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To everyone who ever made a cocoon of their blanket,

and never wanted to leave the bed. This is for you.

There is a rainbow beyond the gray. Just wait for the clouds
to part.



Author’s Note

THIS IS THE FOURTH book in the Dark Verse series.
Although the book deals with a new couple, there are
characters and events from the previous books that heavily
influence the plot in this. Reading the series in order (The
Predator, The Reaper, The Emperor) is recommended for the
best reading experience. This is NOT a standalone.

Please note that this book has a happy-for-now and not a
settled epilogue. The reason for that is the timeline. Alpha and
Zephyr’s big epilogue falls after the final book in the series,
and for that reason, it will be included in a novella released
after the series is complete.

If you have read the previous books, this one will get darker.

This book includes graphic violence, foul language, and
sexual content recommended only for 18+.

I also want to list a few trigger warnings of the darker
themes. This book contains scenes of character death, murder,
arson, torture, solicitation and sex work, depressive episodes,
post-traumatic stress disorder, human trafficking and mentions
of human slavery, mentions of violence against a minor,
mentions of sexual assault of adults and minors, mentions of
illegal dogfights.

If reading about any of these is in any way detrimental to
your mental health, I sincerely urge you to pause.

If you continue with the book, I hope you enjoy the journey.

Thank you.
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Prologue

IT WAS HIS THIRD murder that week.

His fiftieth in total, over the course of years. This one was
special, something he would celebrate later.

The woman’s body lay torn open in the dingy alley, her
heels askew, her lipstick smudged, her eyes vacant.

He loved that look in their eyes, the unseeing gaze up at an
open sky they would never fly in because he was their god in
their last moments. They called him the Fortis Finisher. He
preferred Lord of Death but nobody really called him that.
They would someday when all the murders got connected to
him and the corrupt cops stopped sleeping.

Smoke seeped out from the crack between the buildings in
tendrils, a light bulb flickered somewhere, and the butcher? He
wiped his knife on a torn part of her skirt, the blood soaking
into the white fabric as a souvenir he would stash with the rest
of them. He was still high on the kill, on the chase, on her
desecrated body nude to the elements. The incoming rain



would wash away all evidence, the cops would never give a
shit about another whore gone missing, and the one man who
owned the city would go down for it framed for the crimes.

And the butcher, he would then be the entire city’s god.

It was the perfect plan.

A movement in the shadows at the end of the street had him
stilling. He squinted, trying to see what had shifted the thick
air, and saw a silhouette leaning against the wall. The same
silhouette he had been seeing at every kill for the last two
weeks.

A sound pierced the silence. A lighter flicked open. A
flame, barely showing a hand, before being extinguished.

The same.

Fear was not an emotion he was familiar with, but watching
the silhouette in the dark, uncaring, unmoving, observing him,
stalking him for two weeks, a frisson went down his spine.

No, it couldn’t be the myth.

He said that to himself every time. A myth to many, a truth
to some who never lived to tell the tale, the name everyone
deep in the underworld knew to be wary of. Was that him? No,
no way. The man wasn’t real. It was possibly just a homeless
guy who had seen everything and was scared to come out, or
maybe even an undercover cop. Nothing else.

“Get lost before I cut you open,” the butcher called out, glad
his voice didn’t have the tremor he felt.



No sound. No movement. Nothing but eyes watching him
quietly.

It scared him, emasculated him, and he didn’t like that. He,
who had terrorized and killed over fifty women, felt fear
watching a silhouette in the shadows, because of a fucking
underworld myth.

Sirens sounded somewhere in the city far away at this time
of the night. A nightclub down the block pounded its music as
its door opened and closed.

And he just heard his own breathing, angry at being afraid,
angry at feeling hunted.

He took a step back.

The silhouette didn’t move, just kept watching him.

Just a scared homeless guy, that was all.

He pocketed his knife and backed out of the alley, slowly
checking to see no one else saw him, and began to sprint away
from the crime scene. But just before he turned off the block,
paranoid, he looked back at the mouth of the alley like he did
every time.

And like each time, a man in dark clothes stood in the
shadows, leaning against the wall, playing with a lighter, and
watching him run like a coward into the night.

The Shadow Man, a bigger monster than he, was real.



PART I

THE CRUST

*

“Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind,
And therefore is winged cupid painted blind.”

-William Shakespeare



Eighteen Years Ago

Zephyr, 10

BROKEN BONES HURT.

Zephyr struggled to lay still, alone in the general hospital
room. The nice nurse had just made her mama and papa leave
her behind. They promised to come back in the morning, but
they had to get home to take care of her new sister, Zenith.
Zephyr called her Zen. She was five, and really pretty and
quiet, but she loved playing with Zephyr, and Zephyr loved
her already. She wanted to go home.

She sniffled, wiping her nose with her hand. It was cold,
and her sides hurt.

“Why’s a pretty girl like you crying?”

The older woman’s voice from the bed across from hers
made Zephyr look up with her red eyes. There hadn’t been any
beds in the children’s area of the hospital, the nurse had told
her parents. So, she’d put her in with an older lady for the two
nights. She looked really thin and sick.

“I want—” Zephyr hiccupped “—to go home.”



“You will, sweetheart,” the lady smiled at her. She looked
like she was her mama’s age, maybe a bit older. “Your parents
will take you tomorrow.”

Zephyr nodded. Yes, she just had to stay two nights. “Will
your parents take you too?”

The woman’s smile turned sad. “No, I’m not going home,
although my son wants to take me.”

“Then why don’t you go with him?” Zephyr leaned to the
side, her little mind distracted by the nice lady with the tubes
in her hands.

The lady laughed but her voice broke. “I don’t have much
time in this world, sweetie. I’m just sad I’ll be leaving him
behind with no one to care about him.”

That was a concept Zephyr could not understand. Everyone
had family, didn’t they? She had so many uncles and aunts and
cousins she barely remembered all their names. “He has no
one else?”

The woman shook her head sadly.

Her heart broke. Everyone should have a family.

Zephyr jumped down from the bed, her side hurting a bit,
and wobbled over to the older woman, extending her pinkie
out. “I can be there for him. I promise. What’s his name?”

The woman laughed again, a tear going down her face, and
hooked her rough pinkie with Zephyr’s. “You’re a sweet
child.”



Zephyr nodded. She liked being sweet. “His name?” she
asked stuck on the boy who didn’t have a family.

“Alessandro. Alessandro Villanova. Alpha.”



Chapter 1

Zephyr, Present Day

HE WAS CHEATING ON her.

Zephyr was a hundred percent—alright maybe not a
hundred, she tended to overexaggerate things in her own head,
maybe ninety percent—sure that opening the door in the seedy
little dungeon hole he’d led her to, for a fight of all things,
would reveal him with some bimbo. Or maybe she wouldn’t
be a bimbo. Maybe she would be some incredibly nice but
naive girl who fell for his handsome looks and witty charm
without realizing he was in a relationship with a curvaceous
hairstylist. A curvaceous hairstylist he’d told numerous times
that she needed to lose some of the curves and she’d be ‘so
fucking sexy, babe’. The curvaceous hairstylist, aka she, aka
Zephyr de la Vega, aka the biggest idiot on the planet to ever
imagine there could be a future with him when she wasn’t in
love. But god, she’d been tired of being single at twenty-eight
with everyone telling her she should be with someone.

And though she didn’t love him, she was in a relationship
and she had her pride, which was exactly why she stood



outside the door, dread, anger, and certainty pooling in the pit
of her stomach.

You’re sexy, you’re beautiful, you’re a goddess, she kept
chanting, her belief in her own words slightly lesser compared
to the morning when she’d woken up with a good life, in a
mostly-okay relationship with the perfect guy. The perfect guy
who, she was sure, was railing someone behind the door.

“Oh, yes,” a feminine wail from inside made the wince on
her face tighten, her hand gripping the dirty-looking handle
that made her want to scrub it clean.

“And now, the finisher is in the cage!”

The crowd roared from the arena beyond the dingy corridor
she was in. It smelled like something had died in there, and
something probably had. She couldn’t be sure. Her boyfriend
had traveled to the industrial district for this shady fight, and
she’d followed him, only to be lost in the crowd with two
scary-looking bouncer-type dudes who’d looked at her
suspiciously. She hadn’t been surprised at that though. In her
colorful floral dress reminiscent of spring, she was as out of
place in the dungeon-hole as an elephant at an airport. Wait,
did elephants even go to airports? How did they transfer them
overseas in case of emergencies though? Maybe they—

Focus, Zee.

She took a deep breath, halting the internal rambling. She
did that a lot, ramble that was. Word vomit was a common
affliction where she was concerned, especially when her
nerves were taut. And they were very, very taut as she stood in



the corridor she’d found her boyfriend walking into. Because
if she found what she knew she was going to find, she’d be
single again. Moreover, it would strain things with her parents
because her mother already considered him a son-in-law,
though her father was pretty ‘meh’ about him.

Gritting her teeth, calling on her nerves to calm down, she
tugged on the handle, only to open the door a few inches to see
a man’s bare ass pumping into a woman against the dirty wall.
The fact that she was more concerned about the woman’s
hygiene than the fact that she recognized that butt was a bit
revelationary.

So this was what being cheated upon felt like.

Huh.

Kind of anti-climactic, if she was being honest.

Zephyr had always wondered in the back of her mind,
seeing it in movies or reading it in books, the cliché of the
woman finding her lover’s infidelity or the bride being jilted at
the altar, and she’d always wondered if the tears had been
because of the hurt, the humiliation, the anger, or the loss of
that idea of perfection. Maybe it was all of them. She couldn’t
exactly pinpoint.

Weirdly, as she watched the very nice ass pump away, she
only felt a sense of ‘I told you so’ within herself. Had a part of
her always known he was scum underneath the pretty? Had
she written it off as her own insecurities rearing their head?
Perhaps. And though surprisingly she wasn’t as hurt as she’d
thought she would be, she was pissed, getting more so with



each oblivious pump. And being pissed was not a good look
on her, especially because she did irrational shit in the heat of
the moment.

She locked her jaw, trying to contain her anger, but with
each thrust, she remembered each little way he’d made her feel
inadequate, made her feel just a bit less. Every ‘don’t eat that’,
every targeted comment about thigh gaps being sexy while
jokingly telling her she’d never get one, every exasperated
sigh about her quirky hair colors whenever she changed them.
She’d been with him for over two years, and looking back all
she saw was a bunch of gaslighting and good, old dickery. And
the fact that she’d always prided herself on being a good lover,
his penis falling in another woman’s vagina was a hit to that
belief, more than she wanted to admit.

She wanted to feel adequate. She wanted to feel beautiful.
She wanted to feel desirable.

The last man who’d made her feel all those things—

Don’t think about him.

She wanted to feel anything but what she was feeling as she
watched the man she’d been thinking of settling down with.
And she wanted to make him feel like shit. Yeah, she was
petty like that. God, she was an idiot. But at least she was an
idiot who’d dodged a bullet.

Stepping back from the door, Zephyr looked at the dirty
handle, unsure what she was going to do exactly.

“Alpha! Alpha! Alpha!”



The chanting of the crowd drew her attention, suddenly
making her heart stop, taking her entire focus away from the
scene toward the arena.

Alpha?

Did they say Alpha?

No, it couldn’t be.

She looked at the door leading to the arena, her heart
pounding. It was an unusual name, and she’d only known of
one man who’d used it. He’d been a fighter too, but it couldn’t
be him. That was almost a decade ago…

Unnerved, her cheating boyfriend forgotten by the stronger
memory elicited by that name, she followed the noise of the
spectators and exited the foul-smelling corridor to a slightly
better-smelling sort-of open space. It smelled like places that
had never seen the sunlight did—slightly dank, slightly musty,
slightly sweaty. It wasn’t a place for a girl like her, one from a
nice family, dressed in a bright floral dress, with hair she’d
dyed pink recently because her mother was certain something
good was going to happen to her soon.

‘Just a feeling, baby,’ her mama had told her affectionately.

She’d been waiting for that good thing. Was this it? Was it
him, back again? It couldn’t be.

God, she was a gigantic idiot.

Watching the spectacle in front of her, she tried to see for
herself if it was her Alpha before she had to deal with real life.



The fight was probably illegal, which was most likely why
it was in such a dungeon-like space in the industrial district,
better known as the creepy no-go zone of the city. This was the
part of the city kids who wanted to play scary games came to.
Mostly, it was just famous for seedy criminal activities. She
just hoped no one got raided because the prison wasn’t on her
bucket list.

The dungeon, if it could be called that, was huge and dark
and not like any basement she’d ever seen. The walls were
solid rock and the ceiling super high with some huge lights
that would honestly be painful to look at directly. The central
space was a caged-off ring and the crowd of mostly men and a
few women surrounded the cage, with some bouncer-type
scary men against the walls keeping an eye on everyone.

“Break his arm, Alpha!” the guy immediately to her right
yelled loud enough to wake the dead.

“Spray his fucking blooooood!”

“Knock him out and I’ll suck your dick, you beast!” That
from a particularly enthusiastic lady somewhere in the room.
Zephyr cringed. As long as it wasn’t her Alpha, the lady could
suck whatever she wanted. She’d always been irrationally
possessive of him.

A violent crash of a body hitting the metal of the cage broke
her thoughts, drawing her eyes towards the main event.

Her eyebrows hit her hairline.



A shirtless man, no, a shirtless giant, had another smaller
guy (who would’ve been huge on his own, but looked tiny in
comparison) pinned against the cage from the back. She could
see what the lady had been talking about. A beast, indeed. He
had the smaller guy’s arm twisted behind him at an awkward
angle, the other holding him down like a dog. But it wasn’t
just the fight that had Zephyr’s attention.

It was his eyes, or rather his one eye. He wore an honest-to-
god eye patch over his right eye, his left glimmering a light
color she couldn’t really make out from afar. Eye patches, in
her head, were things pirates wore to look badass as they
raided ships and claimed maidens in historical romances. In
this day and age, people usually just put in a fake prosthetic
eye if they needed. The fact that this veritable giant wore an
eye patch to a fight with an opponent of seemingly good
vision… damn.

But he looked nothing like the boy from her fateful
memories.

“Fuck him up goooood!!!”

Jesus, the guy next to her was really, really bloodthirsty.

“I want him so bad!” another woman’s voice said from
somewhere. “Can you believe he’s not fucking anyone for
over a year now? I’ve tried to hit him up so many times.”

“Girl, he scares the living shit out of me. No way I’m going
near that.”



“Just imagine the sex, though. I’ve heard he makes you
praise the lord.”

Zephyr listened to the conversation intently, trying to place
if this was him.

She tried not to let the crowd jostle her smaller frame as she
watched the fight from the back, her mind occupied for the
moment, the weight on her chest heavy.

The beast stepped back from the smaller guy, setting him
free, putting his entire frame in her line of sight to her for the
first time. A long scar went down from his hairline, under his
eye patch, down to the corner of his mouth, permanently
pulling it down in a scary frown on one side. A million more
scars littered his torso with some tattoos over a million
muscles she didn’t know a human could possess. And for such
a large man, he moved with a fluidity that belied him.

Raw, brutal strength, that’s what he was.

Alpha, that’s what the crowd had called him, and she could
see why. The more she watched him, the more fascinated she
became, the more the urge to confirm his identity seeped into
her pores.

Shortie turned to him, swinging his arm out, his fist aimed
at the black patch, and Zephyr could feel her breath locking in
her throat, suddenly invested in not wanting the beast to get
hurt. Before she could blink, in a move that she wouldn’t have
thought he could have caught with his limited peripheral
vision, he blocked Shortie and delivered a sharp uppercut on
his side, possibly breaking a rib with the force behind it.



Oof.

Shortie gripped his side and howled as the crowd went
crazy. Yeah, that would’ve hurt.

Just as she winced in sympathy, as Shortie stayed bent on
the cage floor, this Alpha cracked his neck and looked out at
the crowd for the first time. She saw that singular gaze glance
over the gathering and pause on her. It was probably her shock
of pink hair that caught his eye or her dress. She didn’t know,
and she didn’t really think.

She couldn’t think.

It was the same heaviness. There had always been
something… intense about being looked at by him. Something
so heavy she could feel it weighing down on her chest,
escalating her heartbeats, making her palms clammy. A bead
of sweat rolled down her neck into her cleavage, and dear lord,
she remembered what it had been like being looked at by him
with both his eyes.

It felt like him.

Tears burned her eyes.

So fucking long.

It lasted for a few seconds before he turned to his opponent
again.

“Zee? What the hell are you doing here?”

The words made her eyes flutter shut for a second as reality
crashed back on her. She’d hoped for a little more time before



the confrontation. For all her outgoing, exuberant personality,
confrontations were something she could never get herself to
handle. She hated them. And whenever the need arose for one,
she avoided them completely. This wasn’t how she would’ve
imagined it. She would’ve gone home and sent him a break-up
text.

Now, there was a confrontation to be had and she had no
interest in it, her entire attention on the man in the cage.
Blowing out a breath, she slowly turned around to face the
man she’d be making her ex in three seconds.

“We’re done, Alec,” she told him, taking in his very
handsome profile. He was hot, there was no denying it, and he
knew it too.

She saw his dark brows slash down as they did when he was
about to mansplain something to her. “What do you mean?”

“Meaning you can go fuck yourself or fuck another girl like
the one in the back. We’re finished.”

“Zee—”

She held her hand up. “Save it.”

The crowd went wild at something happening in the cage,
and Zephyr felt her emotions crash all over the place. She
didn’t want to deal with Alec, but he knew he was caught and
he couldn’t talk himself out of it, which meant he was going to
go on the offensive. In moments, a predictable sneer curled his
lips, and Zephyr braced herself.



“It’s too late, Zee,” he reminded her, as though she needed
it. “You’ll be twenty-nine in a month, and your grandmother’s
fund will be frozen out if you don’t marry me. I was going to
propose to you on your birthday. One fuck isn’t worth all
that.”

Her throat tightened even as rage infused her veins. Yes, her
grandmother’s fund. Her lovely grandmother had never
married and regretted it her entire life, so she’d made sure that
her granddaughter wouldn’t make the same mistake and find
herself a life partner. She’d left some old family heirlooms
with a clause that Zephyr had to be married by her twenty-
ninth birthday to access them.

Now, Zephyr was pretty non-mercenary and didn’t care
enough for the money to get married. But the family heirlooms
had been in her father’s line for over five generations, and the
sneaky old lady had known her mother would rather get her
married at gunpoint than let something so valuable to their
heritage go to charity. Alec had been a catch. She was a
middle-class girl, and he was a good-looking man, came from
money, and had influence in the city. She loved her parents
and they loved her, and she couldn’t deny that seeing Alec’s
profile had made them feel more satisfied with their
relationship. Eventual access to her grandmother’s fund was a
side benefit. It was probably the only reason she’d considered
settling down with him.

“And let’s face it, Zee,” Alec continued with a soft, almost
placating smile that would’ve looked good had she not wanted
to punch it off his face, “you won’t get a better offer. You’re



not a beauty like your sister. Finding a rich, powerful husband
like me is a rare opportunity for you.”

The audacity of this man truly galled her. Forget asking for
forgiveness, there wasn’t an ounce of remorse or shame on his
face. And like a true narcissist, he’d turned it around on her
and her so-called inadequacy, and tried to make her feel
insecure by her own sister. That was possibly the stupidest
thing he’d tried to do. Her sister was her best friend, her
outside beauty not even half of her inside. She loved Zen and
was proud of her every damn day. Trying to drive a wedge
between them was idiotic.

A loud bell rang from the back and she turned to see the
fight end, the beast clearly the winner as he walked to a corner
of the room to talk to some bald guy. She looked at his back,
marred and tangled with scars, and wondered what had
happened to him.

Turning to face her ex for one last time, she stepped closer
and patted his chest.

“We’re done, Alec,” she declared as the crowd slowly
headed to the opposite side of the room. “I’d marry anyone but
you.”

He chuckled. “You’re crazy.”

Zephyr smiled. Finally, something he’d said right. “I am. I
was also the best you had. Now go fuck everyone you want
now. I know I will.”



Before he could say another word, she turned on her heel,
her target locked on a massive back now covered in a black t-
shirt, the fabric stretched tautly across it. As she cut through
the crowd, she knew Alec was watching her, and as she
headed in the direction she was heading in, she could feel the
eyes of the others fall upon her.

And none of it mattered, because if this was him, if she’d
found him after ten years…

She had to know. She needed to know. Fuck everyone else.

She was almost three feet from the beast and the guy he was
speaking with when she saw the muscles in his back stiffen,
his neck turning to sear her with one golden eye.

Liquid, molten gold.

Gold that had once seared her veins.

Him.

Her step faltered for a split second.

He was larger now, more intimidating, and not just because
of his massive size. It was the way the ugly scar slashed from
his hairline, over his missing eye, across his cheek, and down
to the corner of his lips, disappearing under his short beard. It
was the way he was wearing a leather patch over his eye and
still sensed someone in his personal space before they
announced themselves. It was the way he held more power in
that singular gaze than most people did in their entire bodies.
He hadn’t lost that with his right eye.



His face showed nothing, no recognition. Was it because of
the hair? She’d kept it blond back then, and she’d definitely
gained some curves in the time in between. But had she really
become that unrecognizable? She was completely out of her
depth, but she’d already jumped off-board, and hell if she
wasn’t going to swim.

Inhaling with purpose, she closed the distance between them
even as he watched her like a hawk, and jumped.

His hands instinctively caught her as she wrapped her legs
around his waist, her hands gripping his shoulders. He was
solid, immovable, and holding her up with an ease she’d
never, ever experienced again in the last decade.

