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      The Craving in Slumber is book 2 of The Fractured Ever Afters series. While this can be read as a standalone, there is an overarching plot so it is recommended to read the books in order. Start for free with The Hunt in Elusion,

      

      This book has content some people may find triggering. Please visit this link for the list of triggers. Feel free to contact me with any questions.

      

      If you’ve read The Hunt in Elusion, you’ll know the eldest Corsetti son, Hawke, will be making an appearance in this book. Hawke’s story is Burning Notes, book 4 of my  Captive Writings series. This book has been written to be separate from that series, and other than character crossover, it is not required to read Captive Writings. If you want Hawke’s story directly from himself, you will find it in Burning Notes. If you have questions or concerns, feel free to reach out.

      

      Note, I’m Canadian. I write using Canadian/UK spelling. This means words will have U’s in them, or double LL’s. (colour, flavour, signalling, etc.) These are not typos.

      

      That’s all. Happy reading!
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        Rosen

      

      

      Visiting Dad always brings me peace. For a little while, I’m not the head soldier of the Corsetti family, but simply a son. A regular person dropping by to see a family member.

      The black, rusted, beat-up Jeep parked in the driveway confirms he’s home, so I knock on the front door. I hadn’t mentioned I’d be coming by, in case I got called away last minute.

      Feet shuffle on the other side almost immediately, and the door I’ve walked through countless times growing up, swings open, revealing my father. His outfit of choice, a colourful wool cardigan, sweats, and slippers, always throws me, considering growing up, he was almost always dressed in clothing mirroring my own—all black and tactile.

      “Rosen!” he exclaims. “My boy, how are you?” His arms come up to hug me, which I return, using the moment to check the strength of his aging body.

      Dad retired a couple years ago, around the time Nico was made the underboss of the Corsetti family. After serving Lorenzo, Nico’s father, for so long, being in a highly-trusted position, the doctor said he’d be struggling to keep up with the demands of the Corsetti lifestyle if he kept going. So Lorenzo authorized an early retirement with a full pension in Dad’s name.

      Dad releases me and backs into the house, waving me forward. After a quick, habitual scan of the quiet Outremont neighbourhood, checking for anything amiss, I shut the door, kick off my shoes, and follow him into the living room.

      I drop onto the faded blue couch along one wall, examining the moderately-sized living room. Dad hasn’t changed much in this place from how Mom had it before she died a few years ago. Breast cancer took her from us much too soon. Dad’s determined to keep the environment the same, which means a house so tidy, it’s like living in a museum.

      “It’s been a few weeks since you last visited,” Dad comments, lifting a mug up from the table beside him. “How’s the Corsettis been?”

      “Well—” I grimace, thinking about the whirlwind of drama that fell upon Nico’s shoulders in such a short amount of time. First, his father demanding he find a fiancée worthy of the Corsetti name, and then our enemy’s stepdaughter, Della, trying to lure him to his death, who, despite everything, will soon be his wife. His younger sister is also coming home in a few days for the first time since being sent away when she was six-years-old. “That’s basically why I’m here. It might be a while until I can visit again.”

      “Nico sending you away on a job?”

      “Not away. I’ll be in the city. They’re bringing Aurora home and have asked me to be her personal bodyguard until her engagement in the coming months.”

      Over his mug, Dad’s brows rise. “That’s huge, Rosen. I’m proud of you.”

      Of course, he is. Dad’s entire life has been about protecting the Corsettis. In hindsight, I have no idea how Mom managed it.

      “That poor girl,” Dad muses. “I mean, that entire situation was a lot on the family. First with Hawke’s kidnapping and—” He stops, cutting himself off from detailing the abuse Nico’s older brother experienced. “And then him leaving. As a father, I can understand Lorenzo and Caterina’s fears about wanting to keep Aurora safe, but also,” his expression pinches, as though in physical pain for disagreeing with the family he holds in such high regard, “forgetting your child in an entire other province is a bit much. Even for me.”

      At least we agree on that point. Even Nico does, which is why the moment he became underboss, he was determined to bring her home.

      Fifteen years ago, Aurora Corsetti, who was six at the time, was sent to a private boarding school at a convent after Nico’s oldest brother, Hawke, was kidnapped and raped by men who wanted to bring the Corsettis to their knees. When her parents sent her away, they were determined to hide her from the world, but she’s never returned. Now, she’s a twenty-year-old woman, still stuck at the school, two years after graduating.

      I hardly remember her, barely interacted with her back then because my time was spent learning how to fight. Being around Nico and Rafael’s age, and with Dad’s role as Caterina’s personal guard, I grew up with the Corsettis knowing one day I’d be inducted as a soldier as well. When Nico and Rafael trained, as well as Hawke before he left, I trained with them. In a way, it helped me become a better soldier; I’ll not only die for them because of the oaths I have taken, but also because they’re genuine friends to me.

      “It’s gonna be a long year,” I murmur, blowing out a breath. Leaning back into the couch’s cushion, I position an arm across the back and kick up one leg over the other, attempting to relax the gnawing making my muscles tight.

      “It’s an honour,” Dad counters. “You know, during those dark days when Lorenzo stole Caterina away from her wedding, I was the soldier they had guard her door to ensure she didn’t go anywhere. Lorenzo trusted me with her, and Nico feels the same about you with his sister. This is a good thing.”

      “Except, it’s coming at an inconvenient time. Something’s happening in the family.” I don’t say what because, with Dad’s retirement, he’s no longer privy to this information. “I should be working on that situation instead of babysitting.” My tone turns harsher as I attempt to tamp down the growing frustrations expanding in my chest.

      Dad tilts his head to the side. “Is that what you see it as? Look at it as a respected position, son. It’s a sign of ultimate trust. Anyone could run around with a gun and get whoever’s threatening the family, but only you can protect Aurora.”

      I should have known how this conversation would go. He’s not wrong, I guess, if I wanted to look at it like that, but still…I throw a grunt into the silent air in response. “I guess. But you know me; I’d rather be in the field than following her on shopping trips.”

      Since Nico gave me the order a few weeks ago, it’s all I’ve been considering. The girl grew up secluded from the outside world, with only younger children and damn nuns as her company. She’s bound to be the meekest, most boring woman now, only interested in what this life has to offer her. Which means being around her will prove to be a very mind-numbing time.

      Dad shrugs, showing no sympathy. “Well, this was your order. Besides, the months will pass quickly. Visit when you can, but don’t stress yourself out trying to come here. I understand your job and what it requires. Aurora Corsetti comes before me.” He pauses before adding, “Besides, think about her and what this means. She’ll be brought back to a life she barely knows, let alone understands. Don’t be an ass to the poor girl and make her life more miserable. You’ll be the one constant around her, so play nice.”

      Again, Dad with his great advice, except he’s forgotten one major thing: my role doesn’t demand emotional support. Aurora Corsetti will have to search inside her family for that.

      I’m guarding her. Nothing more.

      “Be sure to visit Poppy in the hospital before you start this task,” Dad suggests. “I’m sure they’d appreciate a visit from you.”

      “They’re next on my list. Enough of all that. How have you been, Dad?”
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        * * *

      

      After visiting my sister and nephew, I return to the Corsetti mansion, heading straight to Nico’s office, instead of down to my room. He’s in his usual place behind his desk, with Rafael reclining in one of the two chairs across from him.

      “How’s your dad?” Rafael asks the moment I shut the door.

      “Good.” I drop into the free chair, focusing on Nico. “You wanted to see me.”

      Nico leans back, nodding slowly, the look of a man who has a lot going on. “I have the jet scheduled for takeoff at nine in the morning tomorrow. You’ll fly to Toronto, pick her up from the convent, and then return to the jet right away. By mid-afternoon, you’ll both be home.”

