      I snarled right back at him. He was the one who was meant to be dead. But my blade had missed its mark. A thick bandage was wrapped around his shoulder, already soaked through with blood. But the fucker was still breathing. The injury I’d inflicted didn’t seem to pain him at all; he was too consumed by his rage and loathing to notice the wound.

      Or maybe it was his concern for Nora that kept him upright. Despite his contempt for me, his gaze strayed back to her, his sharp features pinching as though her agony was his own.

      I focused on her, too, addressing the man I surmised was Dante’s private physician. “How is she?” I asked. “What did they do to her?”

      “You know what they did!” Dante thundered, but he didn’t make a violent move against me. All his muscles locked up tight, and a vein pulsed at his brow as he glowered at me. “And it’s your fault.”

      My stomach sank. “I had to get her away from you.” The excuse was bitter on my tongue. “Her father sent Giana to retrieve her. I wasn’t going to deny her the chance to escape this hell.”

      “She doesn’t need to escape from me,” he barked. “She is my wife. And you let her run straight into a Russian ambush. They must’ve grabbed her when she was on the way to her father’s house. For all I know, they might’ve attacked Giuseppe too. I haven’t been able to reach him. I could’ve used his men to kill more Russians during the assault.”

      My fists flexed. I hoped the Bratva had killed Giuseppe, my oldest, most hated enemy. Although, he deserved to die by my hand after abusing Nora for years. And after how he’d caused my own mother’s death. If the callous bastard had died, I hoped it’d been slow and painful.

      Dante’s attention strayed to Nora again. “How is she?” he asked the doctor, voice gravelly with something like fear.

      Nora hadn’t so much as stirred during our argument. She’d been bleeding from a head wound. I could see that she was breathing, but that didn’t mean she’d ever wake up.

      “She’ll live.” The doctor responded in clipped, clinical tones. “Nothing is broken, but I’ll monitor her head injury for the next few days. She’ll be in a considerable amount of pain for a while, but she’ll heal.”

      Dante sagged with relief, leaning against the bedpost for support. He quickly straightened and went to her bedside, carefully taking her small hand in both of his. He held her as if she was made of glass.

      I kept my own careful hold on her other hand, my mind sticking on Dante’s accusation.

      You know what they did! And it’s your fault.

      The Russians had brutalized the woman I loved.

      Another memory flashed through my mind: I love him!

      Nora had declared her love for me while she begged for my miserable life, for Dante to spare me from a killing blow.

      Guilt tore at my heart more keenly than any blade. The Russians had raped my wife, and it was my fault. I’d told Nora to flee with her sister. I’d urged her to leave Dante’s estate, when I knew that they’d staged an ambush nearby only a day earlier. Dante had taken a bullet to save her during that assault, and it’d only been a few miles away from his defensive walls. I’d allowed her to run straight into the Bratva’s waiting hands.

      I wasn’t worthy of her love; I’d never been worthy of her. I’d been selfish and used her for my own ends, and then I’d failed to protect her from Dante’s sick games. Now I’d failed her in the worst way. It was unforgiveable.

      I released her hand as though her chilled fingers had burned me, unable to bear the tender contact when I knew I didn’t deserve to touch her.

      She groaned, and her hand twitched toward me. “Luca…” My name was a barely intelligible mumble, and the pain that laced her voice cut at my soul.

      “Hold her hand, you selfish fuck,” Dante seethed. “I will do anything for my wife, even if that means letting you touch her.” His lips twisted as though the words were sour. “The Russians might’ve broken her, thanks to you, but I’ll do whatever it takes to put her back together again. You should be screaming for death right now for what you’ve done, but I won’t kill you because that would hurt her.”

      My heart sank. It would hurt her because she loved me.

      Reluctantly, I wrapped my fingers around hers, squeezing in a small pulse of comfort even though the contact turned my stomach. My unworthiness was poison in my veins, making me sick with the knowledge that I’d failed her in the worst way.

      “I still have Gabriele and Lorenzo as my hostages,” Dante reminded me sharply. “Don’t test me, or they will suffer. Just because you’re not in your cell, that doesn’t mean you’re not my prisoner. I won’t harm you, but I won’t hesitate to torture your friends.”

      My fingers tightened around Nora’s as impotent rage pulsed through my self-loathing, a toxic mix of emotions.

      “Luca…” Her lashes fluttered, but her eyes didn’t quite open.

      “I’m here.” I choked out the promise. “I’m right here.”

      “You’re safe, Nora,” Dante murmured, his full attention fixed on her again.

      “Dante?” she whispered, and jealousy punched me. “You came…”

      “I will always come for you,” he swore. “I will always protect you. The Russians will die for what they did. They will never touch you again.”

      She jolted at the mention of the Russians, then went limp on a groan as the movement jostled her head injury.

      Dante cursed and motioned to the doctor. “Give her something for the pain.”

      “No!” I barked, fresh fear gripping my heart.

      They couldn’t give her opioids. For a moment, memories of my mother’s broken form lying in her hospital bed assailed me. They’d given her plenty of painkillers after my father had beaten her in retaliation for her affair with Giuseppe. She’d become addicted, and two years later, she’d died of an overdose.

      “My wife won’t suffer for one more second,” Dante seethed. “And you are the last person who will cause her pain ever again.” He nodded to the doctor. “Go ahead.”

      I gritted my teeth as I watched the needle ease into her arm.

      I didn’t want Nora to suffer. She must be in agony after what the Russians had done to her. I couldn’t let her succumb to their torment for another moment.

      I took a breath and forced my own dark memories and fears away. I wouldn’t allow my wife to become addicted. She could get the medical treatment she needed, and I would protect her from the potential consequences.

      When the tension eased from her pinched features, Dante barked at the doctor again. “Check his head.”

      “But your shoulder⁠—”

      “I’m fine.” Dante cut him off and glowered at me. “You don’t get to die, you selfish son of a bitch. I won’t do that to her.”

      “I’m not hurt,” I ground out, ignoring the throb in my head. I’d suffered far worse, and I didn’t want them to drug me too. I wanted to stay with Nora, not be unconscious. I wouldn’t leave her vulnerable to Dante.

      “Shut up, or I’ll cut out Lorenzo’s tongue,” he threatened coldly. “I won’t do anything that might hurt her, and that includes making sure you survive. She loves you.” He spat the words.

      The reminder of her desperate declaration knifed through my heart.

      My fault. What’d happened to her was my fault. Her father might’ve sent Giana to free her, but I’d urged her to go. I’d commanded her to run straight into the Russians’ waiting hands.

      So, I let the doctor check my head injury. It was nothing compared the agony of my failure, and I easily ignored the small flare of pain as he prodded me. I was so focused on her that I didn’t even notice when the needle pricked my arm. Warm darkness crept in at the edges of my mind, and I growled a slurred curse at Dante. I didn’t want to pass out. I wanted to stay with her.

      He ignored me, his intense green gaze fixed on her face as he tenderly stroked her hair back from her cheek. The nauseating image was the last thing I saw before the drugs dragged me under.
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