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      No one ate the blood-stained cake.

      It’d been three hours since Coulter boldly declared to the whole mafia world that we were engaged, including to me, at Rose’s wedding to his brother.

      As soon as the announcement hit, Nero flew into a drunken fit, throwing lobster and wine glasses across the room and pushing tables over. Like a damn toddler.

      Coulter immediately reacted. Jumping to his feet, he shoved me into Dante’s arms, who forcibly extracted me from the dining hall and into this room, locking me inside.

      And now, I was pacing like a restless tiger.

      The buzz from the rich wine, opulent food, and my orgasm was gone and, instead, replaced with anger.

      I couldn't get those eyes out of my mind. Those stormy blue seas, the ones that looked exactly like Bourbon’s, sitting atop the wedding cake like a trophy.

      Now both he and my sister were missing.

      Whose eyes did those belong to? If Nero⁠—

      I could barely think the thought, but I forced myself to confront reality.

      If Nero killed Rose and Bourbon, I was going to do anything in my power to take him down. Even if my last step was to shove a machete in his neck, that would be my mission in life.

      Deciding I was done with being locked up, I marched back to the door, ready to demand they let me out. As soon as I raised my fist to pound on the door, it flew open. I jumped back to avoid being hit, just as Coulter strode inside.

      I expected contrition. A flash of guilt on his face.

      I mean, if we were going for fantasies here, I’d love the man get down on his knees, press his smexy lips to the tips of my toes and beg me to forgive him. To apologize for getting me off in a room full of people while simultaneously announcing to them that we were engaged.

      Then trail after me, kissing the ground I walked on as I rescued Rose and Bourbon from their cages, double-slapping Nero across the face like they did in the soap operas, and rode off into the sunset with them on a white horse.

      Instead, all I got was a smug-faced Coulter with angry eyes.

      "Where's my sister?” I was just sick to my stomach, thinking something bad had happened to her. "I want to see her."

      He shook his head. "It's too late. She's gone."

      I inhaled a sharp breath, stuttering as an anvil of weight landed on my chest. I couldn’t breathe. "She's gone?"

      His golden eyes studied mine. “Yes.”

      A strange wail ripped from my lips, and I clasped my hand to my mouth, on the verge of panicking. I shook my head. "No. It can't be true." I lowered my hand, straightening my spine as I stared into his golden eyes. "I'm going to kill him."

      Coulter furrowed his eyebrows in confusion. "Who?"

      "Nero, of course!"

      "For what?"

      "Oh my God, Coulter, you just told me Nero killed my sister."

      His face hardened. "Nero didn't kill Rose."

      "But you..." I shook my head, not understanding. I wanted to grab his shoulders and shake the information from him. "You just said-"

      “Stop talking.” His palm landed on my chest as he firmly pressed me into the wall. The movement was rough and angry, his eyes storming as he leered down at me. "You betrayed me."

      "I didn't-”

      “You conspired with Rose to escape."

      My mouth dropped open in shock. “Did you kill her?" My voice came out an unbelieving squeak. I knew Coulter could be cruel but this? How could he?

      He laughed, the sound low and bitter. "You really think so little of me, don't you?"

      My lips parted but no words came out. His fingertips on my collar burned, holding me to the wall not by strength, but by the sheer determination of his barbed gaze.

      I scowled. Slapping his hand off me, I folded my arms across my chest and tilted my head upwards to stare at him menacingly. "Quit playing games. Tell me what happened to Bourbon and Rose."

      He slid his hands in his pockets and tilted his head to the side to study me. "You care about my brother now?"

      It was then that I noticed the flower in his suit pocket. All throughout the wedding, he'd had a red rose, just like all of the other grooms…except for one. The man who’d worn a chocolate cosmos, my favorite flower, pinned to his suit as a sign from Rose that he was the groomsman who was going to help me escape.

      Now, Coulter was wearing that same flower.

      Had he killed that guy too, and was wearing the flower as some kind of fucked up trophy?

      Snapping my hand forward, I grabbed the flower and held it up to him. "What is this?"