Without giving him a moment to ask anything, she slanted
her face and kissed him, her lips trembling with emotion.

He stiffened, his grip on her waist tightening slightly as he
pulled back a bit, something akin to curiosity emanating from
him. She didn’t know what his sex life was like but she
doubted he had random girls climbing his frame and planting
one on him. Or maybe he did.

“Please,” she whispered in the space between their mouth,
knowing it was that girl inside her who had kissed a wild boy
speaking. She needed to believe for herself that this was him,
feel it in her bones, feel it in their kiss.

His golden gaze considered her for a small second before
suddenly he shifted her, holding her up with only one arm
under her ass, the other hand still wrapped in tape fisting her
hair and pulling her neck back in a move that was sheer power.



Raw, unadulterated power.

Zephyr didn’t know what she’d expected but this hadn’t
been it. Not the way he’d taken control, not the way her heart
began to pound a frantic beat in a response to it, not the way
her core clenched. It was as though the tug on her scalp and
his taped hand around her hair had found something primitive
deep inside her and poked it into a strange awareness.

He’d not done that before.

His mouth came closer to hers, and she waited, unable to
move her neck and close the distance. In essence, she was
immobilized and it did something to her. Up close, she could
make out the slight sheen of sweat over his bronzed skin, the
depth of his scar tissue, the intricate detailing on his eye patch.
It was fancier than she’d expected, some kind of leather. She
wondered what it felt like to touch. Lord, she was crazy. She’d
just seen this man pummel another, and there she was on him
like an orangutan with its favorite tree.

“What’s a little rainbow like you doing in a shithole like
this?” he murmured as he inhaled the side of her neck, so
softly she felt his words more than heard them. She knew she
had a colorful personality but she’d never been called a
rainbow before and the way he said it was nice, really nice.

But it also told her something—he didn’t recognize her.

Nothing.

Something akin to hurt and disappointment crashed over
her. What did she expect though? He had clearly lived through



a lot, and it had been ten years.

“It’s a long story,” she told him softly, swallowing the
turmoil of emotions inside her.

He didn’t move, just observed her.

Zephyr closed her eyes in mortification. The last hour had
been one hit to her heart after another. She should probably
just go home and have a good cry.

She began to move her legs, and his grip on her hair
tightened, freezing her in place.

She could feel the heat emanating from his body. He
smelled like the wilderness, like what she imagined the dark
depths of the wild forest beyond the city smelled like—sweat,
wood, musk, and something unknown. With her eyes closed,
she could imagine him in another time, another place, hunting
in the wild, coming to his cave and fucking his woman raw.
That was the word. Raw. She’d never smelled anyone so raw.
Most boys during her teens had drowned themselves in body
sprays that advertised women falling on them if they used it,
and Alec always put on cologne that probably cost more than
what she earned in a month. Alpha had always smelled like he
looked. Raw.

Before she could think another thought, he angled her head
with his grip and slashed his mouth upon hers.

Her heartbeat fractured.

Coffee.

Mint.



Him.

His taste exploded on her tongue, his mouth moving over
hers expertly, tongue gliding along with hers in a way that
made her thighs tighten around his torso in memory.

He could kiss. Like really, really kiss. He always could.

She felt the scar tissue on the side of his mouth press into
hers, the sensation not unpleasant but one she was unfamiliar
with, his short beard creating subtle friction that really did
something for her. She’d never have thought she’d be into
facial hair but damn.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, unconsciously
pressing her body as close as she could to his, her hips
grinding over his solid muscles without thought, rubbing her
in a way that was decadent.

It wasn’t a kiss, it was an experience, and she felt like a
virgin having her first with him again. New sensations coursed
through her body, the promise of something dark and delicious
and depraved on the horizon that had everything feminine in
her unfurl and open and accept his pillaging of her being. It
was a kiss both new and familiar, like a melody she’d heard
long ago and never forgot. And her core knew, he would fuck
now like he kissed, and god she wanted to know what that
would be like. Would he hold her down and slam her into the
bed? Would he pull her hair back and devour her mouth as he
plunged inside her? Would he mark her skin with his teeth?

A shiver coursed down her body, her nipples tightening to
hard points against his chest.



A romantic at heart, she’d always believed in love at the
first meeting. Her parents had been a love-at-first-meeting
couple. One of her colleagues was a love-at-first-meeting
couple. Even her grandparents on her dad’s side had been a
couple like that. And she’d found that with him a long time
ago, and kissing him kindled it back to life—the emotions, the
attraction, the longing, and the pain. Oh, the sweet, bitter pain.

He was her love-at-first-meeting. And she didn’t know who
he was now, but he was hers. He’d always been hers.

A few whistles rent the air, someone catcalled, and she
blinked her eyes open, looking at the man who had tilted her
world on its axis again. Suddenly remembering they weren’t
alone, Zephyr pulled back and looked at him, her breasts
heaving, flush against his chest.

His mouth was wet and slightly pink from her gloss, and he
seemed unbothered as he watched her.

She wiggled down back to her own feet, tilting her neck
back because lord, the man was blessed by the vertical gods
and she was not. His height seemed to be the only
recognizable trait from the old him—the bulk, the scars, the
injuries, and the danger were all new.

He didn’t recognize her, so she needed to begin again.
“Thanks.”

The unscarred side of his lip twitched a bit, his golden eye
going behind her. “You with him?” he asked. His voice was…
more masculine than she remembered. She really didn’t know
how else to put it. The baritone was deeper, the tenor was



graver, the sound a little huskier. It was a voice she could
imagine commanding a room of people, a voice she could
imagine whispering dirty things to a lover, a voice of dark
leather and wild power.

She turned around to see who he was referring to, finding
Alec fuming in the crowd. She’d forgotten about him.

“No.” Her refusal was loud, more high-pitched than she’d
wanted. Her nose got warm as she got a bit flustered.

The bald guy from earlier came up from the side, watching
the two of them with slight amusement. “That was…
interesting.”

Alpha ignored his comment. “Hector will drop you home
safely.” Hector, the bald guy, gave her a grin.

Alpha’s hand, still taped, came up to her chin, holding her in
place, his single-eyed gaze intense before he dropped a
lingering kiss on her lips. “You kiss good, rainbow.”

Something in the cavity of her chest shriveled at his lack of
recognition, while something else bloomed with the sheer joy
of finding him again.

Zephyr shook it off and let her lips curl in a smile. “You too,
sexy.”

She felt his amusement at that. With a chuck under her chin,
he strode away from the arena, leaving her standing behind as
he had ten years ago, waiting for him to turn around and come
back to her again.



Her first love, the one she never recovered from. Love, the
kind she could give everything and replenish yet again to give
more, the kind that snuck in under the radar and one day it was
there, mixed into the cement of her foundations, love that went
so deep into the bones it changed the course of being.

He had been that love.

He was back.

And he remembered nothing.

She was screwed.



Chapter 2

Zephyr

“SHIT, ZEE. WHAT NOW?”

Zephyr glanced at Zenith seated in front of the mirror, oiling
her dark, long hair. Her five-year younger sister was what
everyone called a stunner. She had a naturally petite,
modelesque figure that everyone in their social circle
appreciated, soulful eyes that made men line up the streets,
and mannerisms that would put a queen to shame. But
appearances were deceptive. Zephyr knew she was also the
girl who had tried to kill herself when she was younger for
reasons unknown, the girl who fought some kind of demons in
her mind every day, the girl who had immersed herself in
social justice and working for a non-profit organization—
Survivors of Los Fortis—that dealt with victims of assault and
abuse and rehabilitated them. If there were angels on earth, her
sister was one of them.

Zephyr volunteered with her on the weekends, styling and
cutting the hair of the ladies at the SLF center. People always
underestimated the power getting a makeover could have on



one’s psyche. She had seen women shed tears after a haircut,
women with harsh, traumatic pasts shedding their grief, their
histories, their conditioning after cutting their hair, if only for a
moment. It empowered them, made them feel like a newer
version of themselves who didn’t have to let their pasts dictate
their futures for a second, and while it wasn’t a big
contribution in the grand scheme of things, Zephyr loved that
first emotional catharsis they had immediately afterward.

She pulled her sunflower earrings out of her lobes and
dumped them on the dresser in her room as Zen watched her
with curious eyes. Zephyr had spent the last few minutes
updating her sister as they both went about their nightly
rituals.

“I don’t know,” she answered, walking over to the single,
large window in her room, the white gossamer-thin drapes
flying inward with the wind. Her room was a reflection of who
she felt she was inside—colorful and chaotic, with pretty
printed sheets on a queen-sized bed, white painted walls with a
plethora of photos, indoor plants sprucing up the corners, and
knick-knacks from everywhere scattered haphazardly all
around.

Rainbow.

He’d called her a rainbow. Once upon a time, he’d called
her sunshine, back when her hair had been blond. She liked
rainbow better. Looking around, she realized her room
reflected that name. Her sister’s room was the opposite, all
organized and minimalistic and done in pastels.



They both rented an apartment in the city, at walking
distance from both her salon and the SLF center. Their parents
lived in the suburbs where they’d grown up, where her father
still worked at the same accounting agency he’d been working
at for thirty years. Daily commute for work had become both
expensive and troublesome when she’d started at the salon, so
Zephyr had moved out soon after, her sister following once
she’d finished her graduation.

Flopping down on her bed, Zephyr started putting lotion on
her arms as Zen massaged her own scalp with her fingers, the
routine comforting for both of them after a long day.

“I can’t believe he doesn’t remember you.” Her sister
rubbed the strands. “By the way, you need to tell Mama about
Alec. She needs to stop planning your wedding in her head
with the toad.” Zen had always been anti-Alec.

Zephyr snorted. “Fat chance of that. She wants me ‘happy
and married and rich’, with a son-in-law she can boast about to
the ladies at the club.”

“Also true.”

They stayed silent for a while, contemplating. Zephyr knew
there was no way she was going to go through with the
relationship with Alec now, but she didn’t know how to shield
her parents from the fallout. Knowing Alec, she knew he
would take a rejection as a hit to his pride, possibly making
her mother lose the social status she’d gained by association.
For Zephyr, he would probably have her name smeared all
over the city. She wouldn’t be surprised if he came after Zen’s



reputation too, especially knowing she was adopted into the
family. It wasn’t looking good. She had a wonderful life, a
great family, and though her mother could be very influenced
by what others said sometimes, she was a great mother.

“Forget Alec for a second.” Zen’s feminine voice broke
through her musings. “I still can’t believe you saw Alpha, your
Alpha, after so long. I mean what are the odds that you’d
follow Alec and find your lost love? I thought he’d left town.
You really saw him?”

Zephyr flushed slightly, the kiss fresh in her memory. It did
seem insane in retrospect.

“Saw him. Jumped and kissed him, and then he kissed me.
The way he fisted my hair…” her voice trailed off as she
fanned her face dramatically.

Zen fanned herself too, grinning. “He sounds sexier. And
Alec really saw that?”

“Alec and at least fifty other random strangers.”

“Damn. What’s he like now? ” Zen asked, a mildly dreamy
look on her face. That was the one thing they both had in
common—they were both hopeless romantics, Zephyr a bit
more hardcore and Zen a bit softer, but hopeless romantics
nonetheless. Moreover, Zen was the only other soul who knew
about Alpha.

“Huge,” Zephyr recalled, her heartbeats escalating at the
memory. “Solid. He just held me with one arm the entire time.
Can you imagine?”



“The toad would never!” Zen giggled, tightening her hair in
a bun. “Is it still there? The spark?”

Yeah, it was there alright. “It was more intense. I don’t
know if that’s because we’ve both matured now but it’s…
there. I know he felt it.”

“Tell me more. Let me live vicariously through you.”

Zephyr finished putting the lotion on. “He’s really scarred
now. I can’t even imagine what he must’ve gone through to get
them all. He was handsome but now he’s… wild. Dangerous.
Someone you don’t want to mess with. He’s also got an eye
patch.”

Zen stilled, her arms up on her hair. “Eye patch?”

“I swear I’m not making that up,” Zephyr chuckled, capping
the bottle of lotion and setting it on her nightstand. “He looked
like a pirate, except hotter and cleaner and better-smelling.
Though I don’t know what pirates smelled like—possibly the
sea, also can you imagine the—”

“Did you just say scarred and eye-patched?”

“—stench on board with all the—”

“Zee.”

“—men not washing for—”

Zen stood from the chair in an abrupt movement and came
to her. “Zee, focus!” she snapped her fingers and Zephyr
halted her rambling, frowning at the seriousness on her sister’s
face.



“There’s only one man in the city I know about who wears
an eye patch, and I sure as hell hope it’s not him because
he’s…” Zen bit her lip, her brown eyes troubled. “He’s
dangerous”

Zephyr felt her brows furrow. “Wait, what are you talking
about?”

Her sister tugged at the long sleeves of her nightgown, one
she wore to bed like an old lady. Zephyr knew it made her feel
secure. “A guy with the eye patch owns the SLF building. And
Trident Towers. And half of the city. He’s some big hotshot in
real estate on the face of it. I never got his name but there’s a
rumor he’s heavily involved in the underworld, and I kinda
believe it. You don’t get all this without being powerful, and
that kind of power in this city—”

“—is dangerous,” Zephyr completed, letting it sink in,
wondering if he was the same guy her sister was talking about,
and if so, why the hell would a man who owned half the city
fight barefist in a shady basement illegally? It made zero
sense.

“You never heard his name?” she asked.

Her sister shook her head. “I don’t think anyone has heard
of him in normal lives, per se. I only know about the eye patch
thing because one of the girls at SLF told me about him. She
was an employee of his, I think? Anyway, her father beat her
up and the eye patch man sent her to SLF. She was there for a
while, you might remember her. Jasmine?”



An image of a woman with the left side of her face swollen,
a tattoo forcefully branded on the line of her jaw, popped into
her mind. “I gave her a chic bob. She sobbed afterward. I
remember. ”

“Yeah,” her sister’s eyes were somber. “She told me a bit
about the eye patch guy. Said he gave girls from the streets…
security. And if some girls came through looking for it, I
should definitely mention that and give them a number to
contact. But I don’t know if it’s your Alpha.”

The silence continued for a bit as they both mulled over the
news.

Was he the same man? Was he involved in the underworld?
If he was, should she even consider trying to pursue anything?
She’d always been a good girl. She paid her taxes on time, she
helped old ladies cross the street, and she followed the law.
And while Alpha had never had much regard for the law and
his sense of morality had always been skewed, being involved
in the underworld was an entirely different ballgame. If the
eye patch man and Alpha were the same, should she even try
to contact him again and involve herself in the midst of it?

Zephyr remembered the lack of recognition she’d seen in
his gaze, and it didn’t hurt as much now that she was not
overly emotional. But now that she’d found him, she was
already itching to go see him again, to find out who he had
become, understand his in-between, get his excuses. She
wanted the stories of his scars, the workings of his mind, the
intensity of his eye.



She wanted him, even if he was the underworld man.

And if he didn’t remember her, she needed to offer him
something valuable, something that would make him give
them the time to fall again.

The seed of an idea blossomed in her mind—an insane but
enlivening idea.

“You said he owned the Trident Towers, right?” Zephyr
voiced, the idea solidifying in her brain. She was crazy.
Trident Towers were one of the most expensive office
complexes in central Los Fortis.

“Oh no,” Zen pointed at her face. “I know that face.
Whatever you’re cooking in your head, don’t.”

Zephyr blinked innocently. Her sister groaned. “You’ll get
yourself in deep trouble.”

She waited.

“Ugh,” Zen huffed. “Yes. Just don’t get yourself killed.”

“That’s a low bar.”

Her sister threw a pillow at her head before walking toward
her door. “Knowing you…”

Rolling her eyes, Zephyr poked her tongue out as her sister
left, the wheels in her brain turning.

Quickly opening her laptop, she spent the next hour
diligently searching for the public records of ownership for
Trident Towers and SLF, needing to confirm if the eye patch



man and Alpha were the one and the same. It was all
registered to one address.

AV Security

28th floor, Tower A,

Trident Towers, Zero Avenue

Los Fortis - LF001A

AV.

Alessandro Villanova.

It was him.

He’d never told her the name but she knew. It was him.

Zephyr stared at the address, torn about what to do. If she
pursued it, she could change the course of their lives. It would
be better if she let it go.

She shut the laptop.

Yeah, she’d let it go.

***

She didn’t let it go.

Zephyr worked as one of the prime hairstylists at Leisure
Locks, one of the premium salons three blocks down from the
city center and Trident Towers.



Trident Towers were a set of three tall towers skyscrapers in
the middle of the city, in what Zephyr called the ‘bougie’ part
of the town. At this time of the morning, it was busy. The
roads were heavy with traffic, the pavements were full of
purposeful pedestrians, the flurry of activities between
corporate suits and carefree artists lively. Tower A had offices
for multinational corporations, affluent law firms, and
powerful investors. It was the money-making tower. Tower B
housed apartments for those who could afford the vista view
on the top half, and a luxury hotel on the lower. It was the
money-taking tower. And Tower C, the shortest of the three,
was basically an overpriced mall with everything from bars
and restaurants to high-end fashion boutiques and grocery
stores. It was the money-raking tower.

For the last two weeks, she had taken a longer route back to
her apartment, walking by Tower A before going home,
scoping it out. And in two weeks she’d learned two things.

One, AV Security employed a shit ton of hot, muscular men.

Two, Alpha never exited or entered the building from the
front entrance.

In fact, in all of two weeks, she’d only seen him thrice and
that too when he’d been walking to the back of the tower after
getting out of a huge dark SUV she couldn’t see the name of.
Two weeks of research, and a lot of conversations with her
sister and SLF employees had made one thing clear—he was
definitely some underworld baddie, infamous for providing the
best security and pissing important people off.



He was dangerous. And she wanted him more for it like the
sucker she was.

Zephyr stood outside Tower A, nervous.

She was absolutely mental. But this was the only way
forward that she could see.

Taking a deep breath, she walked with purpose toward the
entrance, giving the guards a huge smile. “AV Security,
please.”

The guards nodded and she entered, taken aback by the
massive foyer from the gates to the elevators, with a reception
desk on one side with two women, a waiting area with plush
chairs on the other side, and cameras on every wall. In her
black dress, the one with tiny magenta flowers that were only
visible in the correct lighting, she stood watching everyone,
and still felt out of place. Her hair was now dyed a deep
burgundy and cut with bangs that fell on her forehead, her
dress was a little too swishy, and no, she didn’t fit in. Just
standing in that foyer made her feel like she didn’t belong. But
she had to do this, for them and the future she knew they
deserved. Even though she didn’t know if the boss version of
him would give her the same attention the fighter version of
him had. She hoped he did.

Clutching the straps of her small pink bag, Zephyr stood at
the entrance like an idiot, gathering all her courage.

“Excuse me, miss!”



The voice from the side distracted her, and she looked to see
one of the pretty receptionists smiling pleasantly at her, the
phone in her hand. She was probably going to ask her to leave.

“Yes?” Zephyr stuck a smile to her face.

“Are you Miss Rainbow?”

Miss Rainbow? Zephyr blinked, confused before realization
dawned. She looked up at the camera pointed at the entrance.
He had seen her. And damn if she didn’t love that.

“Yes, I am.”

“Mr. Villanova is expecting you.”

A slight smirk pulled at her lips, and she blew a kiss at the
camera.

Mr. Villanova. So proper.

Nodding, she headed to the elevators with some other
people going up and pressed 28th with slightly clammy hands.

Until the 22nd, she was relatively calm.

On the 23rd, her stomach started to flutter.

24th, she remembered the ease with which he’d hauled her
up.

25th, she remembered his taped hand fisting her hair, and
her body flushed slightly. Pressing herself against the elevator
wall, she watched the two other men get off on the 26th floor.

27th, she reminded herself of why she was there. For him.
She was there for him. Her mama always said her
stubbornness would bite her in the ass, and she was probably



right. But destiny had brought him back to her, and she’d be
damned if she let that go. They deserved this chance, and he
couldn’t fight for them so she would.

She hung her bag on her forearm, keeping it steady, pushed
up her oversized sunglasses on her hair, adjusted her silver
septum ring, and gave herself a once-over in the mirror. Her
dress fit perfectly and fluttered at her knee, her cleavage
tastefully exposed, and her legs elongated in heels. She looked
hot, and she was banking that he thought so too.

The doors opened on the 28th floor, and Zephyr blinked in
surprise. It looked nothing like what she’d been expecting.

A long brown teakwood table in the shape of a log stood in
the reception area, AV Security engraved on it. Tall, muscular
men wearing black t-shirts they could bust out of and jeans
milled about, some sipping coffee in the kitchenette to the left,
some just lounging in a sitting area with windows that
overlooked the city, one man even wearing spectacles and
reading a book in one corner. Three women, dressed in high
heels and short dresses, walked out of a room with Hector, the
bald guy who’d dropped her home the other night.

What was this place?

“Can I help you?” a masculine voice from the side had her
looking at another tall guy, his skin a deep olive-brown, his
hair cropped close to his head almost in a military-style.
Watching his posture, she wouldn’t be surprised if he had in
fact served.



This was some seriously hot men marketplace. She almost
wanted to sneakily take pictures for Zen.

“I’m here to see… Alpha?” it came out more as a question
than a statement.

The hottie frowned, his dark eyes assessing her clinically.
“Alpha doesn’t meet with potential clients. You’ll have to
register with us first. If you’re interested in security, I can help
you out. I’m Victor.” He extended his hand.