      I give Nico the nod of agreement he’s looking for while my heart burns with empathy for the Corsetti princess. After speaking with Dad, my annoyance over the task hasn’t lessened, but I suppose I understand why I was chosen for this job.

      There’s a lot of changes coming to Aurora’s life very soon, and mine as well. All my focus will be on a single individual. My other tasks are secondary to keeping her safe. I’m not even sure how to act around her. Most of my time is spent around Nico and Rafael, and the other men, where it’s easy to be myself, but Aurora might require something else.

      “Della had the idea of moving up our engagement party and wedding,” Nico continues, “to get Aurora used to us quicker. Rather than having a welcome-back party with all the attention on her, Aurora might feel more comfortable sharing it. So she’ll be re-introduced to society then.”

      Days ago, he became engaged to Della Lambert, Stefano De Falco’s stepdaughter and the woman who was sent to infiltrate Nico’s life. She managed to almost win, but stole his heart in the process, the same he did to her. She was forgiven when revealing the purpose behind her actions—protecting her younger sister, Ariella. I won’t admit it, but I’m a bit afraid of a woman with so much ability within her small frame.

      “That all sounds like it’ll go south, Nic, if I’m being honest. You really think Aurora will enjoy being thrown into the thick of things?” Rafael asks, skeptical.

      “And,” Nico adds, completely ignoring his brother, “the Rossis are also invited to the wedding. Rossi and Aurora will not be engaged for many more months, but this is a time for them to meet.”

      Erico Rossi, Underboss of the New York Famiglia is a smart alliance for Nico to make. They’re a ruthless crime family I can’t help but admire from afar. Aurora will want for nothing by his side. Besides, the quicker this engagement happens, the sooner my babysitting duty will end.

      A strange noise comes from Rafael’s throat before he speaks. “Day one of her being home and she’ll already despise you. You’re asking for bloodshed at this point.”

      Nico’s eyes shift from me to his younger brother, hardening in a cold look of contempt. “She’ll learn. Mother and Father made a mistake by sending her away, considering Hawke’s assailants had been dealt with at the time. She’s been there too long, and it’s time for her to claim her place.”

      All I see is the picture Nico showed me the other month when he first gave me this task. Amidst the noisy club, that picture captured the entirety of my focus. The way she was looking dismissively off to the side, like she couldn’t be bothered to glance at the camera, the wind catching her blonde curls and waving them around, even in the still image.

      Rafael laughs, leaning over, and sending a slap to my forearm. “Fuck, do I ever pity you, Rosen. Remember, she’s a Corsetti. Raised apart from us or not, our stubborn-ass blood runs through her veins. She’ll be interesting on the trip home.”

      “She knows what’s expected of her,” Nico cuts in. “She’ll be fine.”

      Not that I’d admit it, but I side with Rafael in this. No person would be “fine” with being raised away from her true life and family, dragged home by a guard, and then shoved back into the life she was forced to leave, expected to be pleasant during it all. Not that I want to deal with her attitude, but I’d get why she’d have one if she did.

      I also wonder if she’s aware of her upcoming realities. Rossi isn’t a bad man necessarily; I haven’t heard of him abusing women or anything of the sort, but he is a Made Man, and the New York mafia is known to be more violent. He’s the best of the worst, if anything.

      “I’ll handle it,” I reassure them both—as well as myself. In the end, my empathy toward her is secondary to the vows I made to her family. I’ll get her home, even if I must hogtie her to do so.

      “Thank you, Rosen,” Nico says, pushing himself further into his leather desk chair with the deep sigh of a man who carries too much weight on his shoulders.

      Rafael shakes his head at his brother. “Dude, you’re insane to be moving these celebrations up. Even you can’t pull off the last-minute planning they’ll require. Money won’t make this happen, sorry to inform you.”

      Nico lifts his chin a fraction. “A wedding planner’s coming here tomorrow. Mother, Della, and Ariella will be meeting with her. But that’s beside the point because there’s more.” He glances at me for a long, bated second, and then his brother. “Della insisted I reach out to Hawke and invite him to the wedding…so I did.”

      “Shit!” Rafael and I both curse at the same time. Rafael slides to the end of his chair, his hands tightly gripping the edges of his seat. Of everyone, he was the one who took Hawke leaving the hardest.

      “He’s agreed to come.”

      What?

      “What?” Rafael verbalizes, this time lifting to his feet. He almost falls forward, his hands landing on the desk’s surface as he leans toward his brother. “Nic, you better not be fuckin’ with me. This isn’t a joke.”

      Without breaking eye contact, Nico reaches into his desk drawer and pulls out a folded-up piece of paper. “I wouldn’t joke about something like this.” He slides the sheet of paper toward us, gesturing for Rafael to take it. “He had very clear stipulations, which is where you,” his eyes flick to me, “come in. We do this right; we might get both our siblings back. Him and Aurora.”

      I reach for the paper that Rafael hands me after he’s done reading over it and skim Hawke’s response, answering the question I was about to ask.

      “Protect his girlfriend.” I toss the sheet back onto the desk in front of me. “Easy.”

      “He’s killed for her, remember. He’s made it known; he’ll do it again if he feels he must. Rosen, you know I want you there as a guest. Job title or not, you’re one of us. I don’t want you working the same way everyone else will be, but watch out for Aurora, and Hawke and his girlfriend. Keep people away from them. If Hawke’s coming here, we play by his rules. No one says shit to them, whether it be a cousin, my father, or the fucking staff, we shut it down.”

      In all my years of working here, Nico never bows down to others. The lengths he’s going to ensure Hawke will not regret visiting speaks volumes as to what this means to him.

      I nod. “Done, Nico.”

      “I can’t…” Nico trails off, speaking lower than before, with less force. He slumps back in his seat and his arms drop, limply, onto his armrests. “We can’t lose this opportunity. This is a miracle I never believed we’d get.” He focuses on Rafael, who I’m not sure has blinked since reading the letter. “When he asked for help, it was different. But the expression he had when telling me goodbye said everything. He’s determined to not be us.”

      While I don’t have as large of a stake in Hawke’s visit as Nico and Rafael, once I trained alongside him, and the idea of seeing him again is exciting. Last I knew him, he was a scrawny kid who threw skillful punches.

      “Are you telling Aurora about Hawke?” Rafael asks. “Personally, I don’t think we should shock her at the ceremony when he’s there. She’ll have enough to deal with.”

      Nico slowly nods as his brother makes his point. “No, yeah, maybe. I don’t know. That’s a big thing to wrap her mind around.”

      “Our parents?”

      Nico points to the letter. “You read what he wrote. Hawke’s adamant I don’t inform them. I think he hopes to slip in and out and not even alert them to his arrival. But, you know what? We’re respecting that request because if he can get away without our parents knowing they’re here, good. It’ll avoid a fucking scene—because they’ll certainly cause one—and at the end of the day, the wedding is for Della and me. I won’t take that from her, so for the sake of everyone’s sanity, no, I’m not telling them.”

      If Lorenzo and Caterina were to ever find out we all kept this from them, none of us would be safe. Heads would roll. Lorenzo Corsetti is ruthless, right from the moment his own father was killed, and he kidnapped Caterina in response. If he were to learn of Hawke being there, I can’t even imagine his reaction.

      “It sounds like these next few weeks will be a shitshow,” Rafael breaks the heaviness lingering in the room, “between the wedding and all that’s involved, Aurora’s re-arrival, Hawke’s appearance…Fuck, bro. You can’t do simple.”

      “Let’s not forget De Falco,” I comment, adding the final straw to that messy pile of hay he’s listed out. “No idea where he is at this moment, and with so much happening, he’s bound to use this opportunity.”

      “To get farther away or to attack is the question,” Rafael finishes.