      His lip tilted upwards in a half smile as he glanced at it, then back at me. "You finally noticed that, did you?"

      I threw it to the ground. "Tell me the truth, Coulter. What is going on? Where is Rose and Bourbon? Did you hurt them?"

      His eyes searched mine and the room descended into an eerie silence as a cold detachment came over him. "You really believe I'm capable of that, don't you?"

      "I don't know!" I threw up my hands. "I barely know you."

      His gaze hardened and his hand snapped out, wrapping around my throat as he pressed me into the wall. "Since you barely know me, here's an introduction to the man who will be your new husband." I opened my mouth to protest my new standing but he didn't let me get a word in. "My name is Coulter King, the new heir to the Las Vegas Mafia because our good little doctor tested Bourbon's DNA. Now Nero has discovered that Bourbon is not his son at all. He is the bastard son of my uncle, who had his head cut off and his eyes scooped out.”

      “The cake.” I clasped my hand over my mouth, feeling ill. My throat was suddenly full, my chest heaving at the reminder of how Coulter made me come all over his fingers while staring at that cake. It was revolting.

      “And now, you," he continued, his thumb stroking my throat, "are engaged to be my wife, as one of the lost Petrov princesses and therefore mafia royalty. And you will marry me if you want to keep Rose and Bourbon alive.”

      “So they’re safe.” I choked out the words, relief flooding me.

      He nodded.

      “You got them out. He was going to kill them at the wedding, and you got them out before it happened. That’s why he was so agitated at dinner.” I shook my head in disbelief. “He was going to kill Bourbon at his own wedding.”

      “Announcing our upcoming nuptials was the only way to appease my father. Otherwise, his men would be searching the earth for both Bourbon and Rose.”

      My heart lurched and I clasped his wrist, exhaling a breath. "Why didn’t you tell me the plan before⁠— “

      “You. Preaching communication?” he sneered.

      I gripped his wrist tight. “You should’ve asked me to marry you first. Before you told everyone.”

      “And if I’d asked you,” his gaze seared into me, “would you have refused?”

      “If you’d told me the truth, of course not.”

      “Then it doesn’t matter.” His face was so hard, his eyes so empty. "For now, all that matters is that my father is trusting me. And that’s only because I've vowed my loyalty to him. That, and I will produce an heir within one year of our marriage."

      Oh God. This was really happening. I felt the bars of my new cage closing in around me. I was never leaving this place.

      "As much as you may hate and despise me," his voice was so cold, so cruel, the sickening feeling sunk into my bones, "you will be my wife to save your sister’s life. After you've produced an heir, I will let you have your little escape. Then you can join Rose and Bourbon, as long as you swear to leave my son with me."

      "Coulter." I hated how cold he was being, how small my own voice sounded. "I didn't betray you."

      "You didn't?" His voice was an enraged snarl, "so you didn't conspire to escape at the wedding?" He stepped forward, his black Burleti shoe trampling on the flower I'd thrown to the floor.

      My throat was suddenly full, suffocating, and I knew that he was right. I should have told him the plan from the very beginning. The night I saw Rose for the first time, he’d been upset when he'd come home, and now I knew why.

      He'd known all along.

      "How did you know?"

      "It doesn't matter how I knew, Aster. In fact, from here on out, just assume I know everything." He was so close, so angry, I could practically feel the rage vibrating off of him. "You have no idea what kind of chaos you would've created if you'd escaped. I had to change everything to make sure Bourbon and Rose were safe. Make deals with men I don't like making deals with, just to make sure Nero didn't kill them." His voice rose as he hit the wall above my head with his fist. "You almost got them killed. And you, or him, or Rose didn't trust me to tell me the truth."

      "Coulter,” I whispered. Reaching forward, I touched his cheek, tracing my finger over it lightly. "I swear I was going to tell you."

      "Then why didn't you?" He finally revealed a slice of softness, vulnerability in his eyes.

      "I--" No other words came out. I tried again. "Rose didn't want me to tell. She said it wouldn't work if I did."