Before she could take it, a large palm slid around her waist
in a move so proprietary, Zephyr was taken aback. She looked
up to see her beast at her side, his eye steady on the other guy.
“She’s with me,” he declared in a voice that had her thighs
clenching slightly.

Chatter stopped.

It meant something, his words. She didn’t know what, but
the activity in the common area came to a halt. All the hot
guys she’d been ogling were now looking at the man next to
her, something like surprise and confusion in the air. Even the
guy who’d been reading was looking at them curiously, as she
stood with a man more than twice her size.

Damn.

It was hot.

And she was wet.

Without another word to anyone, he tugged her along to the
door at the end of the open space, and she followed quickly,
taking two steps for his one to not fall behind, the heat of his



palm burning through her dress to her skin. Though he needed
to learn how to walk slower, jeez.

They entered the office, and he shut the door behind them,
walking to the large mahogany desk, leaning against it.

“Rainbow.”

“Zephyr, or Zee if you prefer,” she corrected, leaning
against the door he’d left her at, introducing herself for the
first time as she watched for any flare of recognition. Her
name wasn’t that usual either. Her mother had a thing for
weird names, so she doubted he’d met many Zephyrs. But
there was nothing, no sign he’d heard it before.

Alright, then. Mission blank slate commencing.

Zephyr accepted that, and moved on. First things first, she
needed to ogle him properly in the sunlight, see everything she
had missed that night.

He wore a black t-shirt and jeans like the men outside, not
what she would’ve expected from a guy in Tower A who
owned half the city, or an underworld lord people were scared
to talk about.

He simply waited, letting her check him out at her leisure as
her eyes roved over his massive frame, coming to rest on his
scar.

“You look intimidating,” she told him, finally locking her
gaze with his singular eye. “Not that I’m scared. I wouldn’t
have jumped you if I was.” Shit, the way he was looking at her
was getting to her. “That’s why I’m here. Not to be kissed



again, although I wouldn’t mind that.” Abort, abort, abort. “It
was a very nice kiss. Probably the best kiss I’ve had. I’m
digressing. Sorry, I’m a little nervous.”

His eyebrow above the eye went up, but he stayed silent,
which made her even more nervous.

“I talk sometimes when I’m nervous,” she muttered to
herself, shaking her head. “I just—”

She pushed her bangs to the side as he tilted his head.
“What were you doing with Alec Reyes?”

Her hand paused on her bangs as she frowned at him. “You
know him?”

The man contemplated her. “Our paths have crossed.”
Vague.

“He was my boyfriend until that night,” she informed him.

“What happened that night?”

You happened.

“His dick fell into someone’s vagina. Repeatedly.”

“Ah.” Ah. What was that ‘ah’?

She didn’t voice that thought though.

He straightened from the desk suddenly and went to sit
behind it in the large chair, the room seeming more spacious
with him seated. “So, how can I help you, Zephyr?”

She loved the way he said her name. Zey-furr. She’d purr if
she were a cat at the way he said it, probably go into heat too
and rub all over him.



Not the time.

Swallowing, she crossed her arms over her chest to hide her
nipples, noticing the way his eye dropped to her cleavage
before coming back to her face. Good. He was attracted to her.
That was important.

“I…” she hesitated, not even sure how to voice it.

He waited patiently.

And then she blurted out the words that had been on the tip
of her brain for two weeks.

“Marry me.”

Silence.

She’d surprised him. She could see that on his half-scowling
face. He sat back in his chair, his single eye intense on her.
“Excuse me?”

This would be the tough part, convincing him that it was
nothing but a marriage of convenience, a quid pro quo scheme.
But she’d come prepared.

Taking a deep breath, she walked over to the chair in front
of his desk and took a seat, earnestly trying to make it make
sense. She had the whole plan, had practiced it on Zen that
morning, much to her sister’s exasperation. Desperate times
and all.

“Okay,” there went nothing. “My grandmother, bless her
soul, was batshit crazy. She had these old family relics and
heirlooms that have been in our family for multiple



generations, and she left it all to me, on the condition that I’m
married by my twenty-ninth birthday, which is in two weeks.
Don’t ask me why, I still haven’t figured it out. They’re
important to my family, and I want to pass them on to my kids
too someday, which was why I was ready to settle down with
Alec. But Alec is… controlling. He will never accept that I
rejected him, and he’ll try to interfere so I can’t find someone
else in time however he can. I wasn’t in love with him, even
though I did try. But…” she paused, trying to rein her
emotions back in as she talked to him, his presence alone
wreaking havoc inside her.

“Go on,” he prompted, his large arms resting on the arms of
his chair, his golden eye sharp on her.

Zephyr exhaled heavily. “That night, I felt a connection to
you. Then I found out who you were and you’re probably the
only guy in the city who can make Alec shit his pants, pardon
my language. And then I got the idea that I could kill two birds
with one stone. Believe it or not, I don’t go around proposing
to random strangers. I know you don’t know me, but I’m a
great person to have around. So… will you marry me? Only
for like six months? My grandmother’s will would be executed
by then, and Alec would have gone down a peg, and then we
can go our ways. And it won’t be too bad. I mean we have
really hot chemistry and I’m a nice person and you seem like a
solid guy and I just want to—”

“Breathe.”



Zephyr paused, inhaled and told herself to calm down. She
was talking a mile a minute but she was nervous. This was a
risk. If he said yes, she would have a great story to tell their
grandkids. If he said no, she didn’t know what she would do.
Her grandmother’s will, while important, was more of an
excuse now; her primary goal with this venture was him.

Zephyr leaned forward as she pleaded with him. “Please.”

Alpha watched her for a few minutes, contemplating
something before he finally spoke. “And why would I agree?”

Zephyr felt her heart triple in its beat. “Because I’ve heard
you haven’t been with a woman in a while, Mr. Villanova. And
you’d have me, and I’m fantastic in bed if I say so myself. I
also have something of yours. And for six months of your life,
I’ll return the secret back to you.” She leaned forward
earnestly. “Be my husband, and I’m yours. You have nothing
to lose, and so much to gain. I’ll happily be your friend, your
lover, your wife, whatever you need.”

She could see he was intrigued.

“I’ll sign a prenup,” she continued, making it clear she
didn’t want his assets, at least not the financial ones. “At the
end of six months when we part ways, I’ll take nothing.”

He tapped the top of the chair with his fingers, a scar on the
back of his hand going up his arm. “So you know something
about me, and if I marry you, I’ll get the secret and get you?”

Zephyr kept her eyes steady on him even as her fingers
gripped her dress.



“Yes.”



Chapter 3

Zephyr

THERE WAS SOMETHING VERY still about him as he
considered the offer. He watched her unerringly with that one
golden eye, his head tilted to the left, the sunlight streaming
from the large windows casting a glow on his beautiful,
scarred face.

“You’re not telling me the whole truth,” he spoke finally,
and her heart faltered.

No, she wasn’t.

She wasn’t telling him his secrets—that she’d known so
much about him since before she’d seen him for the first time.
She wasn’t telling him that he’d been her first kiss, that she
still remembered the way the metal from the fence he’d
pushed her into had dug into her back where she’d had
grooves for a week. She wasn’t telling him that she’d loved
him as a young man and she wanted to love him again as a
grown one.



She just didn’t understand how she’d become such a
fleeting memory to him. She knew it sounded like she’d been
a stalker, but she hadn’t. She just… loved the only way she
knew how to—completely, utterly, without any shame. It had
begun when she’d broken her ribs climbing the tree in her
backyard at ten. She’d been admitted to the hospital for a
week, and because the children’s ward had been full, they’d
temporarily put her in the adult ward with a kind older woman.

The woman had been dying, but she’d spoken to Zephyr.
She’d asked about her, her family, and played a wordy game
with her. She’d talked about her son, what a strong boy he
was, how he was such a good person but she was sad to be
leaving him alone. He would have no one after she was gone,
and Zephyr, heartbroken for a boy she’d not known, had
promised her that she would be there for him. The older
woman, Adriana, had smiled lovingly and made her pinkie
promise. She had died in her sleep that night.

The next morning, Zephyr had seen a tall, lean thirteen-
year-old boy in a torn shirt throw a chair through the ward
window, his golden eyes red from crying, the pain in his body
something she’d felt in hers in that moment.

Alessandro Villanova had loved his mother to the point the
nurses had to sedate him to ease his pained howls.

And Zephyr, even after leaving the hospital that day, never
forgot about him. That had only been the beginning of them,
one he didn’t know about.



She didn’t tell him any of that as she watched that amber
eye, the shade so light she’d always called it gold in her head.
His beautiful eyes, damaged, leaving him partially blinded,
with a leather strap covering it up.

“Does it bother you?” he asked softly, and she knew he was
talking about his eye patch. She was surprised at the question.
Was he insecure about that? Maybe he wasn’t. Maybe, it was
just curiosity.

“Not at all,” she answered honestly. As long as he was okay,
it didn’t bother her. But she did wonder when it had happened,
how it had happened, and how he had recovered from it.

“Then tell me what you’re hiding.”

And have him run her off like a lunatic? Oh no.

“All in good time,” she smiled softly at him, the joy in her
heart visceral at finding him again. “Just know I’m not a liar.
Every word I told you is the truth.”

“I’m not a good man,” he informed her. “In my line of
work, I have enemies. As interesting as your proposition is,
you have no idea the world any wife of mine would be
stepping into.”

“I know. You’re an underworld hotshot and all that. You
have more real estate than any one man should, you take
people off the streets and employ them in shady ventures, you
have a circuit of sex workers around you for some reason.” He
tensed at her recital of the facts. “It’s not hard to dig up that
you’re deep in some dark places, which makes you dangerous,



which makes you powerful, and while I might not know the
finer details, I know all that.”

“Then you should be running the other way.”

She stayed seated.

He leaned back into his chair. “This is… unexpected. Why
me in particular?” he asked her point-blank. “A girl like you
can have her pick of men to marry. There must be another
reason.”

“Maybe, we’re meant to be,” she winked. “Maybe, your kiss
blew me away.”

The unscarred side of his mouth twitched. “I haven’t been
with a woman in a long time, Zephyr,” he warned her quietly.
“Be careful of the ways you offer yourself to me. They don’t
call me the beast for nothing.”

That was exactly who she wanted. “You’re a twisted beast.
I’m a twisted beauty. We’re totally meant to be, handsome. It’s
written in the fairytales.”

He didn’t react to the lightness in her tone, just observed her
for a while longer, and she let him see her sincerity. She let
him take in her dyed hair, her round, soft face, the dimple she
got in her cheek when she smiled, the silver in her nose, and
her pretty boring light brown eyes.

“Alright, I’ll play.”

He tapped his fingers on the desk again. Zephyr watched the
back of his hand with more focus, a long scar from the joint of
his middle finger disappearing under his t-shirt, black ink



wrapping around the line like rose vines with thorns but no
blooms. Interesting choice. She wondered if he had more ink
around his scars. She wanted to explore every little inch of
them.

“So, a marriage for six months before we go our separate
ways?”

“Yes.”

“And I get you during the duration as I want? However I
want?”

Her breath hitched. “Yes.”

“So, what you’re saying is,” he leaned forward, “that I can
round the desk right now and spread your pussy while my men
can hear you scream outside?”

Zephyr felt her thighs clench. Damn. “Yes.”

“And let’s say, I strip you naked right here, right now, and
press you against the window for the whole city to see while I
pound you into the glass, you wouldn’t object?”

Oh dear lord, have mercy, she was getting hot. “No,” she
breathed.

“And if I tell you to suck me off under the table like my
personal little slut while I talk to one of my men, you would?”
he asked her, almost daringly, either trying to scare her or
thinking she was bluffing and calling her out on it.

Zephyr quietly stood up and dropped her bag on the
carpeted floor, rounding the desk casually as he watched her.



She dropped to her knees between his legs and looked up at
him. He appeared larger, like a true pirate overlord of the
olden times.

“Talk to your man,” she called him on his bluff.

They stared at each other for a long, tense moment, her
ready and willing to blow his mind, him trying to understand
why a girl he didn’t know would go to such drastic lengths to
marry him. He had no idea.

His hand went to his belt buckle.

She pulled her hair to one side.

He unzipped his jeans, watching her.

She settled her ass on her heels, watching him.

For long tense moments, they stayed that way, waiting for
the other to blink.

Suddenly, he leaned forward, gripping her chin with his
rough fingers. He held her in place, one side of his mouth
turning up in a smile that should have been scary but to her
was a victory.

“You’re playing with the beast, little rainbow.” His grip on
her chin tightened. “I bite.”

She exposed her neck, keeping their gazes locked. “I was
hoping you would,” she whispered.

“Fuck.”

The space between their faces tingled, the air heavy with
anticipation as she closed her eyes and waited for him to close



the distance, his breaths on her face, his scent in her nose, his
touch on her skin.

The breath came closer, and her lips parted, her body
supple, open, needy for his affection.

His fingers tightened on her chin once.

Then he let her go.

Zephyr blinked her eyes open, the first thing in her line of
sight a sizeable bulge under his unbuttoned jeans. Her mouth
salivated as she locked eyes with him.

“Are you tempted?” she asked, her voice a breathless
whisper.

He didn’t reply, just buttoned himself, adjusting his dick to
accommodate, and stood up. Zephyr exhaled, collecting
herself. Satisfied, but slightly disappointed, she held his thigh
for support, deliberately placing her hand close to his bulge,
and eased herself back to her feet.

She was straightening her dress when suddenly his hand
was in her hair, his fist pulling her head back, and his mouth a
hair’s breadth away from hers. It would have been
intimidating for someone who’d not seen the bones beneath
his beast, who’d not know the tenderness with which he
treated something he loved. It would have intimidated anyone,
but Zephyr stayed fluid, keeping herself open to whatever he
wanted to find inside her.

His gaze lingered on her for a moment, puzzled as though
he was trying to figure her out, before he murmured, his words



brushing her lips. “I will scar you.”

“I might want it,” she replied, puzzling him even more,
passing whatever tests he kept throwing her way.

Letting her go, he walked stiffly to the door and opened it,
clearly indicating for her to leave him to figure it out.

“I’ll think about it.”

That was the best she could’ve hoped for, frankly much
better than she’d expected from the meeting. Had she been in
his place, she would’ve thrown out the idiotic scheme in five
seconds flat. He definitely had a lot more patience.

She nodded and picked up her bag as he stood by the door,
waiting for her to walk through. Aware of the many curious
eyes on them from the outside, she placed a hand on his
shoulder, went up on her tiptoes and gave him a kiss at the
corner of his lip, right on the scar that pulled it down.

“I’ll wait, sexy.”

With a wink, she left.

One of the guys in the open seating area coughed into his
coffee mug and the door slammed shut in response.

Zephyr strolled past the men to the elevator, a little pep in
her step.



Chapter 4

Alpha

“JASMINE IS HERE, BOSS,” Hector announced from the
door to his office, and Alpha nodded to let her in, leaning back
in his chair.

Jasmine, one of his newest sentinels and one of his best
informers, entered the office with a serious look on her
attractive face. He’d found her two years ago on the street
outside one of his clubs, unconscious after getting beaten up
by her father who’d been pimping her out, and he’d dropped
her off at SLF to recover. She’d come to him afterward,
wanting to work for him, and he’d taken her up. She was street
smart, foxy, and had a non-threatening air about her, all of
which made her the perfect set of eyes anywhere he wanted
them.

“Boss,” she said in the way of greeting, taking a seat in the
chair Zephyr had left. “There’s been another kill.”

Fuck.

“Who?” He couldn’t keep the gruffness out of his voice.



“A new girl, Mandy,” Jasmine informed him quietly. “She’d
started working downtown last week. I told her to get in with
AV, but she was wary.”

“Anything on her?”

Jasmine hesitated, before opening the bag she carried with
her and taking out a black envelope. “I found this on my car
outside her crime scene. The cops had arrived and there was a
crowd so I don’t know who left it.”

Alpha took the envelope and placed it on the desk, giving
her his undivided attention. “What’s the word on the street?”

“Girls are scared,” she admitted. “They all agree it’s a man,
with the way they’ve been butchered. Most of the victims have
been girls who wanted an out. Some of them had already put
measures in place, some were about to quit. It’s keeping them
in the profession out of fear, whether they want to be or not.”

He hated that. There was nothing that pissed him off more
than someone putting a woman where she didn’t want to be.

“We’re getting flooded with registration requests.”

That was good for business and bad for the city, but he
didn’t voice that.

“That’s all I got for now. I’ll check in next week. Hopefully,
he doesn’t hit before then. I’ll also get an update from the
department, see if the cops have anything new that can help
us.”

Alpha gave her a nod. “Tell me if you need one of the guys
with you.”



“It’s better if I work alone. Girls won’t talk to me with a guy
lingering in the background.”

He understood that. Didn’t mean he had to like it.

She started to get up but hesitated. “The girl who was in
here just before me, Zephyr?”

She knew her? He waited for her to continue, his curiosity
even more piqued. Jasmine wasn’t one to gaff. If it wasn’t
about work, she was usually on her way.

She hesitated again. “She need money?”

“No,” Alpha told her, still waiting for her to get to the point.
“How do you know her?”

“I met her at SLF. Her sister works there, and she
volunteers. She gave me this,” Jasmine touched her short,
styled hair that concealed half of her facial tattoo, swallowing,
emotion visible in her dark eyes. “Told me I could be whatever
I wanted to be. My pa never let me cut it… it helped with the
customers, he always told me. And that day, she just…
chopped it. Made me feel beautiful for the first time. Clean.
New. She gave me something that day, and I owe her. If she
needs money or something, I’d like to help her out.”

Damn. After so many years of seeing the ugliness, nothing
really moved him anymore. But listening to the little was his
rainbow had changed this woman’s life without possibly even
realizing, earning herself an ally who would bat for her with a
man like him, he was a bit moved. Alpha sat there, processing
everything Jasmine was saying about the woman who had



essentially proposed to him, making him even more curious.
Would she do that to him too? Change his life, make him feel
new about himself, earn his loyalty to the point he would look
out for her? Could she? He was intrigued, and nothing really
intrigued him anymore.

He contemplated Jasmine’s words, wondering if maybe
talking about her asinine idea would make it make more sense,
before finally speaking. “She wants to marry me.”

“Oh.” Jasmine’s eyes widened before a little smile curled
her lips. “No offense, Alpha, but you need a wife.”

“Excuse me?”

Jasmine leaned back. “If this was a fairytale, you’d have
been the beast in the tower all alone, with your staff and your
dogs, biting anyone who came close. I’ve seen the worst of
people, and I didn’t know men like you existed until you saved
me. You deserve something good, not to be alone up in that
house of yours.”

Is that what everyone thought?

“I have my bois,” he reminded her. He did, three huge
German shepherds that he’d nurtured and trained since the day
he saved them. They were his loyal companions. They kept
him company. He didn’t need shit.

“They’re dogs,” she pointed out correctly. “And they’re
great dogs. But you need human companionship. And Zephyr
is good people. If I were you, I’d marry her. Just food for
thought.”



Alpha had never wondered if Jasmine was swung that way.
Not his business though. As long as she stayed a good sentinel
and never came on to him, she could do whatever she wanted
in her private life. He never mixed pleasure with any of the
girls under his protection, which also made it tough to find
women willing to fuck him. Normal girls took one look at him
and ran in the other direction. The rebellious ones wanted a
walk on the wild side and risked it, which left him feeling
slightly empty. Given his background, paying for sex was
something he never did, and taking advantage of the workers
who came to him with trust just went against his personal
code. There weren’t many things he was righteous about but
vulnerable women and kids were it.

Which again begged the question, why would a girl like
Zephyr, from a seemingly good family and in complete
contrast to his world, run to him, jump him, kiss him, and then
get on her knees to pop a crazy question? Why would she be
okay with everything he said he’d do to her? She wasn’t a
groupie, she wasn’t a rebel. And he doubted she couldn’t find
someone else for her scheme. So why him? What was up with
her?

As Jasmine left the office, Alpha walked to his windows,
mulling over her words.

So, Zephyr helped out battered and abused women at his
center. He wasn’t sure why but that did something to his chest.
But he still didn’t understand the marriage proposal. What
could she possibly know about him? There was nothing.



She was slightly crazy, he decided. But at least she was a
distraction.

For the first time in years, Alpha could feel the lull of ennui
breaking. Everything had become the same—the underworld
remained the same, his empire remained the same, his
loneliness remained the same. He realized a while ago that
each fight, each fuck, each finale had become the same old shit
he lived through.

Some days, he didn’t understand the point. And on those
days, he missed his ma. To others, she might have been a sex
worker off the streets of Los Fortis, to Alpha she’d been
nothing but an amazing mother who had lost too much too
early in life. Her parents dead, she had taken care of her
younger sister the only way she’d known, going to the streets
and selling herself to give her sister a chance at a better life,
only to have a monster rip it all away.

Lorenzo Maroni had swept in like a storm in the lives of the
Villanova sisters and left behind nothing but debris. He had
raped his mother, abducted his aunt, and left her for the dead.
And even though Alpha had been the seed of a monster, his
mother had decided to not only carry him full-term but raise
him to be nothing like his sire.

He grew up on the streets, surrounded by hollow humans
who had once had aspirations for themselves and then had
none.

And he had built an empire, fist by fist, to escape that.



As he stared out with his limited vision at the expansive
jungle beyond the city from his tower, to the compound that he
called home, Alpha wondered what the point of it all had been.