      Silently, Nico grabs his glass and then his brother’s, and stands, heading for the small bar he keeps on the far side of his office. He uncorks the glass bottle of bourbon and refills the two glasses before adding a third to the mix. Then he returns to distribute them before retaking his chair.

      “No, I don’t do simple,” he comments on his brother’s previous statement. “I don’t because I know this family lives by the oaths we take. Here’s to us making it through the next few weeks.”

      He tosses back his drink, and I do the same, reflecting on the meaning behind that oath.

      Unisciti a leale. Muori leale

      Join loyal. Die loyal.
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        Aurora

      

      

      “And that’s how Sleeping Beauty found her prince and her happy ending,” I conclude, shutting the book and standing from my chair between the two rows of beds.

      Ten curious faces with the largest eyes and smallest button noses peer up at me from their dorm-room beds. They blink, sleepiness falling over them, but youthful determination has most leaping onto their knees, some going as far as crawling to the end.

      “Can you read it again?” Miranda asks, her smile large and eager. She’s practically bouncing from where she’s kneeling on the bed closest to me. One bounce too hard and I imagine her tiny form would fall from the bed.

      I tuck the book beneath my arm, shaking my head. “Sorry, you know I have to follow the rules. If I keep you up any later than you already are, I’ll be the one to get in trouble.” Not that I haven’t done that before. Especially since I have only a short time left here.

      A chorus of Awws carry through the room, and every syllable from their tiny lungs is a knife to my heart. One more slice, and they’ll see me be a blubbering mess. I never believed I’d be hesitant to leave the convent since, for the longest time, it was all I dreamed about. But this place has become home, and these kids are the lifeline for my sanity.

      “S-sorry, girls,” I push out through the growing pain in my chest, which makes it more difficult to breathe. “Tomorrow, I’ll choose a new fairy tale for you.”

      “What about the one where the girl falls in love with the beast and becomes a princess?” Carrie calls out. Her hands fold dramatically against her chest as she gushes, “That one’s my favourite.”

      I chuckle. “Didn’t we do that one the other night?”

      “So?” Another girl, Lily, shrugs with her question, backing up Carrie’s choice.

      “All right.” I scan the room, catching all their excitedly expectant gazes. “Anyone not want to read that story again?”

      For the first time ever in this dorm room, there are absolute crickets amongst the girls.

      “You got it,” I conclude after a couple of seconds when there’s no disagreement. “For now, sleep, all of you.”

      I complete my standard goodnight process by going around the entire room, hugging each child goodnight and tucking them in. Life here without these kids would be so different, and while each one of us has a story before ending up here—one I would change for them if I could—I can never describe the gratitude I have for all of us being stuck together. If it takes a damn story each night for these children to feel loved, then I’ll read them a million.

      I wish someone did that for me twelve years ago.

      No one deserves to be abandoned by their family, forced to grow up around strangers, creating a second family due to circumstance. We’ve come to rely on each other. Not that the nuns don’t do their part, but they’re also our teachers and guardians. Birthdays, holidays, any major life events, we only have each other to celebrate with. Being removed from regular society means we lose out on a lot of regular childhood experiences we should otherwise be having.

      Which is why I love these kids. As they grow, my activities change, as I’m frequently doing crafts and sports with the middle grade students, the kids who used to sleep in this dorm before they aged out. No one did that for me when I was in their place, so over the years here, I’ve become determined to care for them until their biological families remember them. Every night in the elementary wing, I read the girls a bedtime story, and I spend breakfast with the boys, giving them the attention they all deserve.

      After waving my final goodbye, I head for the door, shutting it behind me. Leaving them causes my heart to break all over again because any one of these nights could be my final visit.

      What’s worse about being taken away from the kids is the limbo I’m currently in. The Sisters haven’t been able to give me a set date because my family hasn’t provided one, which is beyond inconsiderate.

      The storybook of Sleeping Beauty feels heavier in my grip and I’m half tempted to throw it away, except the girls enjoy the stupid tale too much, so I won’t. Everyone knows the story, of course. Girl sent away for her own safety when the villain threatens her with death. Raised by her three fairy godmothers, away from her royal family until they call her back.

      It’s like my parents used the damned fictional story as a fucking manual for my actual life.

      I am Aurora Corsetti, of the Corsetti mafia family who rules Quebec. Princess of the mafia, daughter to the boss, sister to the underboss—based on the reports I’ve gotten from the Sisters here. Sent away for my protection when my mother had a breakdown after my oldest brother, Hawke, was harmed.

      Or, that’s what I’ve been told at least.

      It wasn’t even a full week after Hawke’s rescue when my own bags were packed. My brother’s kidnappers were rightfully murdered by our father, but that didn’t seem to ease my parents’ psychotic worries.

      Imagine being six, beyond confused and scared, brought to a boarding school—sorry, convent—where strangers expected you to immediately fall in line and accept your new reality. Where older students sent pitying stares your way. Imagine growing up with only pictures of your family. Never a phone call or even a fucking letter from them. Absolutely no contact whatsoever because, apparently, they had the insane idea it would be safer. Fast forward fifteen years later, and the only thing I really know about my family is that we share the same last name.

      This whole scenario is all fucking bullshit if you ask me.

      Walking down the hallway, there’s a lone table with a row of candles for décor by a window. I abandon the stupid book on it, annoyed I chose that one today, when it hits so close to home.

      Am I a tad pissed off at this entire situation? Just a “tad.”

      I make it back to my bedroom, undisturbed. Bedroom. Home. Pick a term. This is the room I’ve had since I was twelve, when the nuns move children from shared dorms to individual spaces. The walls are still decorated with the unicorn lights I once enjoyed. The bedspread has been updated with more muted shades of green, changing out the bright one I used to have. The small desk across from the bed houses a laptop, which is locked down, only authorized to reach certain programs and websites to complete my school work.

      Even now, having graduated over two years ago, they still don’t allow me the freedom I should have. Something about my safety—and probably orders from my family, so I don’t search them up.

      Wandering through the small space, I go to the attached bathroom to shower and wash my face before climbing into bed after a typical boring day. Hanging out with the younger kids is my only entertainment, since I no longer have classes to occupy me, let alone any of my other friends.

      Children from prominent families often end up here to remain safe during their schooling. It’s a small group, but there’s enough of us—a few dozen. There are no rules with how long a stay can be; a family can place their child here for a short time, or longer. This place is hidden in a small neighbourhood in Toronto, where, despite the bustling city down the road, people won’t look for us. Heavily-secured, cameras at every angle, we’re protected from everything but the monsters that lurk under the bed and inside our heads.

      Over the years, I’ve watched more and more of my friends get to return to their families, while I’ve been forced to remain here. Perhaps it’s why I connect with the younger kids so much. Besides the nuns, they’re my only constant. At least for a few years before they’re taken home.

      With my head on my pillow, I’m able to see the bedroom window above my head, and the moon shining through it. So large, so bold. A sign of endless possibilities. I imagine that other people my age are out partying beneath the moonlight. Enjoying life. Enjoying their freedom.

      While I’m dreading the moment mine finally begins after so long of nothing.

      Since the Sisters told me “soon” a few days ago, I’ve been a bundle of mixed emotions. On one hand, I’m pleased to finally go home, even if there are other sentiments alongside it: fear of being thrown into a new world where people will expect shit from me; anxiety of a litany of unknowns that I won’t understand; stress of living up to my last name. On the other hand, I’m being forced to leave what’s been home for so long as well as the kids, knowing there’s no one my age who’ll read to them, who’ll be a comforting older sibling for them.

      Soon. What’s “soon?” A year. I mean, after fifteen of them, one year could be considered soon in comparison. Or is it a matter of days?

      I sigh, the sound heavy in my silent, cramped room.

      Corsetti.