      "So that's it, is it? Rose didn't trust me to know, and you trusted Rose over me."

      Again my mouth opened, my tongue was all tied up, I didn't know how to answer him. "I was going to, right when you sent Dante to bring me up front, I was going to tell Rose, then talk to you."

      "So you needed Rose's permission?"

      Guilt, terrible and crushing, rushed through me.

      He was right.

      I'd trusted Rose more than him.

      "I'm sorry, Coulter. You're right, I didn't trust you like I should've."

      Reaching forward, he gripped my cheeks harshly, his fingers digging into them. He leaned down, his breath washing over me, smelling like mint and vodka, "For once, I thought I'd met someone different. Someone I could count on, someone who trusted me." He squeezed my cheeks harder. "But you’re just like everyone else."

      “I’m not," I growled out, not liking being compared to every other woman he'd probably ever fucked.

      "You're not?" His voice was mocking. He released my face, his hand lowering to my breast, cupping it. "Then prove it, baby nightmare. Prove to me that you're different." He squeezed my breast roughly and, despite his harsh words, the motion made heat pool in my belly.

      Once again, my body betrayed me when it came to this man.

      I met his gaze. "How?"

      His hand slipped lower, his fingers grazing the edge of my dress. "I don't know, Aster. Isn't that up to you to figure out?”

      "Fine," I inhaled a sharp breath as his hand slid in between my thighs, and he began to rub against my softness. "I'll prove it by marrying you."

      "You have no choice in the matter," his finger slid over my slit, the lace of my G-string keeping him from really touching me like I wanted. "But are you saying you won't fight me on it?"

      "Yes," I breathed, trying to keep focus on what we were talking about, but the way he was touching me was making it hard. I clutched at his tie, pulling him closer to press his body against mine. "If, as you say, it will save Rose and Bourbon, I'll marry you willingly."

      "Mmm," he murmured against the top of my head, "what a good girl, Aster." His finger slipped over my clit, rubbing me there, "but that still doesn't prove that you're any different than other women. I could have a line of women willing to marry me tomorrow if I wanted to."

      "I bet none of those women have Russian royalty in their blood."

      "True," he grunted, and I rested my head back against the wall, closing my eyes, giving in to the sensations strumming through my body.

      I hated that Coulter knew how to play me so easily.

      That he probably knew how to because he'd had sex with so many other women.

      I hated how he cheapened me by doing this.

      He shoved his hand inside my panties now, the feel of his skin against mine so hot and sexy that I moaned, clutching at him, completely drenched now. I rolled my hips, riding his hand.

      "You like how this feels, Aster? Love me playing with your pussy?"

      I nodded. “Yes."

      “Yes, what?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "Tell me. Tell me how much you love it."

      "Dios mio, I love it." I whimpered. “Let me come Coulter, please." He was pressing only light enough to keep me from falling over the edge.

      "Only if you beg for it.” His lips pressed against my ear. “Beg for it, baby nightmare.”

      "Please, please. I'll do anything."

      “You will?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Even give me as many little nightmare heirs as I want?” he hissed, putting pressure on my clit.

      “God, yes.” I groaned, coming at the thought, my stomach convulsing as my orgasm washed over me.

      "Did you like that baby?" Pulling his hand out, he kissed the top of my head.

      I nodded, sighing. “Yes."

      "Good, because you need to get used to it. I will keep you happy, will make you come every night, if you want,” his voice suddenly turned cruel and cold, "but I will never, ever trust you again to ever put my dick inside this cunt.”
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      "What?" Aster reared back in surprise, her satisfaction disappearing as quickly as it’d come, and there was something very gratifying in that. Her lips twisted in confusion. “Then how are we going to produce this heir you're talking about?”

      You don’t know how?” Giving her a cold smile, I sucked her cream from my fingers, loving the taste of this woman I now despised. "It's called IVF. People do it all the time."

      Her expression changed from confusion to darkness in an instant, and the fiery redhead came to life.

      "If you think for a moment that I'm going to give you a baby and not expect sex, you're insane."