And then the rainbow had come barrelling into him, like a
burst of color after endless gray, kissing him like he wasn’t a
mangled man, looking at him with genuine desire in her eyes
like she appreciated all that he was. In his experience, he was
either a walk on the wild side for a woman or a scary monster
out of her nightmares. But Zephyr, the tiny button of a woman
who’d strolled through his testosterone filled foyer like she
was a queen, looked at him differently, and he couldn’t put his
finger on why.

That baffled him.

“So, should I get my good suit out?” Hector joined him on
the side, a grin on his face.

“Eavesdropping. Nice,” Alpha shook his head, knowing
Hector had listened in at the door like the nosy bastard he was.
Hector and Victor, brothers and sons of the streets like him,
had been with Alpha for as long as he could remember. Hector
had stuck with Alpha while Victor had joined the military,
coming back after an injury to his leg, angrier and darker than
the young boy Alpha had remembered protecting. But Hector
was the closest thing to a friend Alpha had, and when he’d
asked him to give Victor a job in the company, Alpha had. He
wasn’t as close to the younger boy, but he wondered what had
made him so volatile.



“After the way she jumped you that night,” Hector said
interrupting his train of thoughts, stepping into the peripheral
vision of his good eye, something Alpha always appreciated
him doing. “There was no way I was missing out. Is that why
you didn’t get your dick sucked? Because you knew I was
listening?”

“You know why,” Alpha gazed out, and heard Hector sigh.

“Your celibacy is wasted, boss. It was an accident.”

An accident where he’d fractured a woman’s hip because
he’d been too rough. He liked when his partners screamed but
not in that kind of pain. Although he was usually careful
because of his size and knew that most women needed
adjusting to his dick, his last partner had wanted the beast, and
high from a fight, he’d delivered. The sound of her bone
breaking still haunted him, made him feel like a fucking
monster.

It had shaken him enough to make him celibate for over an
entire year.

“Who’s her tail?” he asked, changing the topic.

“Victor.”

Of course, Hector would put the best-looking of their squad
on her tail, knowing it would rile him up. He didn’t know why
he’d declared she was with him when she’d been talking to
Victor earlier, but he’d seen her on the camera for the last two
weeks, lingering, watching, essentially stalking the building.
She was a curious little creature.



“Any update on why she was here this week?”

“Beside stalking you, you mean?” Hector grinned, his white
teeth gleaming against his darker skin. “You must have kissed
her real good if she’s proposing so soon.”

Or she had an ulterior motive. There was no other
explanation for why someone like her would want to tie
herself in matrimony to a man like him. It wasn’t a lust for his
money. No, had it been mercenary, she never would’ve
suggested a prenup.

Alpha looked down at the busy street below. “Any news on
Reyes dealing at the fight?”

Hector’s voice sobered. “Yeah, you were right. He’s
gambling his money on fights. Word says he’ll go in debt once
the season begins.”

The season of illegal fights where all and anyone important
enough in their level of the underworld bet their money. It was
an entire industry, of buying boys, training them to fight till
death, only the survivors becoming men and making it to the
actual circuit, going around to different locations and fighting
for either masters or money. Alpha had stumbled upon it
accidentally when he’d be fighting his way up the streets,
trying to make ends meet after his mother’s death. And once
he’d realized the potential of fortune his fists could rake in, he
had taken over. The fights had no rules, just two guys in a cage
both knowing only one of them could make it out, and every
fight Alpha was in, he was the one who got out.

And for that reason, they began calling him The Finisher.



He gave them quick deaths unless they pissed him off. And
now he was pissed because the media was calling the killer
Fortis Finisher. Oh, he’d not give that butcher a quick death,
that was for sure.

“How’s the Syndicate been?” Alpha asked, remembering
the request his half-brother Dante Maroni had made a few
weeks ago.

“Surprisingly quiet.”

A phantom pain bloomed in his right eye socket. Even after
so many years, it took him by surprise sometimes, the
sensation of having the eye, of losing it, feeling a hollow ache,
one he couldn’t really explain. Alpha shook it off, knowing
that rubbing the eye only made it worse.

“There’s a note on the desk Jasmine found on her car,” he
told the younger man. Hector moved to the note, tearing the
flap open, taking the paper out. Since losing his eye, his other
senses had become more acute. He’d trained them to be.

“Ugh,” Hector groaned. “Jasmine is like a sister to me,
dude. I don’t want to read what some asshole wants to do to
her. I need to bleach my eyes out.”

Alpha shook his head, disappointed. He’d been hoping for
some kind of intervention, anything to remove the monster
terrifying his streets.

“Cops know anything more?” he asked, focusing on the
sunlight falling on the lush green in the distance.

“Not that we know of.”



“Fuck.”

It was a fucked up situation. Alpha had been aware of a
serial killer amongst the streets killing off high-risk sex
workers for over two years now. None of his girls had been
hurt, but word on the street had spread like wildfire. The
police hadn’t been able to piece it together much mainly
because they didn’t have the time or resources to spend on
such victim profiles. The one cop who had wanted to solve it
had been transferred to another division last month, the
corruption at the seed of the system. It was one of the reasons
he had taken power over the city.

“Any word on the Caine’s sister?” Alpha asked, taking
another breath as he tried to make sense of everything
happening in his world. “The feelers come back?”

“Nothing yet,” Hector told him. “It was such a long time
ago, it’s taking a while to trace it back. Most information is
either gone or deliberately suppressed. It’s taking time.”

Yes, it had been a long time. And if his guess was correct,
the girl was either dead or deep in the clutches of the
Syndicate. For her sake and Caine’s, he hoped she was in a
grave. Growing up the way he had, as the son of a sex worker,
living in a dilapidated red light district of the city, he’d grown
up seeing what happened to women who sold themselves
under a pimp. The Syndicate made it all look like a walk in the
park. From what he knew about them, their depravity was
much, much worse. Flesh trade was only one arm of the
organization. Alpha knew there were countless others. They



had their hands in everything—human fights, dog fights, organ
black market trade, sick slavery, anything one could and
couldn’t fathom. And even after knowing so much, he had no
idea who they were, where they operated, and how deep their
tentacles went.

“You think she’s alive?” Hector questioned, coming to stand
at his side again. He was an emotional bastard, and since he’d
been leading the investigation into the missing girls, Alpha
knew his friend was invested.

“For her sake,” Alpha squashed down Hector’s wish. “I
hope not.”

His entanglement with The Syndicate went way back.
Knowing the ways his mother had risked herself for their
survival had instilled a sense of responsibility in him at a
young age. He’d been twelve the first time he’s used his fists,
pummeling the pimp who’d beaten his mother. While the pimp
had disappeared, he’d realized he couldn’t just sit and do
nothing. So, he had begun fighting on the streets for money,
and earning himself a nasty reputation. Most of the scars on
his body accounted for such fights when he had been young
and stupid, because on the streets there were no rules. And
while his mother had died immediately after, his sense of
responsibility for those people, his people, had never really
left.

Soon after, he had begun offering the workers in his
neighborhood the protection of his name, and they had simply
begun to give him a little money without him even asking or



wanting it since he began making more than enough with his
wins. He was a protector, not a pimp. But over time, the word
about his pack spread—a pack where only voluntarily sex
workers were allowed to work for themselves without anyone
breathing down their neck, where they could keep whatever
they made, and they themselves began to hand him a cut for
his security. Women came looking for protection from clients,
and boys came wanting to work. Alpha had given them both.
Now, he had over one thousand sex workers in the country
who worked under his name on their own terms, completely
voluntarily, and hundreds of men protecting them.

And the Syndicate didn’t like that at all. He had been a
thorn in their side simply by existing and doing what he could
for his people. They’d tried to get him to work for them, but
Alpha being who he was, had given them the middle finger.
And they couldn’t touch him, not with the empire he’d built,
not with the power he now had in their seedy world. It was a
part of the underworld that was dirty and dark, and he
wondered what he was even thinking entertaining the idea of
bringing someone like Zephyr into it. His loneliness was
getting to his head, nothing more.

Maybe he needed a good fuck. It had been over a year since
he’d been with someone, and maybe he just needed to get his
dick wet again just like he liked it.

The only time he had entertained the thought of dating
someone in the recent past had been when he’d seen Amara in
the city. Given her beauty and her strength, it had been
impossible not to be attracted to it all. But she belonged to his



brother, and they were going to get married next week. He’d
received the invitation but he still didn’t know if he would go,
especially with the way everything was going to shit in his
city.

He felt Victor enter the office, the youngest of the three, the
best-looking, and usually the angriest.

“She quizzed me about you,” Victor reported, his face more
relaxed than he’s seen in a while.

Alpha turned around to face the boy he’d seen grow up with
them. “What did she ask?”

A frown marred the handsome fucker’s face. “Weird shit.
Your favorite color, food, shoe size.”

Hector huffed a laugh at his brother. “You know what they
say about a guy’s shoe size. Maybe she was curious since you
didn’t whip it out.”

Victor rolled his eyes at his brother’s snark. “She also asked
me for your number.”

Alpha sighed. “Did you give it to her?”

“She was… persistent,” Victor replied in a dry tone.

Amusement, as he’d come to expect in the little time he’d
spent with her, filled him. He didn’t know what it was, maybe
her tiny stature, maybe her ferocity, maybe her utter disregard
for predictability. But she broke the ennui, and that was the
main reason Alpha was at a loss about what to do with her
proposition—accept and see where it led, or refuse and let life
go on as it was. For her, the second option was much safer. But



he didn’t like the way Victor looked relaxed after spending
time with her, and he definitely didn’t like the idea of her
considering him as an option.

He was a selfish bastard.

“So, will you say yes to her?” Hector asked the question
buzzing in his head.

Fuck if he knew.



Chapter 5

Zephyr

SHE’D BROKEN THE NEWS about her breakup with Alec to
her parents when it had happened while visiting them for their
weekend brunch. Her mother still didn’t believe it after weeks,
despite Zephyr telling them she was seeing someone else.
Mama thought it was a lover’s tiff rather than a clean break.

As Zephyr kneaded the dough for a special dessert at her
parent’s home, she wondered how to break the news about the
wedding thing. It had been a week since she’d gone down on
her knees with her proposal, and she was yet to hear back from
him.

Her father sat reading the finance section in the newspaper,
his gold-rimmed glasses on the end of his nose. Her mother
chatted with some friends as she typed on her phone, her
coffee untouched on the table in front of her. Zen sat on the
kitchen counter beside Zephyr, swinging her legs as she
whisked the batter in a bowl. It was like any other weekend
brunch.

And her birthday was in two days.



She took a deep breath, punching the dough with her hands.
“I’m getting married on my birthday,” she announced, her
back to the table.

“Alec proposed?” her mother asked, her voice excited with
glee.

“We’re not together, mama,” she reminded her mother. “I’m
in love with someone else.”

Even though he didn’t know it.

She’d sent him two texts over the week and he hadn’t
replied or called her back. While her proposal had been
unconventional, she’d been almost certain he would accept.
She was pretty enough, she made him smile, and she’d rock
his world in bed. What more did a man want? Ugh. She’d also
loved him for a long time but he didn’t know that so she didn’t
hold that against him.

“What do you mean?” Esmeralda de la Vega put her hand
down on the table. “He was about to propose to you!”

Zephyr sighed. She loved her mother, she truly did, but her
mama had her flaws. One of them was caring about what
people said, which she couldn’t entirely blame her for because
people could be nasty with the backtalk. And she knew her
mama only wanted a good life with all the comforts for her
daughters, which was why she could get swayed by material
stuff sometimes.

“He cheated on me, mama,” Zephyr reminded her for the
hundredth time. “And even if he hadn’t, I would have left him.



I love someone else.”

Her mother’s voice flared. “He doted on you!”

“When he wasn’t trying to tell her not to eat,” Zen
murmured from the side, having her back as always.

Her mother waved that off. “That’s a part of relationships. I
tell your father not to eat something because it’s bad for his
health. Alec was just looking out for you.”

Zephyr looked to her father, who was watching her quietly,
his eyes behind the spectacles. If someone had told her that
thirty years ago that Esmeralda, one of the most beautiful girls
in town who had a line of eligible bachelors lining her door,
would fall in love with a slight, sweet accountant who
genuinely loved numbers and was always calculating
something or the other, Zephyr wouldn’t have believed it. But
she’d witnessed the love her parents had for each other—two
polar opposite personalities, her mother loud and her father
quiet—and she’d wanted that for herself. She’d wanted the
romantic tale that she could tell her kids and make them
believe in love, the story of two lovers who loved so deep they
couldn’t be without another, flaws and all. Perhaps that was
why as a little girl, she’d subconsciously seen that capacity of
love in the pained, violent outburst of a boy, and claimed him
for herself that day forward.

“It’s happening, mama. I’m not asking,” Zephyr stated
firmly and the table went quiet.

Her mother dropped her head in her hands, mumbling
something too quietly for Zephyr to hear.



“Who is he?” her papa asked, folding his newspaper and
speaking for the first time.

“Alpha Villanova,” she told him and saw recognition flare
in his eyes.

“The owner of Trident?” he asked, just to confirm.

She nodded. “I knew him a few years ago, but we lost touch
and just reconnected recently. It felt like no time had passed. It
was magical, papa.”

Her mother looked up. “Alpha? He owns Trident? The
towers? What’s his family like? How did you meet him?”

“Mama—”

“No, no!” her mother stood up. “This is too much. This
Alpha has corrupted your mind against Alec. Alec is a good
man, his family has accepted us as their own!”

It was like hitting a wall sometimes.

Zen piped up from the side. “Mama, did you miss the part
where she told you, twice, that he cheated on her?”

“Mind your tone, Zenith de la Vega,” her mama pointed at
Zen with her death stare, before turning on her heel and
walking out of the room.

Her father sighed. “Give her some time. She just wants the
best for you.”

“I know, papa.”

He considered her with the quiet seriousness that she
associated with him. “Are you sure about this young man? He



has a certain… reputation.”

Zephyr gave her father a smile. “Papa, trust me. He’s the
one. You remember how you told me when it’s right, you just
know? I know. And I want to marry him on my birthday. We
can have a big wedding later, but I just have to. Please support
me.”

Her father sighed again but nodded. Giving both daughters a
kiss on the head, he left to go talk to her mother and calm her
down.

“That went well,” Zen whistled. “What are we baking, by
the way?”

Zephyr smiled as she continued pounding the dough.
“Bribes.”

***

A week. She’d given him an entire week before deciding
enough was enough. Her birthday was tomorrow, her plan
wasn’t working, and she needed reinforcements. Thanks to
their history and the interrogation with Victor, she knew just
the weapons to bring.

Zephyr walked into Trident Towers with a lot more
confidence this time, signing herself in as ‘Miss Rainbow’ at
the reception, a box clutched in her hands. She grinned at the
guards, at the receptionists, at everyone on the elevator, trying
to hide the nerves in her stomach as the doors opened on the
28th floor. It was exactly as it had been the last time she’d been
there, hot men lingering in the open area, eyes coming to her



and recognizing her, them trying to seem uninterested but
paying attention as she stood there.

The door to Alpha’s office was open. She could see him and
Hector walking out towards the elevator, both concentrating
on the conversation, and she braced herself for the impact of
his gaze. Alpha looked up and saw her, coming to a stop in
surprise. Guess he hadn’t watched the cameras this time.
Disappointing.

She gave him a bright smile as Hector gave her a man nod.
“Yo.”

“Yo.” She tried to imitate the chin lift thing but she was
pretty sure she failed. But her beast’s unscarred lip twitched,
and that alone made being stupid worth it. She turned fully to
him.

“So, do you want me to get on my knees here or should we
go to your office?”

She heard someone choke on something but kept her eyes
on the man before her.

A vein on the side of his neck pulsed slightly, and god she
wanted to lick that.

“Inside,” he growled, heading back to his office.

“Whatever you say, sexy,” she followed cheekily, seeing his
step falter before he continued, someone coughing their
laughter behind her.

Alpha shut them in and turned on her. “Don’t do that.”



She blinked innocently. “Do what?”

“Make suggestive comments in front of my men.”

She leaned against the door, craning her neck up. “Would
you prefer I make them just to you then?”

“No.”

The vein pulsed harder. Something else was hard too even
though he clearly didn’t want it to be. Taking pity on his
circulation, she took a step closer, holding the box out for him.
“This is for you.”

She saw him exhale before eyeing the cardboard box
curiously, raising his unscarred eyebrow at her in a silent
question.

“It’s a bribe,” she rolled her eyes. “So you’ll put me out of
my misery and marry me and make me a stinking rich
woman.”

He scoffed, and she was glad to see that he knew she wasn’t
a gold-digger. He hadn’t been rich when she’d loved him, and
if he lost everything tomorrow, she’d still be there. He just
didn’t know that yet.

“Most people propose with rings but I thought you’d prefer
this.”

Genuinely intrigued, he opened the box.

And completely stilled.

Zephyr watched him watch the contents in the box for a
long minute, a slight tremor in his hand, before looking up at



her, searing her with that powerful gaze.

“How?” he demanded, his voice gruff.

She let her eyes flit down to the dessert she had spent hours
finding the right recipe, cooking to perfection yesterday, and
refrigerating to the perfect temperature.

Alfajores.

Specifically, alfajores rolled in coconut shavings and filled
with homemade jam.

When a ten-year-old Zephyr had asked a then thirty-five
year-old dying Adriana why her son, who had such a pretty
name like Alessandro, was called Alpha, Adriana had laughed.
She’d told her it was because Alphas led the pack and she
wanted him to be a good leader, that she wanted him to be a
good man.

Then, she’d conspiratorially called little Zephyr closer and
told her that the real reason was a secret, one she could never
tell. Zephyr had promised with her whole heart, and Adriana
had spilled. Her son had a sweet tooth, and Adriana used to
make alfajores for him when he was a child, with coconut
shavings and jam, but as a kid, he’d never been able to
pronounce the word. So every time he had craved something
sweet, he’d said ‘alfa’, and it had become a secret joke
between mother and son as he grew older and started going by
Alpha.

No one knew about the significance of the sweet. And from
her interrogation of Victor the other day, she knew he still had



a sweet tooth, but she hadn’t known if he’d had these
particular desserts since his mother had passed.

She simply smiled at his question.

“Try one,” she urged him, and he just looked down at the
box, unmoving, his jawline tight, the scar on his face lighter
than usual.

She wanted to give him a hug, but she doubted he’d
appreciate it right then. Zephyr turned on her heels and headed
out the door, letting him have his moment in private. A part of
her was so soft to be able to give him this, something from his
childhood that he’d once loved. He’d understand now that she
was serious about knowing him, and he’d possibly be tempted
to agree to her proposal.

A few curious eyes followed her but she ignored them.
Hector waited up ahead near the elevators, his bald head
gleaming in the sunlight from the windows, a slight grin on his
mouth.

“He say yes?” he asked her as she pressed the button.

Zephyr laughed. “Not yet.”

“I have my suit ready whenever,” Hector winked at her,
before sobering. “Don’t give up. I haven’t seen him this
interested by something in a while.”

God, her beautiful beast. There was no way she was giving
up, and hearing those words from someone who was clearly a
friend of Alpha’s buoyed her heart. “I won’t.”



The elevator doors opened but before she could enter, a
large hand gripped her arm and spun her around, the scent of
wilderness and musk infiltrating her nose.

She looked up to see Alpha piercing her with his singular
eye, his other hand coming up to hold her chin in place in a
move she now recognized, his entire personality intense and
aggressive in ways that made her heart begin to thunder in her
chest.

He leaned closer, speaking quietly. “I’m going to Tenebrae
to attend my half-brother’s wedding on Wednesday.”

Zephyr frowned, puzzled. “Okayyy.” He had a half-brother?

“You’re coming as my wife,” he stated.

Her heart crashed against her ribs, her eyes widening.
“Okay.”

“And when we get back, you’re moving in with me.”

She nodded, mute.

“There will be a contract.”

Of course, there would be.

“Do you have a passport?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Tell your family. We’ll meet them before we leave.”

Oh shit.

“Mama won’t like not being able to arrange a wedding,” she
warned him clearly.



“She can arrange a wedding for another date,” he shrugged,
as the elevator doors opened and closed again and she stood
frozen in place, his hand a warm band around her bicep, eye
patch even more vivid on his scarred face in the daylight.

“We’re going to the courthouse tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Her palms began to sweat. It was real, it was
happening.

Holy shit, it was happening.

He took a step into her personal space and leaned down
while tilting her chin up, his lips an inch from hers, his warm,
minty breath sending little shivers up and down her body. “I
don’t know how, rainbow,” he murmured softly, “and I don’t
know what secrets of mine you have, but I want them all.
You’ve sealed your fate now. Welcome to my hell.”

Dramatic, but okay. Although was it dramatic if he meant it
literally? His world was the netherworld, the underworld even
the media didn’t cover, and she was stepping into it. But this
was what she’d wanted.

He pulled back, pressing the button to call the elevator
again.

Hector, who she’d forgotten had been witnessing the whole
thing from the side, asked curiously. “What was in the box?”

To which Alpha replied, deadpanned. “Drugs.”

Zephyr choked, her heart thudding against her ribs.

Holy shit, it was happening.



Chapter 6

Zephyr

ON HER TWENTY-NINTH BIRTHDAY, Zephyr stood in
front of the mirror, watching herself in the cute white sundress
with embroidered flowers, her sister’s reflection in a pale
green dress behind her.

“I can’t believe you’re marrying Alpha,” Zen whispered, her
voice reflecting the disbelief of her words. “Your Alpha.”

Her Alpha.

She couldn’t believe it either.