      A name that’s meant nothing to me for years, but will soon consume my entire being. I don’t know what I’m supposed to be to these people. Mafia princess. Daughter. Baby sister to three older brothers—Hawke, who I know escaped this life before I was sent off; Nico, who became the heir; and Rafael, the middle child.

      If what I’ve heard is true, there might be one other title attached to me soon. That brief notion has my hands knotting in the blanket with trepidation and rage.

      Wife.

      The nuns were always honest about my family and their lifestyle. Arranged marriages are commonly used as a way to fuse families together and make strong alliances. I’m sole Corsetti female; the only daughter of Lorenzo and Caterina Corsetti. Sister to the current underboss. The nuns haven’t directly stated it, but they’ve inferred what’s to happen to me. I’ll be a desired connection, but worse than that…I’ll be used.

      A pawn. A game piece they sent away and returned only when I was essential.

      “Fucking bullshit,” I whisper into the empty room. “If they think I’ll fall in line and become someone’s fucking wife, they’re going to find out who they’re dealing with.”

      I am a product of their own mistakes. They sent me away. Didn’t raise me as a Corsetti; therefore, they don’t get a trained pet to parade around now.

      Take me from the only life I’ve known—fine.

      Force me to be who they need me to be—not happening.

      Suddenly, I can’t wait for them to come for me.
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        Rosen

      

      

      “Fucking hate this city,” I grumble as I weave the Coupe Nico had waiting for me on the tarmac through the neighbourhood where the convent is located. I’ve been able to avoid the traffic-heavy areas of Toronto, but there’s a chaotic vibe in this place my skin itches to get away from.

      As I approach the wrought-iron gates of the convent, I poke my head out the window I rolled down, tipping my head up toward the camera positioned there and waiting for them to grant me entrance. Nico had already sent them my picture this morning, so they’d know who to be expecting.

      As anticipated, the gates open with a loud crank, and I drive straight up the gravel driveway, parking off to the side of it, by the grass line. I get out and do a visual sweep of the area, spotting all the cameras on the building. This place should be secure, considering the people—children—living within its walls.

      I stride to the old-style, large wooden doors, but before I can knock, it swings open, an older woman dressed in a habit standing there. She smiles at my approach and gestures for me to enter.

      “Please come in, Mr. Carrigan.”

      “Thanks.” I step inside, my hands immediately brushing against the weapons I’m carrying: a gun in my waistband and a knife strapped to my side. A force of habit when entering unfamiliar places, even if there should be nothing evil in this place. Children and nuns. Can’t get much safer than that.

      And a Corsetti princess who’ll despise you.

      “My name is Sister Mary Weather, but please, call me Sister Mary. Pleased to meet your acquaintance. This way.” She begins walking down the connected hallway. “She’s out in the garden, where I’ve asked her to wait. Figured it’s a better place for her to yell at you than inside, where the other children can overhear.” Sister Mary throws a smirk over her shoulder.

      Huh. A nun with a sense of humour.

      “What’s she like?” I find myself asking. Not sure why. Maybe so I can bring back new information to Nico.

      Not because I pity the girl whatsoever.

      Sister Mary’s steps slow, falling in line with mine. Her hands weave together in front of her habit as she muses, “She’s a quiet girl when she wants to be, but certainly a handful.” She pauses, rolling her lips together, and I can tell she’s attempting to formulate more details.

      “What aren’t you saying?” Oh, fuck, why do I suddenly get the feeling I’m not being paid enough for this shit?

      The Sister’s steps halt. “A couple months ago, we caught her sneaking off the property. The first time, we stopped her the moment she left the compound, but the second time,” she shrugs, seeming now unbothered by this traitorous admittance, “we let her go. I had someone trail her, to ensure her safety.”

      A mix of awe and annoyance swirl in my gut. Slipping out of a place we’re told has top security measures is impressive, but there’s also a litany of reasons her being away from here is a bad idea.

      “Have you told the Corsettis?” Nico mentioned being told she tried to sneak away, but not about a successful instance.

      “No.” She picks up her steps again, this time much slower.

      “Why allow something against their rules and yours?”

      “To speak plainly: we do what we can for everyone here, but ultimately, we’re not their true family. Aurora has spent most of her life here. Longer than most, and longer than anyone who’s come before her. She’s tenacious, so it doesn’t surprise me she found the single blind spot that we had. That’s been fixed since her initial attempt, but we still let her out because I sympathized with her.” She sighs, gesturing toward the walls. “Aurora is more than a student here, especially in these last two years. She cares for the younger children, helps tend to the garden, and continuously decorates these walls with the artwork her and the children create.” She motions her hands at the walls, hung with paper banners, painted canvases, and other crafty creations.

      There’s a sense of admiration on the woman’s face, drawing me to conclude, “You care for her.”

      “We all do,” she murmurs, nodding her head slowly. “She’s a good person, and I understand the realities of her role. By the time she turned eighteen and no one retrieved her,” her sharp gaze cuts to me, blame evident, “it made sense she wanted to explore the outside world. She’s restless here. When we realized she wasn’t doing anything indecent or going anywhere of importance, it became apparent she wanted, even needed, a small sliver of freedom. She believes we never knew, so we haven’t said otherwise.”

      “Where did she go?” I ask, mentally preparing to have to report her response to Nico. He and his parents will be pissed to learn the place they paid extremely high amounts of money to, to keep Aurora locked inside and safe, allowed her to wander the busy streets of Toronto.

      “Around.” Sister Mary gestures, indicating the neighbourhood beyond. “We kept expecting her to head for downtown, even if that’s quite far by foot, but she never did. She walked around the community close by. It was always in the evening and only for an hour or so at most.”

      It’s not okay what Aurora did by any means, but at least there’s no harm done. Still, the Sisters broke their own rules—rules the Corsettis expected them to abide by.

      “You realize what you say could get you killed, right?”

      Sister Mary’s steps don’t even falter. “You’d murder a nun? You realize that could earn your eternal damnation, right?”

      She’s fucking with me, surely, but opting not to test that theory I follow her out of the back door we finally reach. She opens the glass door and steps into a small courtyard.

      Almost every inch of the space is covered with a plant of some sort. As she leads me through the shrubbery and toward the centre, I nudge a low-hanging tree out of my way, pushing aside branches that could tear at my clothes. Sister Mary seems to weave through the space easily, knowing exactly the path to take, but I get snagged on every damn rose bush, tree, and flower patch I seem to pass.

      “Aurora?” Sister Mary calls. “Your guest is here.”

      “Is he a guest if he’s unwanted?”

      Sister turns to me with raised eyebrows that asks, You ready for this?

      But all I’m thinking about is her voice. Husky, but feminine. The voice of a woman who’d gift the most delicious moans when she’s in the throes of sex. And then her choice of words. Lined with an attitude I can’t help but appreciate, even if her brashness agitates something inside me before I remind myself who is talking.

      Sister Mary goes around the plants, toward the other side, and I trail behind her slowly, suddenly very interested in seeing the girl from the picture come to life.

      “Aurora,” she warns, “we’ve talked about this. You’ve known for days now of his arrival.”

      “That doesn’t mean I should invite him in for tea and conversation. Oh, wait, that’s exactly what it means! That’s how you fucking trained me to be, after all. A woman,” she snarls in a tone that implies being a woman is a negative fact, “a future wife. They’re the mafia, Sister. How long do you think it’ll be before you’re reading about my wedding in the papers?”

      A year or less. That’s Nico’s plan anyway.

      I hang back, letting the women finish their conversation.

      “They’re your family,” Sister Mary replies softly.

      “Are they?” Aurora retorts sharply.

      Maybe Raf was right. Maybe she will be trouble. Bracing myself, I step out from behind the plants and into view.