      I couldn't help my grin. I loved it when she was angry like that. “You saying you're dying for a good fuck?”

      I also loved to mock her.

      "I'm saying," she grabbed my tie, jerking me so that we were face to face, “if you want to put a baby in this belly, you'd better be ready to have sex with me. Because I won't submit to IVF, unless there is no other way.”

      I leaned in, biting on her lower lip and pulling it into my mouth. "You should've told me how badly you wanted my cock; I may have given it to you sooner."

      "It's not about that, Coulter," she growled, twisting her fingers, cinching my tie, "it's about us having a relationship. A real marriage."

      "I told you, you can come any time you want, but I don't trust you." Grabbing her hand, I put pressure onto her fingers, forcing her to let me go. "From here on out, everything between us will be on paper only."

      I turned to leave, ready to call Dante in to take her back to my house.

      "No."

      I stilled, my back to her. "What did you say?"

      "No." Her voice was calm, all emotion gone now. "I won't do it."

      I swiveled towards her again. “Excuse me?”

      "I will marry you, and even do the IVF treatments, on one condition only.”

      I ticked an eyebrow upwards, happy she was falling in line so easily. "And what is that? Whatever it is, I'm sure it can be arranged.”

      "I want my freedom."

      "Never," I growled.

      "I've told you that I would do everything, you can put it in writing if you want, but if I'm going to be engaged to you, then I want access to anything I need or want. I need outside of the bedroom, I want a plot of land to garden, access to a car, and a credit card. I won't be caged in your bedroom like some captive."

      I stared at her angrily. Is that all it took to make her agree to a loveless life with me? Access to my money?

      Disappointment coiled around my chest.

      I really had thought she would be different.

      That she would fight for more.

      "Fine. As long as Dante goes with you when you go out, you can have whatever your pretty little princess heart desires.”

      "I'm not finished."

      I smirked. "What else, darling? Your own yacht? Access to the plane?"

      “My own room.”

      “No. You will continue to use mine.”

      She stared at me, a curious look on her face. “Fine. Then I want to see my father, and I want you to meet him. I also want to be involved in your life. I won't waste precious brain cells only being a pretty face on your arm. I want in on the business--"

      "Not happening."

      "Then this--" she motioned between herself and me, "isn't happening."

      "Aster," I warned her, “you're not--"

      "No, you're not." She stared up at me with that stubborn face, those fiery eyes, her red hair in beautiful waves around her face.

      I hated that I wanted to fist it in my hand and force her to her knees to suck me off. Her fire made me so goddamn hard.

      "And another thing," she continued, "if you're not going to have sex with me, then from here on out, you won't ever touch me. I can get myself off, thank you very much."

      Immediately my fingers itched to touch her, just because she'd told me that I couldn’t. Because I wanted to remind her how good it could be between us. To show her, again and again, how much she wanted me by coming on my fingers.

      Because I needed to feel her like I needed my own goddamn hands.

      Fuck, this woman.

      "Fine," I growled. "But that means no one else touches you either."

      "And the same goes for you."

      I ground my molars, and she gave me a cocky grin. "You can use your own hand, just like me." She stepped forward and into my space, not touching me. She was so confident, so damn sexy as she stared up at me with that grin stretched across her face. I wanted to wipe it from her. "You know what I think?"

      "What?"

      "If you won’t even let me have my own room, then I think you won't last two weeks. I think you'll be on your knees, begging me to let you make me come."

      I leaned down, my nose millimeters from hers. "You think you’re that much of a temptation?”

      "Yeah. I do." She grinned ferociously. “Why else would you offer it—every night if I wanted, you said.”

      Why did her smile have to be so damn beautiful? "Let's make a bet then, shall we? I'll give you your freedom, a car, security⁠— “

      "A garden," she interrupted.

      "You can have the whole fucking yard if you want it," I growled, "and you give me fourteen days. Two weeks, and if I don't touch you, then you'll stay out of my business."

      "Easy," she scoffed.