There was a slight twinge in her heart because her mother
had refused to attend what she’d called ‘this farce of a
wedding’. She was still processing the news of her breakup,
much less her nuptials, and Zephyr didn’t entirely blame her. It
was fast. But not to her; she’d been waiting for this over a
decade. Although she’d never imagined marrying him in a
courthouse while being a stranger to him. In a way, she was
glad it would just be Zen with her. Knowing everything her



sister knew, Zephyr wouldn’t have to pretend anything with
her.

A knock on the door had her heartbeat tripling.

“Calm down,” she told herself out loud as Zen went to open
the door. She straightened her dress for the last time, tucked
her wavy burgundy hair back in her low bun, fixed her fringe,
fidgeting

The door opened and he filled the frame, his large body in a
black leather jacket and jeans—of course, he’d wear leather
and jeans to their wedding—and that eye patch, and dear lord,
he was fine. Zen, seeing him for the first time, froze. Yeah, she
could imagine he had that effect on people.

Zephyr quickly covered the distance between them, going
on her toes to kiss the scar at the corner of his mouth. “Hey,
sexy.”

The other side of his lip twitched, his golden eye taking her
in her dress. She took a step back and twirled for him, showing
him the deep back, and stopped in a pose. “How do I look?”

“Fine,” he grunted. “We’re getting late.” With that, he
turned on his heel and went down the stairs. Zephyr rolled her
eyes.

“Zee,” Zen asked from the side, her face slightly
apprehensive. “He’s… a lot. Are you sure?”

He was a lot. Moreover, Zephyr knew she was stepping into
a world she knew nothing about, a world she’d only seen from
the fringers from her time spent volunteering. The more she’d



dug, the more she’d realized he was lethal. But he was also the
boy who’d walked her five miles to her home in the middle of
winter just so she’d get there safely.

Zephyr gave her sister a quick hug. “He’s still my Alpha,
Zen.” She believed that. No matter how much time had passed,
deep in her soul she believed that.

Zen inhaled, knowing what that meant to her, and nodded,
putting a smile on her lips. “Okay. Flowers. Let’s go.”

They both got their bags and flowers and went down the
stairs to the waiting black Rover, Hector in the driver’s seat,
checking Zen out. Alpha waited outside. He opened the
passenger side’s door for Zen, shut it, then turned to her,
seeing the way her dress hugged her. Sighing, he picked her up
casually by her hips, and put her in the backseat, closing the
door behind her.

God, she loved it when he did that, picked her up like she
weighed nothing when the entire world had shoved an entirely
contrary belief down her throat. It made her feel delicate,
small, and so precious, and Zephyr rarely felt that around
people.

He got in and Hector started the drive. “The lawyer will
meet us at the courthouse,” he informed them. “All the
documents are ready.”

Zephyr nodded, watching the man on the other end of the
wide seat, his eye patch and scarred the side toward her.



Zen gave her a look in the rearview mirror, before turning to
him. “Hi, Mr. Villanova,” she introduced herself in her most
professional voice. “We haven’t met. I’m Zephyr’s sister,
Zenith. You can call me Zen.”

“Alpha please,” he corrected her in a soft tone. “We’ll be
family soon.”

Oh, she liked the sound of that a lot. Yes, they would be
family. It made Zephyr smile.

The rest of the drive passed in companionable silence.
Zephyr looked out at the city she loved, seeing people going
about their lives in the early morning, and it filled her with joy.
Everything filled her with joy right then. All seemed right in
the world. She remembered the first time she’d talked to him.
It hadn’t been planned. She’d been stuck one night in the bad
part of town after her friend had ditched her. She’d gone there
because she liked to check up on him, and he’d been there
when she’d been walking the street alone, the young man with
golden eyes and the deep voice, speaking to her for the first
time—

The car came to a stop outside the white courthouse
building.

Shaking herself out of the memories, Zephyr opened the
door, and he was there before she could get down, picking her
up and placing her on her feet, his hands huge on her hips, her
nose level with the middle of his ribs. God, he made her feel
tiny, and she loved that.



His hands clenched on the sides of her hips, and she looked
up at him, locking her eyes with his golden gaze, mourning the
loss of the place his other eye had been. He held her chin in
that sure way she’d always associate with him, his face fierce.
“Last chance, rainbow.”

There was no way she was backing out.

“Cold feet, handsome?” she teased him with a grin, and his
gaze strayed to her mouth. Inhaling, he let her go and took a
step back, indicating the wide, low steps of the courthouse.
Heart pounding, she took her bouquet of deep red roses and
climbed up with her sister, Alpha and Hector following at their
heels.

Zephyr had seen the courthouse many times in passing but
had never been inside. A man her father’s age waited for them
at the top, dressed in a sharp, expensive suit. He escorted them
to a sparsely furnished but folder-filled chamber and indicated
the seat. For the next few minutes, he explained the contract to
them. Basically, they were both to marry for six months, after
which she would be given access to her grandmother’s
treasury and he would be given whatever information she had
on him. If they chose to divorce afterward, Zephyr wouldn’t
get anything from him, and he from her. If the marriage wasn’t
consummated, which she’d try her damndest to get done, they
could annul it at any time.

If it was up to her, they’d never grace the courthouse again.

Giving the contract a cursory glance, she signed at the
bottom.



Alpha picked up the pen, his eye squinting, and signed his
name.

With that done, the lawyer sealed the contract and locked it
in a cabinet. A clerk escorted them to another room, one with
the officiant, and they stood as he got the papers ready.

Watching the black leather jacket stretching across her
husband-to-be’s back as he bent and signed the documents,
Zephyr felt something like nerves fluttering in her belly. The
leather jacket, the eye patch, the longish, disheveled hair, the
short scruff—lord, he was sexier now. She was taking a huge
risk, and she didn’t know if it would pay off. She didn’t know
what their future looked like, or how she’d fit into his world
and he in hers. But god, she’d try, and she’d die knowing that
she tried, that she gave it her all. If it never worked out, she
didn’t want to regret never taking the risk in the first place.
She just hoped heartache didn’t wait for her.

“Sign here, please,” the clerk’s voice interrupted her
thoughts. She bent over and quickly signed on the dotted line,
sealing their deal in the most binding way for half a year.

“Do you have any rings to exchange?” the clerk asked.

Alpha looked at her hands, the vein on the side of his neck
popping. It hadn’t even occurred to him clearly that she’d need
a ring. Guess she’d have to get one herself.

Zephyr waved it off. “Don’t worry about it.”

Zen handed her the simple gold band she’d bought
yesterday for him, taking a guess at his size, hoping it fit. She



took a hold of his large hand in hers, saw the contrast between
them—his larger, rougher, deadlier, with blunt tips, hers
smaller, softer, rounder, with slightly longer painted nails—
and slid the ring home.

He was hers.

Finally.

The joy bubbled in her heart, a wide smile splitting her face
as she looked up at him. Impulsively, she went to her toes, and
pressed a soft kiss on his scar, right at the corner of his mouth.
One day, he would turn his face and catch her lips with his.
One day, he would kiss her on his own and she would bask in
the beauty of it. Until then, she’d pepper him with kisses.

A throat cleared, and she pulled back.

“Witnesses, please sign here.”

Hector and Zen stepped up and completed the protocols,
and then it was done.

She was Zephyr Villanova.

Damn.

She looked at Zen and saw the same happiness she was
feeling reflected in her sister’s eyes. She knew, she understood
what this moment meant. Her sister grabbed her hand, giving
it a squeeze, and Zephyr squeezed back. Alpha watched with
interest, and she knew he was trying to figure out her reasons.
She watched with interest as Hector stared at her sister, clearly
lining what he saw.



Once the clerk was done with the paperwork, they all exited
the building.

“I’ll get to work.” Zen gave her a hug.

Zephyr saw Alpha watching them embrace, his look blank
of any expression. But the way he watched, it almost looked
like… longing. Zen turned to Alpha and gave him a nod.
“Welcome to the family.”

She saw his face soften slightly at her sister’s words.

Hector took over. “I’ll get you a cab.” He went down to the
road with her, giving them some privacy.

“Have you told your parents?” Alpha asked as they stood on
the steps in broad daylight. She noticed how the people
passing by stopped to gawk at her husband, because of his size
or scars or missing eye, she didn’t know, but she didn’t like the
way they looked, like he was something lesser than they were.

“Hmm,” she mumbled distractedly, giving a woman to her
right who’d been staring at him a glare. “Hey, can I help you
with something?”

The woman stuttered something and left quickly.

Zephyr turned back to the man before her, surprised to find
him somewhat amused while she fumed. “What?”

“Nothing.” He shook his head, pushing his hands in the
pockets of his jacket. “When should I meet them?”

Zephyr blinked for a second, her brain catching up to their
conversation. “Oh. Oh. Tomorrow. Zen and I are going there



tonight after I pack for the trip. I’ll take my bag. She’ll stay
with them while I’m out of town. We can head to the airport
straight after because my parents are romantics and think
we’re marrying out of love and my mom is skeptical about the
suddenness of it so she’ll interrogate you and we’ll have an
excuse to get out—”

“Breathe,” he told her again and she stopped.

Okay.

God, he was hers.

It hit her out of nowhere. Impulsively, she slid her arms
around his waist and hugged him tight, exhaling a shaky
breath against his chest. He stilled, his arms at his sides,
holding her biceps with his large hands, not embracing her but
not rebuffing, confused.

She’d seen the way he’d looked at her hugging Zen, and she
wondered if anyone hugged him anymore. She wondered
when was the last time he’d been embraced with love, and
held him tighter. Hugs were her thing. People loved her hugs.
If hugging was a contest she’d surely be a runner-up. So she’d
hug him. Every day, she’d hug him until he returned it, until he
accepted that it was normal, until he began to crave it from
her.

She’d break down his defenses, one hug at a time.

All in good time.

Happy birthday, Zephyr Villanova.



Chapter 7

Alpha

HE HAD FORGOTTEN WHAT intense emotions felt like
until she handed them to him in a colorful cardboard box.
There was no way she could know the actual meaning of the
alfajores for him, but her cryptic smile made him wonder if
somehow, someway she did.

He had stood in his office with the box in his hands, a
grown man who had seen the worst of humankind and
survived through times that should’ve killed him, and he had
felt his eyes burn. His hands had trembled as he’d picked one
piece up, the coconut flakes reminding him of a childhood
where his ma hadn’t been able to afford a more luxurious
filling but had made him the best desserts she could have. He
had taken a bite and felt something inside his chest come alive,
something that had been dormant, something he’d thought
dead.

A man who had forgotten what it felt like to feel had been
undone by a tiny blip of a woman. And though he’d had every
intention of protecting her from his world, it was too late. She



had sealed her fate, and fuck if he would let her get away
without knowing everything she knew now. He didn’t know
what her motive was for wanting to marry him, but he would
find out.

Alpha sat in the back of the black Rover as Hector drove to
her parent’s house to pick her up, knowing the location having
gotten her message last night. As it was, Alpha couldn’t have
driven to the place even if he had wanted to. It was such an
irony, the fact that he’s always wanted to drive a Jeep but
hadn’t been able to afford it, and now he had a fleet of them
but couldn’t drive them, not with his limited vision. Even
though he used the Jeep mostly around his compound. Rover
was more suited for the city.

Alpha didn’t remember the incident that had partially
blinded him, what or who had changed the course of his life
and left him for the dead. He just remembered waking up in
the hospital, his entire body broken beyond repair, his face on
fire with the pain, and his eyes taped shut into blackness.
Hector had found him behind one of the underground fight
clubs and brought him to the emergency. How long he’d been
there, no one knew. The attending doctor had told him his
memory around the incident might never return, that it was
possibly his brain’s way of protecting him from further
trauma. Some days, he was grateful for it. Some days, the need
to know the truth was a hunger gnawing inside his scarred
flesh.

It had taken his body weeks to heal, and taken him months
to train. His body hadn’t worked the same as before, his partial



vision hadn’t aided his movements, and his head was fucked
up even without remembering anything. That was when he’d
thrown himself into the fights and made himself a fortune, a
beast in a cage with nothing to lose, taking over the city block
by block, making his beautiful compound brick by brick,
training his body muscle by muscle. He’d worked with trainers
to adapt to his vision, honed his other senses to make up for
the damage in one, and over time, his sense of smell and sense
of sound had seamlessly taken the place of the one eye. Still,
there were certain things he’d never be able to do, like drive.

Shaking his thoughts away, he looked out at the
neighborhood from the backseat, a far cry from what he’d
grown up in. Although it wasn’t an expensive area, the houses
were well-cared for. The streets were clean and lined up
systematically, the houses were old but homey, the lawns all
well-maintained. It was a solid good middle-class
neighborhood, the kind where neighbors went to each other for
little things, the kind that had never come in contact with his
old residence. This was where she’d grown up, and he was
glad for that.

“Wonder what growing up here must be like,” Hector
voiced the thought in Alpha’s head. “She’s good people.”

Alpha didn’t reply, just kept looking out, wondering if he’d
been there before, a sense of familiarity to the block making
him frown.

“Sure you wanna drag her into our hell completely?” Hector
asked.



“She wants it.”

And for the first time in his life, he wanted something just
for himself. And he would be selfish, especially when she
wanted him to be. He’d enjoy her company for the months,
assuage his curiosity, but rebuff any romantic overtures. He’d
make it clear to her not to have any expectations beyond their
time together, and he’d sure as hell not fuck her, no matter
how much she tempted him. He was destined to be alone, and
it was the best for both of them.

Before he could respond to Hector’s question, the vehicle
stopped in front of a single-story house painted yellow. Zephyr
stood out on the porch to greet them, her hair the same deep
burgundy it had been, her curvy body in some kind of flowy
dress full of flowers, and a smile so wide it split her face
almost in half, a dimple popping on the left side.

Alpha felt his chest tighten just looking at her. It was an
odd, unfamiliar reaction, especially to a woman he had known
only for a few weeks. And why the fuck was she so happy to
see him? He’d done absolutely nothing for her except agree to
her asinine scheme purely for selfish reasons. Would she be
like this the entire time they were to be married? And then
after the time was up, she’d leave him in his own company?
He didn’t understand why the thought of that irritated him.

Keeping the irritation off his face, he exited the car, taking
in the way an older woman, possibly her mother, took him in
from the window beside the door, her eyes judging him. He
couldn’t entirely blame her. If it was his daughter and a big,



scarred, one-eyed man showed up on his doorstep after
marrying her, he’d be dead before he could get out. He
understood the urge to protect. But that it was directed at him
simply based on how he looked irritated him a little more.
Especially because, for some reason, he had actually put in an
effort to look nicer. Her proposal might have been
unconventional but they were married now in the eyes of the
law, and she was his wife, and he didn’t want her family to
dislike him. But he guessed it was probably like dressing up a
lion and expecting it to look less threatening. It wouldn’t
work.

The memory of her glaring at the woman who’d been
staring at him popped in, sending another sliver of amusement
inside him. She’d looked ready to battle for him, and while
amusing, it was unfamiliar too. Unlike her mother, Zephyr
watched him with nothing akin to judgment in her eyes. It was
pure feminine appreciation and genuine joy, and he was
entirely unfamiliar at receiving both. That was what hooked
him and baffled him at the same time. How did a woman who
didn’t know him trust him like that? How did she desire him
like that? And how did she leave it completely open for
anyone and everyone to see without any shame or
vulnerability? What did a woman like her want from a
marriage like this? Was it truly about her grandmother’s
antiques, possibly because of some sentimental attachment to
them? Alpha didn’t know, and he wanted to.

“Hey, hubby,” Zephyr tilted her head back to keep her gaze
locked with his, and he hated to admit it, but she was adorable.



Knowing her mother was watching, and given what she’d
told her family, Alpha leaned down and pressed a kiss to her
cheek, her skin silky under his lips, the mild fragrance of
something citrusy tickling his nose. He liked the smell. His
bois would lick her up when they met her. Not that he’d blame
them.

But the thing that got him? The way her breath hitched
when his lips made contact with her skin, like he’d taken her
by surprise. It was an authentic response, and how she could
see him and feel that was beyond him. Maybe she was the
blind one.

Clearing his throat and ignoring the slight phantom itch in
his right eye, he took out the ring he’d just bought for her from
his pocket.

Her entire face lit up and that made something very odd
happen in his chest. Maybe, it was acidity.

“That’s beautiful!” she exclaimed, taking in the ring. Fuck if
he knew why he’d picked it, but he’d walked into the jewelers,
seen it, and known it had been made for her finger.

She looked up at him, her hazel eyes shimmery, the greens
in them non-existent as her pupils enlarged, and the tightness
in his chest got worse. It was a ring, and he was a stranger, and
yet she looked at him like he’d conquered oceans for her.

She extended her hand and he slid the ring on, watching her
admire it and cradle her hand against her chest like it was
precious. It was in a way—platinum band studded with tiny
colorful crystals he didn’t know the names of but looked good



together. The ring honestly looked like a unicorn had thrown
up on it but it screamed her so he’d had to get it.

But he didn’t like this tightness. She hadn’t been married to
him one day and she was causing him heart problems already.
He needed to take a step back. Focus on finding her motive,
find out how she knew, and what she knew about his
childhood. That was it.

He straightened as her young, dark-haired sister stepped out,
a sweet smile on her beautiful face. She’d been too busy trying
not to gawk at him at the courthouse yesterday. Between that
and trying to not get distracted with Hector, she’d been too shy
or too preoccupied to properly talk to him. But she was young
so he cut her some slack.

This time at least, she extended her hand out to him. “Hi,
Alpha. So good to see you here.”

He shook her hand gently. “You too. I heard you work at
SLF.”

“Yes.” The younger girl pulled her hand back. “I love
working there. And I cannot thank you enough for everything
you do for the organization. The women appreciate it.”

He’d founded the organization soon after losing his eye. It
was in honor of his mother and the countless women he had
encountered in his line of work, women who wanted a way out
from under oppressive systems and didn’t have anywhere to
go. It was for people like that—women, children, and men—
that he had established Survivors of Los Fortis so that in a city
of millions, they would have a safe haven when they needed it.



And even after so many years, it angered him that the number
of people seeking refuge hadn’t dwindled.

Zephyr’s younger sister was a good one.

“I appreciate you helping out there,” he told her honestly.

“Oh, Zee volunteers on the weekends too.” Zenith gave her
sister a coy look. “She gives the ladies a makeover, whatever
they want.”

Alpha knew that already. “Does that help them?”

“Immensely.”

Interesting.

“Welcome. Please have a seat,” the older woman who’d
been watching him, his mother-in-law obviously, said as she
walked out with a tray of iced drinks, indicating the iron
sitting area on the side of the large porch, followed by a lean
man with a mustache, obviously the girls’ father.

So he wasn’t being invited in. He got it.

Giving them a respectful nod, he took a seat on a chair too
small and watched her mother place the tray on the table.
Zenith took a seat on one side, her mother took another, and
her father sat opposite him. Zephyr planted her very delectable
ass on the arm of his chair, sliding her arm around his
shoulder, clearly presenting them a united front. He
appreciated that.

Introductions were made and after an awkward silence for a
few seconds, her father finally spoke. “You understand why



this is a bit disconcerting for us.”

“Of course.” Yeah, he understood. Had he been in his
father-in-law’s place though, the boy would’ve been six feet
under before he could utter a word.

“Zephyr was seeing someone else one day and then she’s
telling us she’s in love with you, and she’s married you at a
courthouse,” the older man picked up a glass, and Alpha
followed to be polite. “Is it because of her grandmother’s
will?”

Alpha appreciated the man’s straight question. But Zephyr
had told him her parents couldn’t know she was marrying him
for that. He shook his head once. “No. Your daughter… she’s
like a ray of sunshine in my very dark life.” What the fuck just
came out of his mouth?

He heard Zephyr inhale sharply, her fingers gripping his
shoulder tightly. He’d have to tell her later not to take it to
heart. He didn’t mean anything by it.

Her mother finally leaned forward, a beautiful woman with
grays in her hair, and Alpha wondered for a moment if his
mother would’ve had gray hair too had she been alive.

“How did you meet my daughter?”

The question broke his thoughts.

Zephyr answered from his side. “I told you we met at SLF,
mama. I was there with Zen, he was there, we just… clicked.”

That was a surprisingly realistic scenario. He looked to the
younger sister to see her nodding, having her sister’s back, and



that earned her another point in his book.

“And how did you meet the first time?” her mother
persisted.

The first time? What exactly had she told her parents?

“I’d gone to a party with friends. They ditched me, and
Alpha walked me home.”

His little rainbow was quite the storyteller. He was half-
interested by her account of the fictional events, half-weary
wondering what she was lying to him about.

“And your family, Alpha?” her mother questioned.

“Mama,” Zephyr chided.

“I have a half-brother.” He took a sip of the iced drink. Too
fruity. “He’s getting married tomorrow, so we’re attending his
wedding. Other than that, no one.”

He could see where Zephyr got it from, the compassion, as
her mother finally softened slightly. “Yes, Zephyr told us. I’m
sorry to hear that.”

Shaking off the quiet mood, Zephyr clapped her hand once.
“And we need to get going.” She hopped off from the arm of
the chair, rushing inside to probably get her bag, and everyone
stood up.

“I don’t know if she told you,” Alpha began, wanting to
make something clear to them. “But she’ll be moving in with
me once we’re back. You’re welcome to visit anytime. We can
plan for a proper ceremony later.”



Her mother’s lips pursed. “Yes, she told us. She’s packed
everything at her apartment already. It’s just all… very sudden,
and very suspicious. I asked her if she was pregnant, if that
was the hurry, but she said no. Just said she’d married her love
and that was that. She was with Alec Reyes for two years and
not once talked about marriage so it’s very hard for us to wrap
our heads around this.”