      Nico might have shown me a semi-recent photo of her, but nothing prepared me for the real version. Long blonde hair curls down her back, nearly to her waist. It frames what seems like the softest face, which I ache to touch, with green eyes that are narrowed on me. Full lips curl into an unhappy sneer, but still, the overwhelming craving to take those lips with my own hits me, no matter the inappropriateness of that fantasy.

      She’s fucking beautiful.

      Forbidden fruit, but beautiful.

      Shaking off the momentary, unwelcome thoughts, I stride forward, my hand out toward her, where she’s seated on a stone bench. “Aurora Corsetti. An honour. My name is Rosen Carrigan. I work for your brother, and I’ve come to take you home.”
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        Aurora

      

      

      It pains me to admit this, but my future captor is fucking hot.

      Yes, future captor. Future, as in, within the next hour when he drags me away from here. Captor because that’s his job. Instantly, I hate him for two reasons: for my family sending him instead of coming themselves, and simply because he’s one of them—a monster from the same world that hasn’t acknowledged my existence in many years.

      He’s larger than any man I’ve been around—not that that list is particularly long. Standing, he’d easily tower over me, and if I’m honest, would probably break me the moment he touches me. Dark hair and a handsome face. A strong jaw, which I’ve never understood the appeal of, but seeing him, I can appreciate the feature. He’s older than me, by a few years, that I can tell. Mid-twenties, perhaps?

      Even his stance exudes power, and as much as I hate to admit it, I wouldn’t mind being overpowered by him. He stands with his back straight and his legs slightly spread. One hand is stretched toward me, while the other is by his side, resting on his hip. I assume there’s a weapon there.

      When he speaks, it’s with the most delicious, deep rumble. The kind of voice I’ve imagined in my head in the past, with my fingers stroking between my legs.

      “Aurora Corsetti. An honour. My name is Rosen Carrigan. I work for your brother, and I’ve come to take you home.”

      Rosen, huh.

      I recline in my seat, looping my interlocked hands over my knee as I peer up toward the towering man. “That so? Because that’s your job, right? To come kidnap the woman who’s never known her family and drag her home.”

      A muscle in Rosen’s cheek twitches, but it’s the only sign of annoyance he reveals. “Precisely, so please come, so I may do that very job. Your family is waiting.”

      My family is waiting…Waiting. So have I.

      “I don’t have a family. They left me here many years ago.”

      “For your own safety,” he snaps, an edge to his tone. “Come, princesse.”

      Come. Amidst the annoyance I feel toward this stranger already, and the appreciation for what he looks like, my insides clench with that simple word.

      Princess. Worse—princess in the French language. My family is from Quebec, so of course the Sisters were insistent I learn the language. I’ve always struggle with rolling my Rs correctly and the smoothness French demands, but it’s effortless from his lips, almost like a sexy purr…Mentally, I groan, imagining him giving that very order in another situation. A situation involving his cock. He looks like someone with big-dick energy.

      “Aurora,” Sister Mary begins, her voice soft, a direct contrast to his, “we’ve spoken about this. You’re prepared. You know this.”

      Do I? Yes, we’ve spoken about it. Yes, my bags may be packed and by the front door. But am I prepared?

      Not even a little bit.

      To Rosen, she states, “I have someone loading her bags into your vehicle now. You’ll be able to be on your way soon. I know how much Mr. Corsetti and the entire family eagerly await her arrival.”

      “Thank you, Sister,” he replies, all without looking away from me. His brow does a half-cocked thing, saying, See?

      They’re speaking like I’m not right in front of them. As if I’ll be standing any moment and taking the steps to complete this inane plan.

      “I will carry you, Miss Corsetti,” Rosen threatens, surprising me with the sudden shift in his demeanor. “I don’t have time to be hanging around here longer than I need to be. You have no idea the kind of people you’re dealing with, and this bratty thing you’re doing right now won’t fly once we’re with your family. You have a role. I’m sure you’ve been kept well-informed as to what that role is, so it’s time you do it.”

      I might hate Rosen being here, but it’s clear he isn’t a fan of his new role either. I can’t figure out if I feel better by this notion, or worse. Makes taking my anger out on someone easier because, after that spiel, I’m sure he’ll take the bait.

      Although he wasn’t talking to Sister Mary, she angles herself toward him. “Yes, she has been. Aurora is aware of the kind of family she has and what’s expected of her upon re-entry into the home. She’s simply anxious, I believe.”

      So many assumptions about me. For half-a-second, I’m happy to be gone from here. But then, I look behind them and up the side of the stone building that’s been home for so long. I pause on the windows where I know the girls’ dorms are, picturing the final story I read them last night. Sleeping Beauty again, because it’s appropriate, but I never made it to the end because I was crying too much. This morning, saying goodbye to the boys at the final breakfast I shared with them, and then later, doing my rounds with the older kids. Kids who’ll only have each other after today.

      My throat feels thick and my eyes burn, but I flick them toward the right, into the sunlight. Don’t cry. Don’t let him see you cry.

      Rosen catches my movements. His cocky brows lower with confusion and he slowly turns, following my gaze to the windows. He doesn’t know the love within those rooms, but whatever he presumes is enough to have him reaching for me again, this time, his tone less harsh.

      “I know this is difficult, Miss Corsetti. I promise you, it’s for the best. You should never have been here in the first place.”

      “Don’t call me that. Use my fucking name,” I snap right away. “And yeah, I shouldn’t have ever been here.” Thinking about all the kids up there has me taking hold of Rosen’s large hand. How many of them are peering outside, watching this moment? How many of them are using me as an example? I must be strong and follow-through.

      Rosen helps me to my feet and releases me the second I’m steady. “Good,” I hear him rumble softly, and then he turns back toward the convent, heading for the entrance.

      Sister Mary cuts in front and heads to the side of the building, to a wrought-iron gate. “This way. No need to walk through the house again.”

      No need. My heart shatters right there. Right on the stone walkway, surrounded by nature, and observed by innocent children above. No need to walk through, one last time, the place that’s been my home for so many years. No need to risk me having a panic attack in the lobby or for the kids to fight not to let me go. A clean break. That’s what she’s doing. I’ve seen it done with others, with old friends, and now, it’s my turn.

      I don’t even know how, but Rosen spots my pending breakdown. He falls in step beside me, the warmth of his skin radiating over my own. “It’s okay, Miss—Aurora. This is how it was supposed to be.”

      For once, I have no response. Sister Mary leads us around the front of the building, where there’s a row of staff waiting by a vehicle, which I guess to be Rosen’s. The two other nuns, Sister Florence and Sister Shawna, who run this place with Sister Mary, are closest to us. The women who became my stand-in mothers, older sisters, staff, and teachers. Beside them are the other staff and teachers who work here.

      I said my goodbyes to them earlier this morning, but I hug them all again. With each final goodbye, it becomes harder and harder to release the person I’m holding until I reach the last one.

      Sister Mary takes me into her arms for a long embrace. Her fingers stroke over my cheek, wiping away stray tears. “You are strong, Aurora. One day you too will be leading a household, and you’re going to be great at it. But you will never be forgotten here.”

      Thank you. I want to say those two words, but they’re locked in my throat, stuck amidst the emotion clogging it. Instead, I manage a nod and back away toward the car, which Rosen waits by with the passenger door open.

      Without looking at him, I slide inside and buckle up, trying to recall the last time I was in a car. Occasionally, we have outings, but they’re heavily-guarded and meticulously orchestrated for our protection.

      Rosen climbs into the driver’s seat and starts the vehicle. It rolls away from what I’ve been considering home, from the kids, from the Sisters, and I watch in the side mirror as the place grows more distant, the line of waving nuns becoming a single blob before we turn out of sight entirely.

      A piece of my heart remains there and will forever. I glance up at the sky again, using the sun to burn away more tears that threaten to come.

      “Ready?” Rosen asks after a moment.

      “Not even a little.”

      “You’ll manage.”