      Straightening, I held out my hand. "Is it a deal then?"

      "Deal." She raised her hand to shake it but I pulled mine away, wiping that damn smug look off her face.

      "No touching, remember?"

      She scowled, holding out her hand. I stared at it, grunting, “What?"

      "Credit card."

      Hell. I tilted my head to the side. “Dante?"

      He entered the room, having been waiting outside the whole day to guard her. "Set her up a credit card."

      "And a car.”

      “I want a truck."

      We both stared at her like she'd grown an extra head. She didn't explain herself, just stared up at us with that defiant look.

      “Fine, get her whatever truck she wants."

      She grinned, and that beautiful look on her face was worth any amount she would spend on the truck.

      "Now," she sashayed towards the door and my eyes went to that damn sexy ass. She stopped at the door, glancing back at me and giving me a smoldering look. “Are you coming, fiancé?”

      Shit. I was truly fucked.
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      It’d been three days and I hadn’t seen a snippet of Coulter. He’d performed his famous disappearing act, making the game between us so much more frustrating, though I suspected he did it just so he wouldn’t give in to temptation.

      The only sign that he even thought about me was the sight of a new bouquet of chocolate cosmos flowers by my bedside every morning, taunting me. Reminding me of my betrayal.

      I was driving in my new truck, and the roaring sound alone of this thing sent a thrill between my thighs. I was beginning to think that my sex life from here on out would be between me, my fingers, and the vibrations of my truck.

      "For fuck's sake, Aster!" Dante gripped the edge of the window as I drove straight from the driveway and into the yard.

      I grinned, gunning the engine, picking up speed as we made our way to the side of the house where I'd staked my claim on the King property.

      Right under Coulter's bedroom window. Now I could look outside and easily see my progress.

      Not that I was in my room much anymore. True to his word, I could now come and go as I pleased, as long as I had Dante tagging along with me.

      "What? It's easier than carrying all the plants from the driveway to the yard."

      “That's what the guards are for," he growled, still clutching the edge of the window.

      "I thought they were for keeping sweet, innocent mafia princesses in their cages," I snarked.

      I caught a whiff of a smile before he turned away to stare out the window. "That, too."

      Taking a brief moment to feel the roaring engine before I parked and shut it off, I jumped down from the ridiculously high step, landing on my feet.

      "I don't know why you bought this ugly thing," Dante grumbled as he climbed from the other side.

      Much to Coulter's dismay, I didn’t buy something flashy and new, but a 1992 F 350 diesel. It was four-wheel drive, spray painted a matte black, had tires almost as tall as myself, and a couple of dents in the body.

      It was perfect.

      The thing drove like a purring tiger and could easily handle everything I was planning on putting it through.

      I only smiled mysteriously at Dante, then joined him out back and began to unload all the plants. Since Las Vegas was such a different climate than where I was from, I'd spent hours in the nursery, talking with Lizzy, a girl I met in the store who liked gardening as much as I did. She talked me through how to prepare the soil, as well as several plant purchases and how to take care of them.

      As soon as we began to unload them, a few of the guards ran to join us, and in no time, we had laid them all out where they were to be planted.

      Over the last three days, I'd gotten to know some of the guards. It was amazing what batting your eyes at a man could do to get you what you wanted. In the time that it would've taken me to mark off the space and start digging into the ground alone, I had everything ready and prepped.

      “Thanks, guys.” I grinned at them, and they all nodded their heads before turning to go back to their stations. David, the best looking one of the bunch, lingered, and I threw him a grin and a wink before he walked off, running to catch up with the others.

      "Stop doing that." Dante scowled, coming to stand next to me.

      Even though he'd done just as much work as me, Dante didn’t have an ounce of sweat on him and it was really annoying. How did he pull that off?

      “Do what?" I turned away from him and, grabbing my gloves and a shovel, marched over to the first row.

      "Don't play stupid with me," grabbing his own shovel, he followed me and began to dig a small hole, "you're playing with fire, flirting with the guards."