Fucking gambling Reyes. He might’ve spent two years with
her but he’d be damned if he tried anything again. Alpha
didn’t share, and for the duration of the time together, she was
his even if he didn’t plan on fucking her. How hard could it be
to resist the little vixen?

Seeing her mother’s reaction, the news of their marriage
probably hadn’t gone over well.

And that again made him wonder, why risk a fight with her
family for him?

What the hell was she up to?



Chapter 8

Zephyr

ZEPHYR HAD ONCE GONE on a school trip from Los
Fortis a hundred miles south, and that had been the most
adventurous she’d ever been. Aside from that, the only trips
she’d been on had been to visit her aunts who lived an hour
away. She’d never left the country, much less the continent,
and never been on a flight, much less one like this.

Victor and Diaz, another guy she’d been introduced to, less
hot but more charming, sat in the back of the private plane as
their security detail on the trip. Hector was staying back,
clearly being Alpha’s second-in-command, to keep everything
under control for the two days they’d be gone.

She looked around the inside of the private jet she’d been
ushered and strapped onto, at the lush beige seats and
gleaming wooden table and the neat walls, and it truly sank in
for the first time—he’d made it. From the boy she had first
seen with the torn clothes to the man who now wore an
expensive leather jacket and owned a private jet, he’d made it
out, and though she couldn’t tell him, she felt something like



pride bubble inside her. And lord, she wished Adriana—the
kind, dying woman who had befriended a scared little girl in a
strange place to give her comfort—could have seen her son
now. She’d have been proud.

Zephyr turned to the window and blinked rapidly, trying to
clear away the burn in her eyes and the sting in her nose. He
was suspicious about her motives anyway, and she didn’t need
to give him more reason to think she was crazier and cried at
nothing.

A slender blond with really nice hair handed them some
water. “Would you like anything else?”

Zephyr thanked her. “Just a quick question, is that your
natural hair color?”

The blond blinked in surprise. “Yes.”

Damn. “It’s a lovely shade. You’re rocking it.”

The attendant gave her a surprised smile and left, and she
turned to see the man across from her watching her as though
he was trying to figure her out.

“What?” she demanded, slightly conscious of the way he
was analyzing her.

He didn’t say anything for a while, just studying her, and
Zephyr tried to relax, wondering what went on in his head.

“Let’s get some things straight between us,” he said as
preamble, and Zephyr braced herself. “Your grandmother’s
fund might be the excuse you’re giving to me, and a whirlwind
romance an excuse you’re giving your family, but I know you



have another motive for marrying me. The only reason you’re
my wife right now is that I’m intrigued. I don’t know what
your endgame is, but I will figure it out, so don’t think I’m
fooled for one second.”

God, she hoped he figured it out, but if he didn’t remember
her after spending all the time with her, she doubted he would.
But she wouldn’t tell him that. Knowing how cynical he was,
it would backfire in her own face. His lack of memory
probably had something to do with his eye injury. Maybe, his
brain had blocked some stuff out to protect him. She’d seen
that happen in movies but it was realistically plausible, and
until she spoke to someone who knew trauma about it, she
wasn’t going to say a thing and risk retraumatizing him.

No, she had to make him love her all over again, this new
him with this new her. It could happen.

“And I don’t know where you got your information about
me,” he continued, his voice rough and deep, reminding her of
wilderness. “But I will find that out too. I hope it ends up
being only for your grandmother’s heirlooms because you
won’t like the alternative.”

He was kinda hot when he was threatening her, though she
doubted he’d appreciate it if she said that to his face at the
moment.

“Now I just need to figure out if you’re one hell of a liar or
not.”

Zephyr took a sip of her water. “I’m an open book.”



Alpha mimicked her movement and drank his water, the
motion of the muscles in his neck very sexy. God, he’d gotten
sexier over the years, and she had no shame in admitting she
wanted him in bed, out of bed, against the wall, whatever way
she could have him.

“Just in case you’re not a liar—” he placed his glass on the
table between them, his hand enhancing the fragility of the
glass, “—consider this a simple warning not to expect
anything romantic from this relationship. My curiosity about
you does not equal romantic interest. If you expect anything
on those lines, you will be disappointed. I don’t love.”

Liar. He did love, he just didn’t want to. But she knew he
had his shields in place, and this Alpha clearly had a shit ton
of trust issues, so she didn’t take his warning lightly. She’d
have to wade through these waters with the baggage of his past
and hope they could make it to the shore.

“Too bad,” she shrugged lightly. “I tend to get attached to
my lovers.”

“I’m not your lover,” he reminded her.

She smiled.

“I won’t be your lover either.” The side of his jaw ticced.
“Lust leaves me empty now. It’s better in the long run
anyway.”

“So I’ll be what… your roommate?” she huffed a laugh.

He tapped his fingers on the table between them. He liked
tapping things. God, her brain was a smutwreck.



“You can have your own room.” Tap, tap, tap. “For the
duration of the marriage, let’s just share each other’s company.
I find you interesting enough. We can be cordial, but it’s best
not to complicate things more by adding anything sexual in the
mix.”

“We have chemistry,” she pointed out.

“A pity kiss doesn’t count.”

Pity kiss, her ass. He’d been as into it as she.

“It’s hot chemistry,” she leaned forward.

He shrugged. “I had chemistry with my sister-in-law to be.
Doesn’t mean I acted on it.”

Oh wow. Zephyr blinked and processed the fact that she
would get to meet someone he’d considered being with.

“Chemistry lies, Zephyr,” he went on after dropping that
bomb.

“Then what tells the truth?” She tilted her head to the side,
curious about his thought process.

“Heart,” he stated, no affliction in his voice.

“And what does yours say?”

The unscarred side of his lips lifted. “Nothing. Fucker
hasn’t spoken in years. It’s a dead, scarred piece of useless
muscle.”

God, it hurt her. It hurt her that he’d built himself a tower
with walls so high it had become impenetrable.



‘You are hope, sunshine. Hope for a better life.’

The boy who’d told her that clearly lived on the tower,
unreachable. But she would scale the walls if she had to, get to
the top, and rescue her lover. She would give him hope again
if it was the last thing that she did.

His plan to stay away from her wouldn’t work, but she kept
that to herself. She would tempt him and seduce him until he
gave in. There was nothing more powerful than a woman on a
mission. Telling him her plans involved some solid skin
slapping probably wasn’t for the best for now.

She raised her glass of water to him. “To chemistries that
lie.”

He raised his. “And hearts that die.”

Oh boy, he had no idea the CPR she had planned for him.

They went quiet, but companionably. Zephyr took out her
ebook reader and pretended to be engrossed in a novel while
covertly watching him; he simply looked out the window, lost
in thought. The attendant came again with some overloaded
sandwiches and Zephyr put her reader down, happy to have an
excuse to engage him in conversation again.

“I thought you’d be working on your laptop or something,
master of the universe as you are,” she teased, unwrapping her
sandwich.

“I can’t read,” he told her simply.



Zephyr paused, completely taken aback. She hadn’t been
expecting that reply.

Her surprise must have been evident on her face because he
explained. “I didn’t grow up with much money. My ma sent
me to school but I dropped out after she passed away.”

“I’m sorry.” She extended her hand and gave him a soft
squeeze, surprising him. “You must’ve learned to read by
then.”

“Yeah, but when this happened—” he pointed to his eye
patch “—reading smaller things got hard. I just stopped after a
while.” He seemed to shake himself, watching her curiously
with his single eye. “I don’t usually talk about it.”

A little piece of her heart melted. “Your secret is safe with
me.” She gave him a small smile and watched him look away,
clearly uncomfortable at having shared so much. She let him
be, noticing now how he slowly peeled the wrapper on his
sandwich mostly with his left hand and wondered what little
everyday things that most people took for granted he had to
work hard to accomplish. Was everything in his house sound-
controlled? Did the injury affect more than his vision and
memory? His hearing? His sense of balance? She’d seen him
fighting and moving well enough but was that natural or
something he’d trained himself to do?

Something occurred to her then. “Is that why you didn’t
reply to my texts?”

He looked up, putting the sandwich down. “I don’t like
phones. And I don’t text anyone. People who have my number



are business contacts. They just call.”

And there she’d thought he’d ghosted her. She needed to be
more considerate of his new body, and the ways it affected
him. “So I can just call you now?”

He grunted, focusing on his sandwich.

“Will you save my contact as wifey?”

The look she got would have flayed the flesh from a lesser
mortal.

Chuckling, she took a bite of the chicken sandwich, the
cheese melting in her mouth, and groaned before stopping
herself, finding him looking at her. The insecurity reared its
ugly head, especially when eating with people. Used to people
nagging her about what she ate, she half-expected him to do
the same, half expected him to go ‘that’s a lot of cheese’ or
‘you should eat only two’.

He looked at her mouth, simply picked up his own
sandwich, took a bite, and nodded. “Hmm.”

And that was that.

Zephyr sat for a second, looking down at the bread,
processing what just happened.

Nothing had really happened, but something had happened.

Born in a family of tall women with perfect figures who
didn’t gain an inch no matter what they put in their bodies,
Zephyr had always been well-intentionally teased about being
short and full-figured by her mom, her aunts, her cousins,



everyone. Zen, though adopted, fit in more with their family’s
genetics than she did.

When she’d been nineteen, a hormonal imbalance had made
her rapidly gain weight. She’d spent the next few years on
medication, bringing the hormones and the weight down, and
ended up being curvy as hell, only amplified by her short
height. She did Pilates diligently, her body was flexible and
strong, and now even though she was the healthiest that she’d
ever been, people around her somehow always ended up
telling her, in the most well-meaning way possible, to lose a
few more pounds. She’d look ‘so much prettier.’ She was
already fucking pretty. She had her own sense of style, she
took her medication, and took care of her body. But it was the
first time someone, aside from Zen, had eaten with her and not
pointed it out.

Maybe it was because his own body was imperfect by other
people’s standards. Maybe it was because he was a man who
didn’t even notice or think about it.

Whatever it was, he just did it.

And then, he expected her not to have any romantic notions.
She was already a goner.

She took another bite of the delicious sandwich, enjoying
the companionable silence as they both ate, silently falling a
little more in love with the new him, enough for the both of
them until he could catch up.



Chapter 9

Zephyr

ALPHA’S HALF-BROTHER WAS SERIOUSLY hot.

She didn’t know what she’d expected, but a suave, stunning,
perfectly sculpted man greeting them at the airport hadn’t been
it. And he was a charmer to the boot. He’d taken one look at
her, asked Alpha, “Who’s this gorgeous creature on your
arm?” and promptly kissed her cheek platonically in greeting.
Had she not already been in love with the grumpy giant by her
side, she would’ve swooned.

“Where’s your bride?” Alpha asked after introducing her,
keeping his distance from her. He’d pulled back after opening
up on the flight, taken a step far enough back that she could
feel the cold seep in the gap between them, because of his
idiotic sense of keeping it platonic or because of his
vulnerability on the plane, she didn’t know. And being in a
new environment as she was, she didn’t know how to close the
gap yet.

Dante grinned. “Letting Tempest have quality time with her
grandmother and sneaking a beauty nap. Not that she needs it



but motherhood is tiring for her.”

Zephyr looked at the man. She was surprised by the
openness of his affection for his wife-to-be. The men she’d
encountered rarely wore their love with the kind of pride he
did and still managed to pull off the self-assured, cocky vibe
that was kinda hot. Damn, the girl was lucky. He was an
interesting personality.

He escorted them to a large, black Range Rover, slightly
different from Alpha’s back home, and opened the door in the
back for Zephyr. Oh, a gentleman too.

Smiling, she thanked him and climbed in, glad she’d worn
leggings instead of a skirt. She was surprised though that her
husband didn’t just pick her up and plop her down as he’d
taken to doing in their city. He was definitely taking the
platonic, keeping his distance thing seriously.

She settled in, as did both men, and Dante smoothly pulled
out of the airport, another dark car tailing behind them with
the security. She wasn’t surprised. From her internet search
alone she’d learned Dante Maroni was a pretty big deal in the
mafia world, recently having taken over after his father’s
death. The only thing she was curious about, however, was
how he and Alpha had met, and precisely what Alpha was
involved in. It couldn’t have been mafia, because Los Fortis
had never really been the center for one. She knew he was into
something with security, just not what exactly it was. She’d
find out eventually, and she just hoped it wasn’t something she
couldn’t live with because there were some lines that just



shouldn’t be crossed. Knowing who he had once been though,
Alpha had always been a protector. She could not imagine a
world where he could be crossing those inhumane boundaries.

All in good time.

Tenebrae City was vastly different from Los Fortis. For one,
the climate was more temperate than tropical, the hills in the
distance a darker shade of green than the jungles around her
city, the cover of the dark clouds something she only saw
during the heavy rains.

She rolled the window down, enjoying the cool, dry wind
on her face, her eyes taking in everything.

“Thanks for coming,” Dante broke the silence after a while.
“It means a lot.”

Alpha grunted. Grunted.

Zephyr observed him quietly from the back, trying to
understand why he was more reserved with his own blood. He
was more aloof, more rigid than he had been on the flight, and
she didn’t know if it was because of her or Dante. Alpha
attending something like a wedding had made her assume that
he was on good terms with his half-brother. Was that not the
case?

“So when did you get married?” Dante went on, seemingly
unbothered by the silence, with such ease she liked him
immediately.

“Monday,” her husband replied. “Courthouse wedding.”



Dante looked at her in the rearview mirror. “Are you
pregnant?”

Zephyr loved how everyone automatically assumed she was
knocked up because of the whirlwind wedding. She shook her
head. “No, we haven’t even—”

“It’s just for six months,” Alpha interrupted her, quite
rudely. “Not a real marriage.”

Ouch.

She knew that’s what they’d talked about, but saying it out
loud like that just made it all so… clinical. Reductive. Lesser.
Like the little moments they’d had never happened.

Dante was considerate enough not to comment, simply
shifting the conversation to include Zephyr, asking her
questions about her family, her work, normal generic talk she
appreciated more than she could say.

She looked down at the ring on her finger, the beautiful
piece unlike any she’d seen, a band of platinum adorned with
tiny rubies, amethysts, sapphires, and emeralds, colorful and
unique.

‘One day, when I have money, I’m going to buy you the
prettiest ring, sunshine.’

Zephyr felt her nose burn and looked out, remembering the
whispered promise on the last night she’d seen him before
he’d disappeared from her life. The ring was more precious to



her than he’d ever realize. She hadn’t expected him to get her
one, had been fully prepared to buy one for herself, but he had
and it was perfect, and Zephyr tucked that moment he slid it
on her finger in a corner of her heart, cupping it like a flame in
the fluttering wind, keeping it alive, warm and loved, to revisit
if she failed in making him love again.

It scared her sometimes, the enormity of the task she had
undertaken. She didn’t know what he’d been through in the
years between then and now. She didn’t know what kinds of
traumas he had, didn’t know what his triggers were, didn’t
know if the walls he’d built around his heart could be scaled at
all. She’d bruise and bleed if they could be, drag herself to the
corner where he rested and lay her head down with him if he
let her. But she had to take her time. He would get spooked
and run the other way if he figured out what she wanted—him.

The men talked about something related to work using code
words because she didn’t understand a thing. Within thirty
minutes, they were out of the city and driving up a rolling
green hill towards a large mansion she could see. The tall
gates, manned by security guards who nodded at Dante
respectfully, opened and it looked like a different world inside.
The huge mansion, a few buildings off to the other side, all
over the green hill and fenced within a wall was like a movie
set. Her entire neighborhood could’ve fit in the area easily.
People were bustling about decorating the venue, some
carrying chairs, some carrying boxes, and some carrying guns.

Zephyr had never seen so many guns in real life. She’d seen
one in Victor’s jacket when she’d interrogated him, but that



had been it.

The driveway stopped and Dante pulled the car right next to
the mansion’s double doors. Zephyr jumped out without
waiting for anyone to open her door, taking all of it in.

Wow.

A member of the staff ran to them, and Dante directed him
to get their luggage to the guest wing. They had a wing for
guests. Bougie shit.

An older woman with graying hair came out with a tiny
bundle wrapped in a green blanket in her arms, and Zephyr
watched in awe as Dante took the baby from the woman,
cradled her against his broad chest, uncaring for the drool he
got on his suit, cooing to her. “You missed daddy, didn’t you,
princess?”

Then the fluffiest cat she’d seen walked out and rubbed
against Dante’s legs, getting fur over his pants.

Zephyr’s ovaries melted. What was it about a big man with
babies and kittens? It was like catnip, pun intended.

Dante finally turned to his guests, his smile huge.

“Alpha, Zephyr, I’d like you to meet my princess, Tempest.
Tempest, this is your uncle and aunt.”

Aunt.

She was that little baby’s aunt. Holy shit, she’d never been
an aunt before.



She looked at Alpha and saw that it had affected him too.
Dead heart, my ass.

Knowing what she did about his family, she couldn’t
imagine what being an uncle must be doing to him. Quietly,
she took his large hand in hers and gave it a squeeze, and
though he didn’t squeeze it back, he didn’t let go either.

“Oh my god, she absolutely scrumptious!” Zephyr stepped
forward since Alpha seemed frozen in place, and touched
Tempest’s soft cheek.

The baby yawned, her eyes like emeralds opening wide, her
mouth opening in a wet, gummy smile at seeing her father. She
made those happy baby noises and flapped her arms before her
eyes went to the larger, scarier-looking man.

Zephyr took Alpha’s hand she was holding and brought it
up, making his fingers touch Tempest’s soft skin, praying that
the baby didn’t cry.

She didn’t. Little Tempest Maroni gurgled and drooled and
gave Alpha the same gummy smile, and she saw her husband
get wrapped around her minuscule pinkie.

Oh yeah, it affected him alright. He didn’t even try to hide it
on his face.

“You came,” a husky tone of surprise made Zephyr look up
at the entrance, and her jaw dropped. A stunning, and she
meant stunning, goddess of a woman walked toward them
with the grace of a swan gliding through the water, a gentle
smile on her perfect face, tall and classy and oozing poise, her



glinting green eyes popping against her tan skin, her dark hair
voluminous with natural waves and curls. That was some good
hair. She didn’t think women like this could exist outside of
mythologies.

The woman, clearly Tempest’s mother and Dante’s bride,
took in the man beside her.

Zephyr looked up at him and saw him watching her with a
look she knew.

Chemistry.

He’d liked her liked her.

Zephyr had never really been jealous, especially never of
other women. Her family had beautiful women, she saw
absolute knockouts at work every day, and she loved making
women feel good about themselves on a daily basis. Jealousy
was an entirely antithetical emotion to that. But standing there,
at the side of the man she had loved once and wanted to love
again, a man who had just moments ago reduced her attempt at
making their future into something lesser, a man who clearly
didn’t remember her but remembered the goddess in front of
her, something ugly took root in the pit of her stomach. Not
anything against the goddess, who was clearly in love with
Dante and happy with her family, or even against Alpha for
admiring something even she admitted was admirable.

No. The ugly was old insecurity, one she’d fought off for
years and thought had laid to rest, an insecurity that maybe she
wasn’t enough. Maybe, she’d never be enough. Maybe,
anything she did wouldn’t make a difference. She loved too



much, trusted too easily, got hurt too often, and maybe she
needed to harden herself. But she would lose the essence of
who she was if she did, and so she never did. Feeling hurt was
more acceptable than feeling dead. The ugly in her head got
awful.

‘Almost thirty and no boyfriend? There must be something
wrong with you.’

‘Such a nice girl, how has no man fallen in love with you?’

‘Flings and flings, and your one long-term relationship? He
cheated.’

‘The one man you truly loved left you. He doesn’t even
remember you. You were that inconsequential.’

‘Your husband doesn’t want you.’

Zephyr blinked the burn away and withdrew her hand,
pasting a smile on her face as introductions were made. Dante
put a hand around Amara’s waist and Zephyr hoped her
husband would touch her, maybe hold her shoulder, do
anything to indicate she was with him. He didn’t. Dante asked
Alpha for a quiet word.

Zephyr, already a bit lost and a bit sad, simply told them
she’d take a look around the grounds, and excused herself.
Diaz followed her at a safe distance.

She hated when she got like this sometimes when something
completely random would trigger her down a spiral of



questioning her self-worth even though she knew it wasn’t
real. It felt real.

Walking around the mansion towards the gazebo where
people were putting up the frame for the wedding, she took her
phone out from her pocket and called the one person with who
she could be honest about everything.

“Zee! How was the flight?” Zen’s happy greeting
immediately had her heart feeling lighter. Even though she
was five years younger, Zenith was her best friend. Since they
were kids, they’d had a ritual of snuggling together every night
and talking about everything that had happened in their day,
from a lame catcalling to a serious crush to bad clients. Now,
they did their night routines while chatting. Though it had only
been Zephyr doing the sharing in the beginning, over the years
Zen had joined in. Now, Zephyr knew she was her sister’s
person and vice versa.

“Really good,” Zephyr told her, walking around the hill, her
eyes taking in every facet of the mansion.

“Oh no,” she heard her sister mumble. “What happened?”

“Nothing really,” Zephyr felt her lips tremble. “It just… I
wish he remembered me sometimes.”

“Oh, honey.” Zen knew exactly how she felt. Zen had been
the one who’d looked out for her every time she’d snuck out,
the one she’d spilled everything to when she’d returned. Zen
knew it all, from the first time she saw him to the last. “Are
you sure you want to do this? You can still back out, you
know.”