      I give him my full attention, my face scrunched in a sneer. “How do you know?”

      “You were strong enough to withstand being raised without your true family. You’ll survive going home.”

      “Huh,” is all I can manage as Rosen drives us through Toronto, presumably to the airport. “Quite insightful for a guy who’s known me for all of two seconds.”

      He shrugs, seemingly indifferent, not sparing me a glance. “I’m observant, that’s all.”

      I’d believe that. He must be decently high in the ranks, considering it’s him they’ve chosen to come fetch me, not even having the decency to do it themselves. Which means, he’s likely proficient at his job, and I suspect, being observant is simply one part of it.

      “So, who are you?” All he said in the garden was his name and we never got around to sharing further details when I hesitated in leaving. “Like what do you do in my family?”

      “I’m a soldier,” he responds right away.

      Not only a soldier, I’m certain. The Sisters once told me my parents have a mini army behind them, and they wouldn’t send just anyone.

      “I’m assuming you’re pretty high in the ranks, considering you’re the one they sent to fetch me.”

      That muscle in his cheek twitches and he looks away from the road to me. “Now look who’s insightful. Yes. I work closely with your brothers. They place a lot of trust in me, and it’s a highly-valued position.”

      I study him, searching through decades of memories, trying to find a younger version of him in my mind.

      “Would I have known you before?” I don’t define, ‘before,’ because we both know what it means.

      At the next red light, his eyes cut to me. “Known me, no. But I was around, yeah.”

      “I don’t remember you.”

      “You were six. It was a different time for both of us.”

      When the car moves again, I fall silent. How strange to be getting picked up by a guy who once would have been around me as a child, and yet, neither of us has any memory of it. How many other soldiers and staff in my family’s home remember the child version of me? It’s bizarre that people I have no recollection of remember me.

      Like my brothers. Faces in a child’s mind. People who are about to look at me, expecting me to remember everything about them when I don’t.

      Rosen drives the car down a small hill, and my breath stalls, but it has nothing to do with the direction of the vehicle. Breathing gets heavier, pain flashing across my sternum. My hands curl in my lap, digging into my legs, trying to use the pain as a distractor.

      “You okay?”

      Somehow—some fucking how—he knew. He knew without even knowing. I don’t think I was obvious, but maybe I was. Either way, his gentle probing returns air to my lungs, allowing me to breathe normally again, his tone something else for me to focus on.

      Anger flashes right over where the pain was. How dare someone, who’s known me for less than an hour, help me? Fix me? He has no right to this. He’s one of them.

      “I’m fine.” Crossing my arms, I twist my form toward him. “If you work closely with my brothers, you must be aware of what my future looks like.”

      His lips twitch, fighting a smile. “I do, but telling you isn’t a part of my job description. Sorry.”

      His apology is hollow at best, and the fact that he even tries should bring positive feelings, but instead, it annoys me. He’s trying to placate me in the same manner my family, no doubt, will upon my arrival.

      “Aren’t I ranked higher than you because of my last name, which means I’m your boss? Which means you have to do as I order.”

      At a stop sign, he stomps on the brakes a bit harder than what’s comfortable. “Princesse, you are not my boss. Your brother is. Between you and me, one will be giving the orders, and that won’t be you.”

      Yep. Like I thought earlier, big-dick energy. It’s been confirmed.

      I smile because once again, that icy exterior cracks a little bit. If my family sent Rosen to retrieve me, it means they trust him and won’t appreciate me being a dick to him. But he makes it too easy.

      I lean over the console, practically on my knees, getting close enough I hope to make him uncomfortable. Propping my chin on a fist, I slowly grin, letting my gaze rove over his body.

      “Yeah. And what kind of orders would you give me?”

      He does exactly as I want and takes the bait. His nostrils flare, but it’s the only sign of me affecting him whatsoever, since he presses the gas again and takes us through the intersection. “I’d command you to sit the fuck down. If you haven’t noticed, I’m trying to get through Toronto traffic, heading toward one of the busiest airports in the country, and that takes quite a bit of focus.”

      Fine. While the convent’s outings were far and few, the streets were always packed with thick traffic, no matter what time of day we went out. I suppose I appreciate his necessity for focus and not wanting to get us killed.

      I sit normal again but still comment on his previous statement. “That’s not a fun command.”

      “Then what kind would you want me to give you?”

      Why do I feel as if the tables have turned?

      “That’s what I thought,” he adds in a haughty tone after I don’t respond.

      Frowning, I tell him, “You’re not very nice for someone who serves my family. Or is that the power that comes from being my brothers’ right-hand?”

      “I’m plenty nice,” he counters. “When I want to be. It’s a two-way street, princesse.”

      I ignore the jab, my mind locking on the nickname he continues to use. “Why do you keep calling me princess? In French, at that.”

      As Rosen maneuvers the vehicle onto the off-ramp toward the airport, he peeks over at me. “Because that’s what you are. The mafia princess. As for the language, get used to it. You’ll soon learn your family speaks in all three languages—English, French, and Italian. The outcome of a French-Italian family living in an English-French country.”

      I don’t respond, tipping my head back onto the headrest as I study the airport and the numerous people parking cars in the lot, unloading their bags, and waving goodbye to family.

      “When was the last time you left the school?” Rosen asks randomly.

      Last week. “The latest outing was about a month ago.”

      Rosen rolls his neck, turning his face toward me with an expression of clear disbelief, his mouth pulling up on one side. “Let’s try that again, Aurora. When was the last time?”

      I stare at him for a moment, deciphering his words, his knowing look. “You know?” Wait—that means they knew. The Sisters knew what I was doing but never said anything. My heart beats faster in my chest with this new information, fearful of how this will ultimately play out. If he tells my family, what will they do? What can they do?

      “Yes.”

      Fuck.

      “I see no reason your parents or brothers should know.”

      I do a double take. Surprise ripples through me, slowing the fear my heart was enduring. “I don’t believe you.”

      When Rosen takes one of the airport’s back exits, heading away from the main building entirely, I realize we’re not heading inside, like the rest of the public. We pass signs pointing our way to a private airfield. Of course, my family doesn’t fly commercial.

      “Believe me, Aurora, I should be, and if the secret I hid this from them was ever revealed, my ass would be on the line, so I’d appreciate it if this remained between us.”

      “Obviously, but that doesn’t answer why.”

      Rosen is a Corsetti soldier. He’s a monster. He’s a part of the group of people who’ve brought hell and pain to my life. So why is he being nice? It doesn’t align with what—who—I need him to be. I’ve been grouping my family into little compartments of evil, and he must be in there with them, for my own mental processing.

      He doesn’t respond for the longest ten seconds, his eyes focused on the smooth, paved road in front of us, which winds around the airfield. Far off, dozens upon dozens of airplanes of different sizes are parked, waiting to be used. The last time I was in a plane was when I was six and arriving in Toronto, but I remember nothing of that trip.

      “Because,” he finally speaks, “you didn’t do anything. The Sisters had staff trail you. After your first attempt, they fixed the blind spot you discovered, but they still let you go when they noticed all you wanted to do was walk around the area.”

      A new wave of appreciation for the Sisters hits me and I long to go back there and thank them all. Venturing farther, to explore Toronto the way it should be experienced, was a consideration every single time, but found I was content to be away. As if the air outside of school was different and ignited new vitality every trip I risked outside the walls.

      “Why’d you sneak out?”

      “Ever been locked away in a place almost your entire life?” I snort, continuing without waiting for him to respond, “That’s what I assumed. Until you spend your entire life restricted, you won’t get it.”

      He’s silent again, as the car rolls to a stop beside a white private plane with a single black strip on the wing. I reach for the car’s handle, pausing. This plane is supposed to be a sign of independence, so then why do I feel less free than I ever have? I should be excited to go home. Nervous to see everyone again after all these years. Instead, a crippling unknown threatens to consume me.