      “Coulter said I couldn't have sex with anyone else. He didn't say anything about not having a little fun." I gently began to pull and shake the marigold from its pot. "Besides, it's not like I'm going to get any other action.”

      I sounded downright resentful about it.

      "If I remember correctly, you're the one who said you didn't want Coulter touching you."

      "That's because he said he wasn't going to have sex with me, the jerk." I really hated how bitter I felt, but I couldn't seem to help myself. I’d spent the last couple of nights trying not to touch myself, though the memory of Coulter's hands on me made it a self-inflicted torture.

      I wanted to prove, even to myself, that I wasn't having fantasies of him fucking me again.

      "He did offer to relieve you," Dante's snarky grin was really effing annoying.

      I scowled at him. "When did my sex life become an open book for us to discuss?"

      “When you made it part of the agreement between you and Coulter." His cocky grin grew wider. "As your guard, it's my duty to make sure you're keeping up with your end of the agreement."

      “Does Coulter know that? I'm sure he would be really happy to know that you thought it was okay to talk to me about sex."

      That comment wiped the grin from his face, and there was an immediate satisfaction in that. He frowned, digging into the ground one last time before jerking his head at me. "Just stop flirting with the guards, or they'll be the ones to suffer, not you."

      The truth of his words made my own smugness disappear. He was right. I was playing with fire.

      I didn't want to give him the satisfaction of being right though, so I didn't answer him, but bent over, gently loosening the roots of the marigold before putting it into the ground.

      "And for fuck’s sake, wear a bra, woman. I can see straight down your dress."

      I shrugged, patting the dirt. "That's your problem. Bras are annoying, and I don’t like to wear them. So why should I have to change what I like just because you can't control your dick?”

      His only answer was a disgruntled growl, and I grinned as we moved to the next plant.

      We made our way quickly through the garden, operating as a team as he dug and I planted, the sun moving across the sky as we worked until it was growing late in the afternoon.

      I was so involved in my planting that I didn't pick up on the sound of someone walking towards us until Dante suddenly jerked to attention. Then he came to stand next to me, his eyes fixed towards the house with a deadly serious look on his face.

      I straightened, turning to look in the same direction. A chill skated over my whole body at the sight of a furious looking Nero walking towards me, with three guards trailing behind him. Some guy named Benny trailed several feet behind him, staring at me with black eyes filled with hatred. The guy always seemed to be around these days, following behind Nero like a lost puppy.

      I clutched the succulent to my chest like a shield, like it could protect me from the fury rolling off him.

      It didn't take long for his long legs to eat up the space between us and, as he approached, he shook his finger at me. "What the hell are you doing, young lady?" He pointed to the garden, then the behemoth truck parked in the middle of his yard, “This house isn’t some kind of wild jungle, like where you come from."

      My spine straightened in indignation. "What do you mean, where I come from?"

      Dante shifted uneasily beside me, his cool mask slipping a little, but I didn't care.

      If I was going to be part of this family, I had to show Nero that I wasn't going to be treated like a naughty child. And the sooner he learned it, the better.

      "You know," Nero stepped closer, his eyes cold, "Mexico, where the Indians like to run around in sheets around their waist."

      I didn't react to his obvious attempt to demean me. Instead, I tilted my head upward. "You'd have thought it wasn't you who went to Mexico City yourself and drug me from my home. I guess you also didn't happen to notice that we are no longer beating our clothes on rocks and chasing down pigs with spears." I grinned. “We even have toilets and everything now.” Disgusted at the sneer on his face, I turned away from him, "Maybe someone needs to get their eyes checked."

      I shouldn’t have said that, not when I was the one needing my eyes checked, but the guy was a prick. He'd obviously seen that we weren't running around in loincloths like he suggested. Though, admittedly, we still had to pay for toilet paper sometimes when we went to the bathroom, but still.

      His hand snapped out, grabbing me by the arm to keep me from walking away from him, and Dante stiffened in alarm, but otherwise, didn’t react.