“I have to try,” Zephyr whispered, her chest tight. “He’s
different now but I have to try, Zen. I can’t live knowing I
found him again and didn’t do anything.”

Zen sighed. “And how’s that going for you?”

Zephyr huffed a laugh. “He wants us to be roommates
only.”

Zen was quiet for a moment on the other end. “Then be his
roommate. Be the best roommate he’d ever have. You know
him, Zee. You know his buttons. Push them, test them. If
anyone can make a scary man like that fall in love, it’s you.”

Zephyr sniffled. “This is why you’re my favorite sister,” she
declared into the phone and heard Zen chuckle. “I’m your only
sister.”

They talked for a few minutes, mostly about her mother
believing Alpha was the devil’s kin who had brainwashed her,
and how she couldn’t ‘wait for him to get out of her life.’ If
she did end up separating, she knew one person who would be
happy. At least Zen had convinced her father to keep a more
open mind. That counted.

Zephyr bid her sister goodbye, her mood still low, and asked
a staff member for directions to her room, heading to the guest
wing. The sun was setting down, the sky more dark than light,
portions of the hill completely submerged in the shadows as
she made her way to the building, her eyes taking in the
mansion.



Her perusal came to a stop at a large window of some kind
of study. Dante and Amara sat with another couple, her
husband sitting with his back to her, all having a drink, Amara
laughing at something, the fluffy cat napping on the
windowsill.

Zephyr stood outside at a slight distance, alone for the first
time in a new city of strangers, watching it all. And she didn’t
know why but it hurt her. She may have married him, but she
wasn’t a part of whatever this group was. She wanted to be.

Stop wallowing, she chided herself. She’d chosen this path,
and she knew it wouldn’t be easy.

Dante, the only one facing her, looked up and locked eyes
with her. She saw him glance at where Alpha sat before
looking at her again, something akin to compassion in his dark
eyes.

Zephyr gave him a little smile that hopefully looked
reassuring, pretending she was completely unbothered, and
went on her way to her room, married, miserable, and alone.



Chapter 10

Zephyr

HE HADN’T COME TO their room the entire night, and she’d
known it was their room because both their weekend bags
were there.

Zephyr had lain awake in bed, staring at the ceiling of the
unfamiliar room, tossing and turning, and shedding a few tears
because she cried at everything. Sometimes, she watched
videos of puppies and cried. One time, she’d been on her
period at work and a client had complimented her hair and
she’d gotten teary-eyed. Her tear ducts were just extra
hydrated, always had been.

Every time she felt dejected, she looked at her ring and
reminded herself that it meant something. Him finding that
particular ring meant something even if he didn’t realize it. It
would take time but she had to keep fighting for them.

But it was early morning and Zephyr just couldn’t stay in
anymore.



She changed from her sexy pajamas—that’d she’d put on
expecting to at least have their first night of sleepover together
—and into leggings and a thin sweater, venturing out of their
room on the first floor. Down the stairs she went, and out into
the gazebo she’d seen the previous evening, enjoying the
foggy morning which was a rarity in her city.

A few members of the staff were up and about, already
prepping for the big wedding, the lawn behind the mansion
turned into something out of a beautiful fairytale. Zephyr
simply sat her ass on a cold stone bench in the gazebo,
watching them all, wondering if she’d ever get her own big
wedding. Zephyr had always wanted one with all her extended
family in attendance, with a gorgeous dress and veil, letting
everyone see her commit to her love for life. It hadn’t been
until she’d met Alpha that she’d ever thought she could spend
her life with this guy, definitely not something she ever felt for
Alec, even though she gave him two years of her life. She was
going to try and delay her mother from planning something for
six months until the contract ended, and see at the end if she
needed a wedding or a divorce.

“Congratulations on your nuptials.”

A dark voice from the side made her glance up. A man
stood against one of the pillars of the gazebo, facing away
from her, wearing a black hooded sweatshirt, his hands in his
pockets, his face not visible to her from the angle.

“Um, thanks,” she replied lightly, looking back at the staff
again. “Who are you?”



“A friend,” he answered, something off in his voice. Zephyr
glanced at his form again. He appeared tall, muscular but not
overly. She could see the muscle definition in his back, but his
body didn’t look like a hardcore gym body.

“Have you heard about the murders in Los Fortis?” he
asked, a slight accent in his tone, and Zephyr straightened,
wondering if he was making small talk or not.

“The hooker murders, right?” That’s what the media had
been calling them. The murders had been in the papers
recently, but nothing had been solved yet.

“Yes,” the man straightened. “Tell your husband to be
alert.”

Zephyr felt herself stiffen, a cold shiver passing over her,
suddenly realizing she was in the compound of a mafia boss
and sitting alone far away from anyone to call for help.

The man chuckled. “If I’d wanted to kill you, you’d have
been dead coming out of the salon last week when your heel
snapped, Mrs. Villanova. You need better security.”

What the hell?

She froze on the cold stone bench, watching the man as he
brought out a gloved hand from his pocket, dropping a black
envelope on the empty stone railing that went around the
gazebo. “Give this to your husband. And make sure he reads
it.”

Zephyr glanced down at the envelope and looked up, only to
see an empty space where he’d been. He’d disappeared, like



she’d imagined the entire thing.

Taking a fortifying breath, her body covered in chills, she
went to the railing and picked up the paper. The stationery was
thick, good quality. The urge to pry it open was strong, but she
knew she shouldn’t. It could be something confidential meant
only for Alpha, and until he gave her the okay, she couldn’t
dig in.

Gripping it in her hand, she went in search of her errant
husband.

It took a while.

Not one staff member knew where he was which was
ridiculous because how could someone miss a giant man with
an eye patch? It was the wedding day, the sun was already
rising and bright, and Zephyr was getting seriously pissed,
walking around the strange mansion, trying to find one place
where her husband could be. For a split second, she wondered
if he was in another woman’s room, but she discarded the
thought immediately. Until he gave her a reason to think that,
she’d keep her overactive imagination contained. He hadn’t
been with anyone in a while, and if he needed to be with
someone, she was right there. Trust was the cornerstone for
any relationship, and she needed to give him trust in order to
earn it back.

Finally, she caught a break and bumped into one of the
guards who told her Alpha was in the training wing. Of course,
he’d be there punching at something. Getting directions, her
hand holding the envelope, she brisk-walked down the hill to



the training building. No wonder people on the property
looked extra fit with all the walking they must do daily.

Finally, she reached the gray building. and stopped at the
entrance, gaping.

Five shirtless men stood around the mats in the middle,
cheering and cursing as her very shirtless husband and a very
shirtless Dante went at each other with knives. Honest-to-god
knives.

Her jaw open, she watched with fascination as Alpha,
despite having a physical disadvantage, danced around the
mats, escaping each and every hit coming at him from
different angles, counter-attacking with his own set of knives,
his hands wrapped in tape, his body a study of scars and ink
and sweat. Her face started getting hot watching him move,
over and over, the playfulness with which he chuckled when
Dante missed, goading him. They were bonding with weapons,
and it was bizarre to her, since her idea of sibling bonding
involved heart-to-hearts and ice cream, but hey, whatever
floated their boat.

They finished their mock-fight, and Dante slapped him on
the back, turning to see her standing at the entrance. His
eyebrows hit the hairline but he came forward with a smile.
“Sister-in-law. To what do we owe this pleasure?”

God, the man was a treasure. The way he’d made her
comfortable yesterday, and the way he did so now, she
could’ve hugged him.



Before she could say anything, she saw her husband coming
up behind Dante, a glower on his face. “You shouldn’t be
here.”

She suddenly remembered she was pissed at him.

Shoving the envelope against his sweaty chest, she hissed.
“And you should’ve been in our room last night but life is full
of disappointments.”

With that she turned to Dante, gave him a soft smile.
“Thank you for having me here.”

“Of course,” he inclined his head, giving her husband a
side-eye. “I can have one of the guys escort you back.” He
indicated one of the shirtless men in the building.

“She’s fine,” Alpha grit out before she could respond. What
the hell was his problem? Whatever.

Without a word, she turned on her heel and left, heading to
her room to get ready for the wedding. She was halfway there
when her steps faltered and she realized he wouldn’t be able to
read the note, and he was prideful enough to not admit it to the
others. Sighing, some of her fury seeping out, she went back to
see them coming out, Alpha walking to the side, slightly apart
from everyone else. She slowed to a walk, meeting him
halfway.

“I’ll read that for you if you’d like,” she offered softly,
tilting her head back to keep their gazes locked.

He didn’t say anything, just handed her the envelope
quietly, and she softened a bit more. Taking it from his hand,



she opened the flap, and pulled the white paper out, looking
down at the words, sobering.

“What does it say?” he asked, his voice gruff.

She swallowed, and read the note verbatim.

“I know who he is. As a gesture of goodwill, I will share
that he will frame you in his next kill. I’ll be in touch.”

What the hell?

“It’s unsigned.”

She looked up at her husband to find his jaw clenched tight.
“How did you get this?”

“A man gave it to me.” She swallowed. “What does he
mean?”

His hand fisted, and he took a step closer. “Did you see
him?

She shook her head. “He was tall, wearing a sweatshirt. He
had the hood up.”

He took the paper from her hand, staring at it for a long
minute with his single gaze, before letting out a breath. “I’ll
deal with it later.”

This was serious. Who was the guy and why the hell was he
talking about a killer framing her husband?

Zephyr frowned as he purposely headed up the hill to the
guest wing, leaving her standing there alone.

Her earlier annoyance returned. “Is there a reason you’re
being deliberately rude to me or are you just this delightful



every morning?” she asked, injecting joviality into her tone as
she caught up with his longer strides.

He gave her a side glance but kept on quietly.

“It’s quite a feast for the eyes right now,” she poked at the
bear, deliberately eyeing all the shirtless men coming out of
the training building.

He didn’t respond, just began walking faster like he could
outrun her.

“I mean, not that my eyes don’t appreciate it, but what was
even the point of bringing me here?” she kept on. “A girl has
her pride, you know? You don’t have to go around telling
people it’s not a ‘real marriage’.” She emphasized the words
with finger quotes. “Dante probably thinks I’m a hussy who’s
tied you down, which granted I am, but he doesn’t need to
know about that.”

He was listening, with the way his head was slightly tilted
as he walked, his eye patch and scar visible to her in profile.
Time to test the waters.

“I mean just yesterday someone asked me if it wasn’t a ‘real
marriage’ and if I wanted to hook up for the wedding, which
was very flattering but—”

He pivoted so suddenly she barely had a second to stop
before tripping.

“Who?”

Bingo.



Zephyr shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. My point is you
saying that will give people the impression that we’re in some
kind of open relationship here—”

His free, scarred right hand came to her chin, interrupting
her as his golden gaze seared her. “This is not an open
marriage. I don’t share.”

Oh, she liked that.

“Great. I don’t want to be shared,” she nodded profusely
and threw her hands out. “But they don’t know that. Not with
the way you’ve been acting. I’ve already had someone flirt
with me—” his grip tightened on her chin “—and if you don’t
make it clear that I’m taken, I think it’ll just escalate, me being
so irresistible and all. Someone might even risk your wrath
and steal me away like we’re in some B-grade crime movie—”

Before she knew what was happening, she was up and over
his shoulder, her world tilted upside down, blood rushing to
her head, her leggings stretching over her ass as his palm
covered it.

“You talk to my wife, you die,” he announced coldly.

Dante whistled in the distance, and Zephyr flushed. That
was the most ‘Me Tarzan, You Jane’ thing she’d ever seen in
her life. She was as taken as she could get.

He declared to the men lingering on the ground and simply
carried her to their room to get ready for the wedding. Zephyr
shut up after that, satisfied that his possessive streak still
existed somewhere deep down, and while he was being cold,



he wasn’t unaffected by her. If the last 24 hours had been any
indication, it was a long, long road ahead of her. But today
began with a win, and she’d take that.

Happy as a clam, she hung over his shoulder as he carried
her away.

***

Dante and Amara’s wedding was beautiful. Not just the
setting and the day itself, but the couple. She didn’t even know
them but she cried when Amara came out on with little
Tempest on her hip. Zephyr looked at the way Dante gazed at
her, the love so visceral in his look it reminded her of a time
long ago when the man at her side had looked at her like that.
And it wasn’t just Dante, but the dangerous-looking man at his
side looking at the spectacled woman beside Amara. What the
hell did these guys eat up here? She needed to bottle that love.
Maybe she could sell it on the black market and become a
mafia lordess. Lordess? Was that even a word? It should be.
She wondered if her husband ever would look at her like that
again, and that made her sniffle.

He handed her a tissue silently, sitting in a white formal
shirt that she was sure he’d had tailored because there was
absolutely no way they made it in his size. The shirt was left
open at the collar, the fabric taut over his chest, a smart navy
jacket covering the rest of him. His short beard was trimmed,
his hair pushed back, and damn he cleaned up so well. And



why he had tissues in his pocket, she didn’t know, but Zephyr
took it, blowing her nose as delicately as she could.

“You cry a lot,” a young voice from her side made her look
down at a boy with blue eyes who just sat down at her side. He
was around ten years but the way he was studying her made
him seem older.

Zephyr wiped her nose with the tissue. “I’m an emotional
girl.”

The boy kept staring at her unnervingly for his age. “How
do you do that? Cry?”

Zephyr focused on her little companion, intrigued by his
line of questioning. “I just feel it, and tears come out. You
don’t cry?”

The boy shook his head.

Damn. “Do you want to?”

He gave a nod.

Poor baby.

“Tell you what,” she leaned closer to him to whisper. “I’ll
cry for you, so that way you don’t have to waste your tears.
What do you say?”

He blinked, his leg restlessly moving up-down. “Someone
else can cry for me?”

That was a weird question. Before she could reply,
Tempest’s grandmother came to take the boy. “Come, Xander.
We have to sit up in the front.”



The boy left to go to the front from the seating area, and
Zephyr turned to the wedding too, momentarily distracted by
musing about what kind of a world she’d stepped into where
little kids didn’t know how to cry. It reminded her of seeing
Alpha that first time, roaring with the pain of losing his
mother. She looked at him now, sitting still with a permanent
scowl on his face, and it made her wonder if this world had
killed that boy completely or if he still existed somewhere
inside the one-eyed beast he’d become.



Chapter 11

Alpha

HIS NEW WIFE WAS infuriating.

Since that morning at the wedding, where she’d goaded him
into a reaction, she’d been wearing a self-satisfied look on her
face, and it was partially amusing, partially fascinating, and
mostly annoying.

He’d stayed away from her that night, staying in another
one of the rooms in Dante’s mansion after bringing Tristan,
Dante, and their partners up-to-date on everything from his
end. Tristan’s partner Moarana in particular was a curious
case. She had pretty much dug up his life and recited it without
compunction, and he got the sense that she was wary of him.
Not that he’d blame her. Tristan wasn’t particularly fond of
him either. But Dante and Amara seemed to be the mutual
point of interest, and he was okay with that. He was there for
his brother anyway, who seemed to be a pretty cool man, and
he was wicked good with knives which Alpha respected.

A part of him wondered if he’d ever get to meet his other
half-brother Damien. But if he’d not made an appearance at



Dante’s wedding, Alpha doubted it. Good for him though,
making a life for himself away from everything. Although
Alpha hadn’t known Dante for long, seeing Amara and
Tempest at the ceremony, he was happy for the fucker. It was a
rarity to find any semblance of love and keep it in their world,
and the fact that he’d done that for almost a decade was truly
admirable.

He and his new wife had left soon after the ceremony,
mostly because he’d been eager to be back on his own turf and
share the note with Hector. He had a suspicion about who’d
left the note with Zephyr, which was chilling in itself, but he
wanted to discuss it with his friend. While Alpha couldn’t read
and do shit, Hector was a whiz with paperwork. He read, kept
all the documents in place, and kept them out of trouble. The
younger man had a fantastic eye for details, and a loyalty to
Alpha and his empire like nobody would’ve expected. If it
truly was a pack, Hector was his Beta.

Victor was excellent too, but he had hair-trigger and anger
issues he needed to work on, possibly learn the ropes for a few
more years before he could and help his brother in running the
company. But he was good with security, and since he already
had a rapport with his little wife, he was on bodyguard duty
for her.

“I didn’t know you lived in the jungle,” the infuriating little
firecracker said from his side in the Jeep as they drove out of
the city limits. Victor drove quietly, and Alpha just stayed
silent. He’d just picked her up from her apartment with all her



endless boxes and suitcases. What such a tiny woman needed
all that stuff for god only knew.

The only person who seemed as happy about their union as
his wife seemed to be her sister. The two had stood on the
doorstep, hugging and crying for a solid time before they had
left. And it made him wonder, given how close the two sisters
were if Zenith knew the real reason for this entire venture.

“Do you wear a leafy skirt and swing from the vines too?”
Zephyr quipped from the side, and he finally turned to give her
a look that scared most people. She just smiled up at him, and
he swore he wanted to turn her upside and smack her
delectable ass.

Fucking infuriating.

Victor choked on his laugh at the front, and Alpha grit his
teeth. He liked Victor, but he didn’t like that the good-looking
boy had already established such an easy camaraderie with his
wife when he usually hated people. He didn’t like that she had
that light effect on Victor too. But he pretended to ignore it all.
That was the best way. Just like he’d been ignoring her teasing
little touches, the breathy little sounds she made when she
called him for the most random reasons, the way her eyes
checked him out and lingered deliberately on the hard parts of
his body. He didn’t think about how full her lips looked when
she spoke, or how her citrusy scent teased his nose sometimes
when she stepped into his personal space, or how he could see
down her cleavage from his height and it made him think of
what his dick would look like nestled between her tits.



A month since she knocked him on his ass at the fight with
that kiss, and he still remembered her taste, was tempted to
taste her again at least twice a day. Minimum.

But it was the best for her that he didn’t both physically and
emotionally. She was small, and he could hurt her seriously if
he lost control. After his last sexual encounter, it was best he
didn’t tempt fate. And the fact that she’d told him she got
attached to her lovers just made him keep his distance more.
When this time was up and the marriage ended—and it would
end because he would find out her reasons and his curiosity
would be satisfied—they’d simply move on without any
attachments. He’d give her another room, enjoy her company
because she did make him feel lighter, and probably have her
bake him some more alfajores because he couldn’t remember
the last time he’d had them. Yes, that was the perfect plan.

The view outside changed as the city was left behind, the
solid road becoming rougher, the foliage thickening as it
closed in slowly.

A small hand gripped his thigh as the Jeep jerked over a
boulder, and he looked down at it, her ring glinting in the
daylight. He wondered how it’d look with her hand wrapped
around him. He doubted her fingers would even touch.

She gave a nervous laugh, breaking his thoughts. “You guys
aren’t taking me to the jungle to drop me in the middle of
nowhere with all my stuff, right? I wouldn’t survive a day in
the wild. The extent of my survival skills involve burning
something with a curling iron, and even for that I’d need



electricity. And I don’t like anything that slithers. I mean I
know I’ve been a pain in your very nice ass but you wouldn’t
do—”

A laugh bubbled up in his chest, trapping itself in his throat
as he looked out the window and heard her prattle on. The
urge to smile, to try and lift the scarred side of his mouth, was
a new sensation. And that was the other reason he’d wanted to
assuage his curiosity, right there. He couldn’t remember the
last time he’d wanted to smile before she jumped into his
world, a burst of colorful explosions in the stark gray of his
sky, a sprout of life blooming in the land of death, a festival in
a field that had only witnessed funerals. And now that he’d
experienced that, like an addict, he wanted more.

“Breathe,” he instructed as he’d naturally begun to when
she started hyperventilating with her own imagination, her
words coming too fast one after the other. She shut up,
inhaled, mumbled an apology, and fell silent.

He thought it was fucking cute, and he didn’t even like the
word.

She was though. He was actually looking forward to seeing
her reaction to his compound and his bois. And he was
juggling whether he wanted to put her in the guest house or
tempt fate by putting her in the adjoining bedroom. Maybe, he
needed a middle ground, to give her the bedroom near the
kitchen. But that would be the most susceptible to any external
attack. No, just for the sake of her safety, he’d give her the
room adjoining his. Only for safety. It had nothing to do with



how attractive he found her. Nothing to do with how he
wanted to both cuddle her and smear her with his cum, the
dual urges in him equally strong, the pure and the filthy
desires colliding in perfect balance. He could imagine coming
on her tits after fucking her mouth, fingering her while she
screamed for release, one he wouldn’t give until she begged.
Fuck, she’d look good with him on her.

And he could just imagine how happy she’d be, sitting there
all fucked up, looking like his little personal slut he’d
threatened to call her, with her bright eyes and flushed skin
and happy smile, right before she called him by some
ridiculous term of endearment like ‘lobster’ (which she’d done
that morning when he’d picked her up). It was ridiculous.

He subtly adjusted himself even as a part of him wanted to
smile.

Fucking infuriating.



Chapter 12

Zephyr

SHE’D GOTTEN OUT OF the jeep after a short bumpy ride
and made her way down the stone path covered with trellises
in an arch, the scent of flowers and foliage strong as she
walked through the space, enjoying the swish of her dress
against her thighs, the sound of water rushing somewhere
close by. As she’d reached the end of the path, the view
became clearer, and she’d frozen.

When they’d told her he lived on the edge of the jungle,
she’d expected a cottage in a clearing, maybe a large house.
What she’d not expected was the architectural monstrosity that
stood before her. Zephyr leaned her head back, her jaw-
dropping at the marvel of something like this actually existing
just twenty minutes away from the city, much less being lived
in.