      Rosen climbs out of the vehicle and comes around the front to open my door. The few times I’ve been in a car, I’ve never had someone open my door for me so it isn’t until he reaches for me, that I move, resting my palm in his. His strength helps me to my feet as my eyes take in the huge expanse of airfield around us.

      “Freedom.”

      My attention flies back to the hulking figure inches from me, my hand still wrapped in his. “Huh?”

      “Freedom,” he repeats. “That’s why you left, right? To gain a little bit of freedom that you were in control of. No one else.”

      “E-exactly.” That was exactly the reason and Rosen picked up on it so easily. It’s alarming to have my emotions so bare and obvious to another.

      His hand around mine tightens a fraction and I wonder if he even realizes he’s done it. “It’s okay to be nervous, Aurora.”

      “How do you know I am?”

      “Told you, I’m insightful.”

      It’s interesting, considering the Sisters frequently told me I hide my emotions well. That my poker face is strong, and they praised me, saying it would be useful one day. Being vulnerable in front of a stranger is both alarming, and a bit welcoming. Like I already have at least one person on my side.

      Rosen drops my hand and gestures for me to head toward the plane closest to us, and to the man—the pilot, I assume, based on his attire—who waits at the bottom of the metal stairs. The pilot tips his head when I approach but says nothing.

      After another glance around the airfield, I suck in a large gulp of that wide-open air and use it to lift me up the stairs.

      To take me home.

      Despite the fresh air, every step up the stairs makes my body feel completely weighted down by the reality of my situation.

      At the doorway, I pause, studying the private jet, one of the wonders of my new life. White leather sofas and recliners, a bar and a table in the back. Everything is smooth and spacious and not at all like what I’ve seen planes as being in movies.

      “Sit anywhere,” Rosen commands from behind me.

      “I’d rather stand.” I don’t know why I’m fighting him but sitting means this trip begins, that I’ll soon see my family. Standing puts the entire thing on pause. For all the years I’ve spent dreaming of this moment…I’m not sure I want it anymore.

      You’ve already made it this far.

      “Sit.” To emphasize his order, Rosen’s two hands land on my shoulders and he presses weight into them, encouraging my legs to buckle under me and I land on the couch.

      “Better.” He takes the sofa across from me, kicking one leg up over the other and pulling out his phone. “Ride will be an hour. Rest.”

      “And then?”

      “Then we get to the Corsetti mansion.”

      “And then?”

      Dark brows furrow. “And then you meet the people who have been very eager to see you.”

      Noises come from the front of the plane, assuming the pilot is preparing for take-off, but I pay him little attention, looking again at the man across from me. It’s easier to taunt Rosen than focus on what happens in an hour. Easier to see him as a Corsetti monster, rather than the stranger who somehow recognized a breakdown in its early stages and who understood my requirement for freedom when it came to sneaking out.

      “What comes after? You can’t tell me I’m being brought home, so I can live inside that house and what, be the princess you all claim me to be?”

      “Already said, I’m not revealing anything about your future.”

      I try another tactic, pouting as my shoulders slump with fake depression. “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “I’m not not telling you. I simply think it’s better for you to hear it from the person making these decisions.”

      “Nico.”

      My older brother is basically a mystery to me, but I was taught a bit about the mafia lifestyle. They protect their own. Woman are treated as dolls. Meant for social situations, arranged marriages, and baby-producing. Men are the soldiers, leaders, and caretakers.

      And I’m new to all this, which means my family won’t leave me unprotected, which means my freedom is a thing of the past.

      That’s when it hits me. There’s more to Rosen’s presence than simply being a trusted soldier. Anyone could have retrieved me but him being chosen is purposeful.

      “You have to guard me.” My smile spreads slowly with the deduction. “Nico wouldn’t leave me unprotected, considering I’m so new to this whole mafia thing, which means he’s giving me my own personal bodyguard. You.”

      Which means Rosen and I will get to spend a lot of time together.

      Let the games begin.
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      The mischievous expression on her face makes me curse.

      She’s a Corsetti for fucking sure. If there was any doubt before, it’s one thousand percent gone now. She has the brain of her brothers.

      I’ve already done way too fucking much for this woman. I have no requirement to be keeping secrets from her family, considering my loyalty lies with them. I’m not even sure why I am. Sister Mary claims they had eyes on her the entire time, but what if that was a lie? What if she went places? Her virginity could be questioned. Nico certainly doesn’t need that stress. The New York Famiglia is as traditional as they come, and if they learned she’d been out on the streets of Toronto, only supervised from afar, they’d have a fit.

      But perhaps it’s the other things Sister Mary had said, about granting her the little bit of freedom before she’s forced into mob life. Maybe it’s the look Aurora got when speaking about it in the car earlier.

      Which is also why I don’t bother lying to Aurora. Nico never indicated if he wanted me to let her know the truth of my role, but she deserves a bit of truth.

      “Yes, Aurora. I am your personal guard.”

      That fucking smile grows and it looks so damn sexy. I’d love to take her over my knee and show her what being cocky around a man like me could cost her—if she wasn’t forbidden.

      “Which means, earlier, when I said I’m a higher rank, that’s certainly the case. You must do as I say. Bring me where I want to go. The list goes on.” She flips her hair.

      I pin my arms to my sides as I recite Corsetti, Corsetti, Corsetti in my mind a few hundred times until it sticks as to who this girl is.

      “It means I protect you with my dying breath. When I took the vow of your family, Unisciti a leale. Muori leale, I took it seriously. Whether it’s Nico, your mother, or you, I am loyally bound, which means being near you to ensure no one assassinates Montreal’s newest princesse.”

      Did I add a bit toward the end there, making my statement more dramatic than it calls for? Sure did, but it works, because she straightens slowly, lifting her head from her fist as the cocky grin fades into something else. Resignation. Nerves.

      She reclines into the couch, making herself comfortable, and shifts her attention toward the cabin. By now, they have the door shut and locked and the pilot is readying for takeoff. The engines turn on, the cabin filling with a loud grumble as the plane begins its taxiing.

      “Your safety isn’t a game, Aurora,” I continue, feeling the urge to further explain and make her understand. “Fifteen years ago, it wasn’t, and while what happened may seem extreme to you, they did it to keep you safe. Bringing you home is appropriate, but they won’t if they believe someone could harm you. You’ll be doing a lot of navigating, trying to figure out upper-class society”—and your fiancé— “so having me there as your protector is only for your benefit. I’m not a dog you can order around.”

      Finally, fucking finally, I get through to her because her only retort is a quick nod. Then she peeks over her shoulder, catching the ground speeding by her as the plane is lifted into the air, tipped at an angle she’s obviously not used to, based on the flash of panic consuming her expression. I bite my lip to keep from chuckling, certain Aurora wouldn’t appreciate it.

      Within moments, the plane is straightened, so I take out my phone again and open a gaming app for something to do to pass the time.

      “I suggest you sleep,” I advise, without looking at her.

      “You do, eh? That an order?”

      She’s attempting to bait me, and I’ll admit, it’s taking more self-control than it should not to react. Women of her status are typically calmer, trained to be reserved, but Aurora’s refreshing. I can almost picture her at Nico’s engagement party, brash and colourful amongst all the other dull women, and I smile at the image. Being a bodyguard might not be the task I want, but at least she won’t be boring, like I initially assumed. From the very second she fought Sister Mary in the garden about leaving, I realized how utterly incorrect my assumptions about her were.

      “That’s a suggestion. Today will be mentally and emotionally draining, so why not rest when you can. It’ll be a good way to make the trip go by faster.”

      “Or I can get to know you, since we’re apparently spending so much time together.”