      Grabbing the succulent in my hands, Nero threw it to the ground. Then he leaned in, his warm breath washing over my face. "You need to remember your place in this household," his jaw ticked, "you're only good for bearing heirs. Otherwise, keep your mouth shut. You're here to be seen and not heard."

      I straightened myself up to my full height and stared into his eyes. "I am not some little slut you've brought into your home to keep you happy. I have Petrov blood running through my veins and I won't stand around and let a man like you boss me about. Just because I didn’t grow up in this world doesn’t mean I don’t have the same violence in my blood.”

      "Aster," Dante growled, his voice a warning, but I ignored him.

      "And I suggest, if you want heirs as you claim, you'd better treat me with the dignity and respect a Petrov princess deserves."

      Nero and I stared each other down, each just as stubborn as the other, then, to my further indignation, his eyes deliberately slipped downwards, towards my chest, and I suddenly wished I hadn't been so free about my state of dress.

      "Be careful, princess," Nero's voice was filled with scorn, "Or you might be baring the son of a King you didn't expect."

      I bit back my rage, and clasped my hand over his, digging my nails into his hand. "You touch me and I will cut off your dick. With my teeth if I have to."

      He didn't flinch as I dug my nails even tighter. I was tempted to nail him in the balls with my knee but I didn't have that much of a death wish.

      "You're only asking for it, my little punta." Bitch. The guy just called me a bitch. "Maybe I like women who threaten to cut off my dick."

      I felt Dante shift protectively beside me, stepping closer as Nero pressed himself against me. My eyes widened at the feel of his length hardening against me.

      I stepped back, shock coiling through me, wanting to put some distance between us. Grabbing his fingers, I yanked his hand from my arm. "Don't you ever touch me."

      Suddenly feeling like I was staring into the devil’s eyes himself, I took another step backwards, then felt a cold chill down my spine as his eyes tracked my movements. The man really was a demon. Not wanting to stay in his radar anymore, I bent over, picking up the plant and began to pull it from the pot, still speaking, "I want my phone." Coulter had yet to give me one. I was keeping up with my end of our deal by not trying to escape. He needed to keep up with his end by giving me total freedom. "And tell Coulter the next time you see him that I want to go to church this Sunday."

      "I'm not your slave, little punta," he said, then turned to Dante. "Give her her phone."

      “Yes, sir.” Dante nodded, the little obedient asshole.

      Nero shook his finger at me.” And I’m warning you, you threaten me again, and I will lock you back up in your room."

      I bit down on my retort, waiting until he and his guards had walked far enough away that he couldn't hear me, then stood, swiveling to Dante, hurt blossoming through me. “Why are you such a coward? You didn’t even try to stand up for me.”

      “I’m no coward,” Dante shook his head. “I just know when to pick my battles, unlike you.”

      “If you were born into this world a woman, then you’d know that every day is a battle.” When he didn’t respond, I decided to move on. "You've had my phone this whole time?" I hated the hurt in my voice.

      He pulled it from his pocket, and I gasped, grabbing it from his hand. "You jerk. I thought we were friends."

      He eyed me lazily. "Take it up with Coulter. I take orders from him, not you."

      “You should take orders from me, seeing as I'm marrying him soon." I began to scroll through it, scanning through my text messages. Nero had someone sending texts to my father for me, acting like I was having the time of my life here. He was even sending photos like I was some Vegas tourist living my best life.

      "Aster," Dante tapped the bottom of my chin to get me to look up from my phone. I met his eyes, and they were blazing with anger. "Don't fuck around with Nero. He doesn't make empty threats." He pursed his lips, as if trying to decide whether he should say something or not. “There are things you don't know about him--"

      “Coulter showed me."

      "He showed you what?"

      "I saw a video feed," my throat was suddenly dry, "of something he did."

      He nodded. “Then you know what kind of things he's capable of."

      "No one seems to get it," I shook my head, "you have no idea what kind of woman I really am. I don't make empty threats either. I will kill him before I let him touch me like that."

      His eyes were hard with seriousness. “Then if you continue to taunt him like that, you'd better be willing to live up to that promise.”
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