      Bad idea. The only way a strong relationship between any soldier and a member of the family works is with distance. Boundaries. Aurora doesn’t understand that yet, which means I should be the one to set them.

      But I do wonder, “Does having a bodyguard bother you?”

      “Not sure yet. Depends how restrictive you’ll be.”

      The double meaning in her words, once again, has me tightening my fist around my phone, while my traitorous mind imagines it being her throat as I hold her still for her punishment. She’s very forward for a virgin.

      “I’ll keep you safe. Now sleep, Aurora. I’m done talking because I’m exhausted from retrieving your ass.” Your beautiful, shapely ass.

      Some-fucking-how, I get through to her because she lies down and hooks an arm beneath her head, acting as a pillow. It doesn’t seem the most comfortable or functional, so I stand and head for a back closet I know has a few extra blankets and pillows for such an occasion. A recent addition after Nico used this plane to find Della hiding in Edmonton.

      I return, handing her the items. “You’ll hurt your neck sleeping how you were.”

      Aurora takes the pillow with a tight smile. “Thanks,” she murmurs as she settles back into position. Once she relaxes, I toss the blanket over her.

      “Gets cold up in the air. Temperature is much different than below. You’ll want this.”

      She tugs it over her shoulder, peering up at me. Her long, black eyelashes blink slowly, words formulating on her parted lips, but she doesn’t speak, instead snuggling further into the cushion and shutting her eyes.

      I retreat to my seat, feeling an odd sense of…of something…in my chest. It felt good to care for someone else. I’ll admit, I like my women bratty and teasing, but nothing’s better than when I get to reward them with praise and attention. My relationships have never been long-term because so many women struggle to understand the career I’ve chosen.

      Over my phone, I observe the sleeping woman. There’s so much fight, so much determination within her small form, it’s easy to see the Corsetti in her. She truly will succeed. Once she gets over the initial round of anger regarding her pending engagement, which I suspect will be there, she’ll master being queen of the New York Famiglia too. One day, she’ll look back on all this and will question why she was even scared in the first place.

      When the plane hits turbulence, Aurora rolls over, but her hair doesn’t completely follow, causing a handful of it to land right on top of her face. I itch to remove the strands because it can’t be that comfortable, but touching her is a bad idea for both of us.

      I don’t know why she annoys me so much. This girl I met literally an hour ago, who, for all her snarky comments, is my boss. She’s a Corsetti, and I took vows to their entire family. The moment she thinks she can order me around like her lap dog is the moment my self-restraint may break and⁠—

      I shut down that wayward idea, brushing a hand over my face. Aurora Corsetti is a fucking Corsetti, and an engaged one at that. Not someone for me to get involved with. Her brothers would kill me and that’s not an exaggeration. Being chosen for this task, as she guessed earlier, speaks to their trust in me, and the thoughts I’m having about their baby sister are anything but trustworthy. The eight-year age gap alone should be enough to deter me because she’s brand new to adulthood, and I’m not.

      For the remainder of the short flight, I return to the game on my phone, ignoring Aurora until the plane begins its descent. The change in elevation wakes her up and she blinks into the afternoon light.

      “Hey.” Her sleep-riddled voice is huskier than normal, and I can’t help but appreciate it.

      “Hey, we’re landing soon.”

      She lifts herself into a sitting position, her arms stretching above her head and her back arching with her movements. Her breasts become more noticeable in the blouse she’s wearing, pulling my attention to them.

      “And then?”

      “We drive to your home. It’s about a half-hour away from the airport.”

      She nods, now seeming more serious. Tucking her legs up to her chest, she stares out the window as the plane takes us to the ground. At landing, I spot her hand curl into the chair beneath her, gripping it tightly. That small motion being the only sign of her uncertainty or fear.

      “You handled your first airplane ride well,” I comment as we slow down on the airstrip, wanting to praise her in any way I can to see her light up.

      She shrugs, glancing at me before she answers, “Not really scary, to be honest. As long as they remain in the sky, that’s all I care about.”

      “Still impressive.”

      The plane comes to a complete stop, and within minutes, the door is opened and Quebec sunlight streams through. I stand, pocketing my phone and begin heading for the stairs, motioning my head toward Aurora for her to follow.

      She trails behind without argument, which surprises me. She even thanks the pilot on her way past the cockpit. At the base of the stairs, a car waits, a driver positioned in front. I recognize him as Sam, Nico’s main driver.

      He gets out upon seeing us and heads for the back door to open it. I nearly wave him away but decide a show of such privilege will be good for Aurora to experience.

      “You first,” I tell her, stepping aside.

      She pauses, glancing at Sam first, and then at me. I spot genuine anxiety in the way her eyes pinch in the corners, and she bites down on her bottom lip. Her chest rises and then slowly falls as she takes a deep breath before moving again, sliding into the car. She shuffles across the bench, pressing herself to the other side, peering out the window. Her reaction reminds me of inside the car, when she started breathing heavily. I couldn’t understand the abrupt change in her demeanour, but I’m pleased it passed quickly.

      I follow her and then Sam shuts the door before taking his own seat behind the wheel.

      “It’s okay,” I murmur loud enough for only her. Then, compelled to care for the girl, and annoyed at myself for even being concerned about her comforts, I hold the button that raises the divider between Sam and us. “One less person to deal with.”

      “Thanks.”

      The woman beside me isn’t the one who was in the passenger seat when I was driving to the airport in Toronto, and while she was annoying and full of attitude that made me want to punish her, I prefer that version of her. This meek, fearful one isn’t quite the same. I haven’t known her past a few hours, but docile doesn’t seem to be Aurora at all.

      For the entire thirty minutes, Aurora makes no noise. She’s completely silent; she hasn’t even shifted an inch, which tells me she’s probably getting stiff. It’s not until the mansion comes into view as Sam turns onto the long tree-lined road that leads to her future home that she makes any noise.

      A squeak.

      Her head spins, her eyes widening as she looks at me.

      “Welcome home,” I tell her with a small smile, but it doesn’t seem to help. Pulling out my phone, I throw a quick warning text Nico’s way. “Same place you were born into, Aurora. Building hasn’t changed.”

      “I don’t remember it being so huge.”

      She continues to watch out the windows as we pass her lands, until finally, Sam parks in the roundabout driveway. He gets out and opens the back door for us. I exit immediately but remain by the car door, should she want help.

      Aurora slides to the edge and props one foot out onto the ground, before pausing and skimming the side of the massive house. It’s impressive, but for someone who hasn’t seen it since being a child, I imagine it’s a bit more impactful.

      Then something flicks inside Aurora. Something that removes all her anxiety and replaces it with rage. Pure rage. And by the time she’s on her feet, she’s practically bristling, her nose scrunched, her teeth bare as she speaks.

      “This is where my family lives. This was too unsafe to allow me to stay? This?”

      Unsure if she’s speaking to me or ranting in general, I gesture toward the staircase. “They’re all waiting for you, Aurora.”

      “Then let them wait! I’ve waited years for them. The least bit of decency they can have is to allow me five fucking minutes to breathe. To take this all in. It’s not easy, you know. Also, they care about me so much that they can’t even fucking greet me outside?”

      I sigh at the sudden change in her attitude, while hiding the fact that I understand her point. Seeing the stronghold of the Corsetti mansion would have me questioning the purpose in being sent away too, had I been in her position.

      I turn toward the large front steps. “Follow me. Sam will unload your bags and will bring everything to your room. Once you arrive at your suite later, all your items and clothing will be ready for you.”

      “Don’t,” she snaps back, her attention sliding to Sam. “In my room but don’t unpack them. I’m not an imbecile; I can do that much.”

      Sam glances at me, his expression obviously questioning which order to follow. I tip my head a fraction toward Aurora, indicating hers. If Aurora being able to unpack her own stuff makes her more comfortable, then so be it.
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