“Welcome home.” Hector smiled as he received them,
carrying one of her boxes inside the… compound. That’s what
they’d referred to it as.



It was a beast, like the man who stood beside her. He’d
made this?

“Holy shit,” she breathed as she took everything in, and
there was a lot to take in.

Three tiers of construction were done in levels on the hill.
The first and lowest level had over twelve little cottages with
slanting roofs that had eroded with time to a light sandstone
shade. She could see a few women, men, and even two kids
around the level. On the other end was a gray single-story
building, outside which she saw two guards lingering. The
second level had larger but fewer cottages of the same build,
more spaced out and evenly spread. But it was the last and
highest level that had a gasp leaving her lips.

A large mansion sat atop the highest point of the hill, wood
and stone and glass that she was dying to see up close. Stone
stairs from the bottom led to the top, a black metal railing
running parallel to it on the sides, connecting all the levels
with each other.

Having just visited the Maroni property, she’d not thought
anything could have been more extra than that. She’d been
wrong.

Standing there, seeing the empire he had created for
himself, a wave of emotion burned her eyes.

‘I’ll get out of this shithole one day. You’ll see.’



He had. He fucking had. He’d done it. It hit her then that he
truly had lifted himself out of his circumstances, left behind
the boy on the streets, and become the ruler of the city, with
his own compound.

Her heart full, she wiped away an errant tear, aware of his
gaze on her.

She looked to the side, locking their eyes together,
something so acute sitting heavily on her chest as she watched
him watch her, suffocating the words in her throat.

His large hand came to her chin, tilting her face up as he
trailed the line of her tears with a golden eye, his thumb
touching the wetness.

“This is not a reaction my home has ever had,” he spoke
softly, the puzzlement on his face clear.

Zephyr sniffled once. “I live to surprise.”

He wiped her tear with the pad of his thumb, letting it linger
on her cheek where her dimple appeared. “I don’t like these.”

Poor man, he’d have to learn. She was a crier.

She wiped her face with her palms and took a deep breath to
steady herself. He left her chin and led the way to the stairs;
Hector took the lead with one of her boxes in his muscular
arms, Victor taking the Jeep away to park somewhere, she
assumed.

The sun shone brightly on the entire hill, coating her skin
with a sheen of sweat even though it was almost spring. The
heat would be brutal in the summer.



“We have over two hundred guys in security in total,”
Hector began giving her a tour as they climbed the stairs. “A
few fighters too, and most of them stay in the city. Our main
training happens in the industrial district. All the cottages on
Level One are for the in-house staff. There’s a housekeeper
and her family, her husband who’s the chief of security, and
her kids. You’ll meet them all later.”

Zephyr took it all in, completely in awe. “And the other
staff?”

“There are the guards, of course,” Hector informed her.
“Five guys who maintain the grounds and keep the jungle
from taking over. A cook, other helpers around the place, and
so on. They all live on Level One. That—” he pointed to the
gray building on the side “—is for them to relax, enjoy time
together. More like a communal building. Boss doesn’t really
intrude on their time, so it’s chill there.”

The wind got stronger as they got higher, whipping up her
dress, and she covered it with her hands on the back of her
thighs, not wanting to flash anyone who climbed behind her.
Zephyr watched Alpha ahead of her, his ass solid and very
biteable in those jeans. The urge to grab it suddenly gave her
an idea.

“Hubby,” she called him sweetly, watched his back still as
he turned to give her a questioning, slightly exasperated look.
“Do you mind walking behind me?”

The unscarred side of his face frowned, matching the
scarred side, but he sighed, moving to the side so she could



precede him. Zephyr gave him her sweetest smile, making sure
the dimple popped, and moved her hands from her ass, letting
the wind do the rest of the work.

She heard his little inhale as he got an eyeful of her
backside, one of her best assets, and smiled to herself, glad
she’d worn the sexy red thong, as uncomfortable as it was. She
added an extra sway to her hips, knowing from his vantage
he’d be looking up her dress, seeing her ass cheeks being split
by a line of red lace that was wedged in her crack, but he
didn’t have to know that.

Oh, she was enjoying this.

“What about these middle cottages?” she asked, continuing
the conversation with Hector while making sure to sway her
ass as she climbed to torment her stubborn husband further.

“They’re for the sentinels.”

“Sentinels?” Her eyebrows hit her hairline at the word.

“That’s what we call ourselves. There are six of us in total.
Five guys, one girl. We’re the boss’ main team. But only
Victor and I are here right now. The rest are on…
assignments.”

That was a very interesting power structure not only in the
compound but the organization. Zephyr bit her lip as they
crossed the larger cottages, curious about how he had made his
fortune, wanting to know the specifics of what he did.

They finally got to the top, and Zephyr just halted at the
visual overload. A large wooden deck with bamboo furniture



sat on her left, overlooking a vista of endless green that made
her realize how close on the precipice of wilderness they were.
On her right, a large, curved swimming pool with clear blue
water went to the edge of the structure, so anyone standing
there could see straight out. The pool wrapped around the side
of the mansion and disappeared behind it.

Zephyr looked at the house itself, a stunning design of
cement, stone, wood, and glass. Behind the deck, a glass wall
spanned the space, currently hidden behind tall beige curtains
that hid everything. But lord, the view from the inside on a
rainy day must be mesmerizing. Right in front of her and the
hill stairs, was a tall, wide wooden door with a hinge slightly
towards the center.

The sound of loud, multiple barks broke through her
admiration.

Alpha stepped up beside her just as an older lady with
weathered skin swung the large door open. Three huge dogs
shot forward toward her husband, their tails wagging
aggressively as they barked and danced around his legs,
yapping away at seeing him home again.

Zephyr had never been around dogs. She liked them, and
she loved puppy videos, but actually seeing them, three of
them who came up to her waist and had jaws of wicked-
looking teeth, had her freezing. Alpha, on the other hand, bent
down and gave them each solid rubs behind their ears, on their
heads, their bellies, a softness on his face that made her heart
melt, his affection for the canines visible and palpable. Okay,



men with babies and kittens and dogs, she was a simp for
them.

The dogs, satisfied with their master being there, finally
turned to her. One of them trotted forward immediately, giving
her legs a sniff, his nose velvety and warm. His tongue lolled
out and he licked her knee, tickling her slightly, the sensation
making her giggle.

“That’s Bear,” Alpha spoke, watching the dog’s behavior
toward her.

“Can I pet him?” she asked, not knowing the protocol for
this furry introduction.

He gave her a nod, and she extended her hand. Bear gave it
a sniff before giving it a lick and moving his head for a
scratch. Zephyr pet the soft fur on his head, and he
immediately flopped his ears down and raised his head higher
for more.

Smiling, she scratched him harder. “Oh, you and I will get
along just fine, Mr. Bear, won’t me? You’re a big ball of love,
aren’t you?”

His tongue lolled out in answer.

Another dog joined his brother. This one was more tentative
in his approach, his coat a deeper brown than Bear’s on the
snout. He sniffed her open-toed flats, giving her toes a lick,
before trotting to the side of the deck, sniffing at different
plants that lined the wooden boundary wall.



“That was Bandit,” Alpha introduced the second one. “Be
careful with your socks around him. You’ll never find them
again.”

That made her chuckle. She looked at the third dog, the one
watching her with somber eyes from Alpha’s side, his ears
perked up.

“And who is this distinguished gentleman?” she asked,
noticing the scars on his snout.

Alpha gave his head a pat. “This is Baron. He’s not very
social. As long as you don’t do something sudden around him,
he’ll mostly leave you alone. And this,” he turned to the older
woman eyeing her curiously, “is Leah. She’s been my
housekeeper for many years. Leah, this is Zephyr.”

Zephyr gave the lady a smile. “I’m his wife. Call me Zee
please.”

Leah wasn’t surprised at the wife word, which made her
realize she’d probably been already updated about her arrival.
“Welcome, Zee. Where are her bags?”

Hector nodded at the house. “Vic and the boys are bringing
it up from the back.” He turned to Zephyr, explaining.
“There’s an elevator at the back you can use. I’ll get your
things settled in.”

“Put them in the adjoining bedroom,” Alpha commanded,
still giving Baron a scratch absently as Bear settled his head on
her feet.



Zephyr kept her smile on her face, not letting him see that
she didn’t want the adjoining room. She wanted to cuddle in
his bed.

All in good time, Zee. You’re here now. This is the win of the
day.

“Leah,” her husband addressed their housekeeper. “Would
you please give Zephyr a tour and help her settle in? I’ll be
back for dinner. Please tell Nala to prepare accordingly.”

If Leah found it odd that he was dumping her there and
going on his way, she hid it well with a smile that creased her
face and put laugh lines at the corner of her eyes. “Of course,
Alpha. Come with me.” She took Zephyr’s hand and pulled
her toward the door.

Zephyr saw Alpha whistle and the dogs—one lazing, one
roaming, one scratching his ear with his paw—snapped to
attention.

“Inside,” he commanded, which did something to her
insides, and the dogs followed her in.

Damn, he was sexy when he was assertive like that. She
wondered if he’d do that in bed, command her to do
something, make her do it if she resisted, manhandle her into
position if she took too long to follow through.

She fanned her face thinking about it and watched his single
eye darken.

She smiled.

He looked even more annoyed.



She would win him over, one tease at a time. For now, she
had his home to make her own.



Chapter 13

Zephyr

BEAR LOVED HER. THERE was no other explanation for
the way he followed her on her tour, right behind her, sniffing
her legs, giving her little licks, and wagging his tail giving her
looks with his hopeful brown eyes that made her stop and give
him head rubs. She was in love with him already.

Baron, on the other hand, couldn’t care less. He plopped
down on what she understood was his perch on a windowsill
and simply watched the view outside, completely unbothered
by her or anyone else. Bandit was nowhere to be seen.

Leah started her tour right from the main door. “There are a
total of four bedrooms in the house, beside the master. They’re
all en-suites. This is just a living area but the dogs spend more
time here than Alpha, mostly because they enjoy the view and
the sun. The entire house is designed around this interior
garden.”

Zephyr took in the garden in question, genuinely awed at
the design. An amazing indoor garden surrounded a sunken
living area. Comfortable-looking beige couches took up half



the living space in a three-sided rectangle, a center table in the
shape of a chopped wooden log seated upon an oriental rug. A
large flat screen was mounted on the wall in front of the
couch, the area semi-private due to the garden that surrounded
it. Glass took up the wall on the left of the main door, and a set
of wide, wooden, unconnected stairs went up to another level
on the far right. Immediately in front of the door, two low
steps led to the raised open kitchen and a wooden, rustic-
looking dining table with six seats. Behind that, sliding doors
opened onto another decked area, the pool from the front of
the house wrapping around to the back. It was extraordinary.

“Wow,” she breathed, taking everything in, and heard Leah
laugh.

“Yes, it takes some getting used to. But it is beautiful, no?”

“Oh yes,” she mumbled, rotating in her spot to not miss a
single detail. “Were you here when this was built?”

“No,” Leah replied, leading her through the kitchen to the
back deck. Surprisingly, there was another smaller structure at
the back. A wooden bridge went from the upper half of the
mansion to the upper half of the outhouse. On the ground,
stone steps connected the back deck to the door.

“That is a guest house,” Leah informed her. “Usually, Alpha
makes the guests stay at the hotel in the city, but sometimes
important people want to visit here, and Alpha does not like
strangers in his house. He blames it on the dogs.” The older
woman gave her a grin. “Says they bite strangers. They go in
that house happily then.”



Zephyr laughed. She could see him doing that to keep his
space his own, threatening to sic his dogs on them.

The sound of running water was louder on the back deck.
“Is there flowing water here?”

The other woman pointed to the side of the compound. “A
little bit away, there’s a waterfall. You can see it from the
master bedroom.”

Zephyr’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“Yes, come I’ll show you.”

The woman took her on a tour of the kitchen first, showing
her where everything was kept, explaining the routines as she
went. The cook came early in the mornings, cooked for the
day, and stored everything for whenever Alpha wanted to eat.
He didn’t have any fixed meal time since he mostly worked
and came home late, and everyone left the house in the
evening since they knew he liked his quiet.

Leah took care of the house and fed the dogs on time. Alpha
took them for a run in the morning, and if he was out of town,
Leah’s husband took them.

There was a bedroom off the living room that Leah showed
her. Alpha had turned it into a study. Another bedroom,
smaller than the first, was next to it, clean but completely
empty.

Zephyr wondered what it was like for him, having all this
space and being alone with his dogs, coming home after a day
to a solitary house. Maybe he liked that, but Zephyr couldn’t



imagine what it must be like. She’d always come home to
someone, her parents or Zen, and she hoped now to come
home to him and the dogs.

Leah kept telling her everything as they went up the stairs.
“This level has only two rooms. This is the master.” She
opened a heavy, rustic wooden door to reveal a room big
enough to fit her parent’s house.

The largest bed she’d ever seen dominated the left of the
room, with a large carved headboard. It was a four-poster bed,
pushed up against a plain white wall, netting folded back on
top of its wooden frame. That bed could’ve fit four Alphas and
still had space. She would drown in that bed. There was
nothing much in the room though, which she found odd. The
walls were barren, the space aside from the bed empty. It
looked too clean.

Removing her eyes from it, she went to the sliding glass
doors that opened into a covered balcony, a hammock hanging
from the iron frame of the covering. From this side of the
house, she could see a small waterfall in the distance between
the thick green. It was absolutely magical.

“Your suite is through here,” Leah brought her back to the
present, indicating a single connecting door opposite the bed.
Zephyr went through and saw a much smaller room without a
balcony, but a large window facing the waterfall view. Four of
her boxes were already in place, and Bandit was sniffing
around one of them.



“Thank you.” She gave the older housekeeper a smile as she
left.

Dropping down on the small but comfortable bed, Zephyr
let the entire house sink inside, realizing that though beautiful,
there was absolutely nothing personal in his home. No
pictures, no objects of his interest, nothing that screamed it
was his. It almost looked like he’d had the compound made
and forgotten what to do with his own house. And though
beautiful, it was kind of tragic. Did he simply not know that
there was more involved in making it a home, or did he not
know how to make it one? Did he feel at home in this beautiful
paradise he’d made or did he sleep restlessly? There were
questions in her mind and sadness in her heart as she
unpacked.

She spent the next few hours setting things, emptying her
boxes and bags as they kept arriving, carried by two young
men and Victor. Hector had probably gone with Alpha
wherever they had gone.

Bear ran from door to box each time someone came in,
excited about all the new stuff while Bandit sniffed everything
she took out, his particular interest not in her socks but her
underwear. She’d caught him trying to sneak off with her
yellow lacy bra and tugged it back just in time, even though he
kept his eyes fixated on that one.

The cook came around dusk and introduced herself as Nala,
telling Zephyr she’d cook them a special dinner since it was
her first night in their house, and left for the kitchen. By the



time Zephyr was done unpacking and putting everything away,
it was eight in the evening and she was both hungry and
exhausted. She hadn’t been able to sleep properly since the
courthouse wedding, and she could feel it catching up to her.

Bear sat in a corner of her room, napping, her one solid
companion throughout the day.

Zephyr looked around her settled room, happy with the way
she’d brought it to life temporarily, and decided to take a
shower before going down to eat. She went to her lingerie
drawer, took out her sexiest peach-colored semi-transparent
baby doll, and laid it on the bed, along with her small vibrator.
Stripping, she entered her smaller en suite with a shower cabin
and washed off the tiredness of the day.

Sudden multiple barks from downstairs alerted her to her
husband’s arrival.

Wrapping herself in a towel, her burgundy hair wet and
shining, she entered her room, only to find Alpha standing in
the doorway of their connected rooms, his eye on the lingerie
and toy on the bed.

She couldn’t have timed it more perfectly if she’d tried. He
looked up, perusing her towel-clad body with heat in his
golden gaze, such heart that she could feet it on her cool skin.
Her nipples hardened. His eye stopped on them, lingering on
the knot of her towel, and boy did she want it to drop.

She casually raised her hands to her hair, the towel hitching
up her thighs, exposing them, lifting her breasts higher, and he



noticed every bit of it, and from the very sizeable tent in his
jeans, she’d say he liked it.

“Have you eaten?” she asked innocently, aware that he was
stripping her naked in his mind.

“No,” he growled, his voice deeper with arousal. His hands
fisted by his side, and he suddenly pivoted on his heels,
stalking out of the doorway and into his shower, slamming the
door behind him.

Satisfied with the reaction she’d incited, Zephyr changed
into her baby-doll, loving the way it hugged and fell on her
curves. She loved the way lingerie made her feel, confident
and sexy and desirable, and this one, in particular, made her
full boobs look incredible. Covering it up with a long silk
robe, and tying it loosely so it could give a peek with
movement, she went down the stairs to the kitchen.

Bear joined her, trotting on her heels. Baron raised his neck
from the rug where he was now lying with Bandit dozing,
gave her a hard look before going back to ignoring her.

The house was otherwise empty, doors locked, drapes
drawn.

They were alone.

The sun had set a while ago, the house lighting up
automatically around dusk. The view that had been incredible
during the day was a bit scary at night because it was pitch
black, and Zephyr had never been this close to the jungle and
this far out of the city before. Her eyes saw absolutely nothing



in the distance, even though she could hear the sounds of
animals, the water, and the lack of civilization. In the distance
on the far left, the lights of the city twinkled. It was freaky
how he’d comfortably lived here alone for so long. She
wouldn’t be able to last one night.

Knowing where everything in the kitchen was, thanks to
Leah’s tour, Zephyr went about setting the table for two,
taking the delicious-smelling carbonara and garlic bread Nala
had cooked for them. She took out some red wine, poured
them in two glasses to accompany the dinner along with two
glasses of water, and lit up a candle in the middle.

Perfect.

Footsteps coming down made her turn to find her husband,
wearing loose gym shorts and a loose t-shirt, his hair wet and
curling from the shower. He looked at the setup but didn’t
comment on it, simply taking a seat where she indicated.

“It smells great, doesn’t it?” she broke the silence, serving
them the food. “How long have you had Nala?”

“A few years,” he replied, taking the dish with the bread and
putting two slices on her plate before taking his. “She was the
mother of one of the girls who’d worked with AV Security.”

That was her opening. “What does AV Security actually do?
I know you give some kind of protection to people off the
streets but how does that actually work?”

Alpha considered her, before tearing the bread. “AV gives
security to sex workers mainly, but we also do extraction from



places people don’t want to go.”

Zephyr leaned forward, interested. “Security to sex
workers?”

He explained. “Sex workers are constantly in danger, from
their pimps, their clients, anyone walking on the street.” He
paused, as though contemplating whether to tell her more, and
then continued. “My mother was a sex worker, and I was the
result of her rape. She also got beat up once, and I decided I
wasn’t okay with any of that. I had a reputation on the streets.
Gave my name to anyone who wanted the protection.”

She was surprised he’d spoken about his mother. She was
also surprised at how kind the woman who’d been through
what his mother had been through had been to a young girl
like her. That alone made her remarkable. But she held off on
commenting on it, sticking to the other side of the
conversation.

“And they pay you for it?”

“I don’t ask for a payment, but most of them want to. I
make enough with the fights.”

Zephyr took a bite of her pasta, groaning in delight at the
sheer deliciousness, before asking. “How does the fight money
work?”

“People bet, I fight. I win, I get the money.”

He used words like they were going out of fashion. Zephyr
shook her head. “And fighting made you enough to buy half
the city?”



He chewed on his bite of pasta slowly, watching her. “I only
fight big fights now. People bet in hundreds of thousands.”

She choked on her mouthful, her eyes widening. “Are you
serious? They just throw that kind of money around?”

“It’s a well-plotted bet usually,” he shrugged.

Fascinating. Zephyr had never really given any thought to
sex workers or fights, much less the entire industry, and now
questions whirled in her head.

“What happened to the girl, Nala’s daughter?” Zephyr
asked.

“She died.”

“I’m sorry.”

The dogs trotted to the table, quietly sitting on the side
while their eyes stayed up on the food.

“And these three?” Zephyr smiled at the dogs, taking a bite
of the bread. Damn, it was amazing. She made a sound out
loud, and Alpha cleared his throat.

“I found them about four years ago,” he hesitated,
contemplating something. “There had been an underground
dogfight. I’d gone to meet an informant. These three—” he
indicated the canines with his fork “—had been dumped in an
alley. It was a cold night and they’d been crying, so I took
them to my car just to warm them up. Couldn’t let them go
after.”



She went soft. He was a protector, he always had been. That
was one of the things she’d loved the most about him.

She extended her hand and touched his, her skin loving the
sensation of his, and gave his fingers a squeeze. “You’re a
good man.”

Alpha pulled his hand away. “Don’t look at me with those
stars in your eyes, Zephyr. You’re fooling yourself if you think
I’m anything but a beast under this skin.”

Zephyr raised her wine glass to him. “Then the world needs
more beasts like you.”

His golden eye flared, the unscarred side of his mouth
turning down at her defiance of his belief. His dark scruff
caught her eye, and she wondered for the hundredth time how
it would feel on her skin. Her breath caught, and she saw his
fingers tighten over his fork.

“This feels like a date,” she breathed.

“It’s not a date.”

Stubborn man. She would break him yet.

“Whatever you say, sexy.”

He didn’t respond to that, just quietened down and quickly
finished his food. He was up and clearing his dishes before she
was done, rushing out of the room with a gruff ‘goodnight’
thrown her way, the dogs seeing him leave and settling down
in the living room.



Zephyr sighed and finished eating, texting Zen about the
day to keep herself from feeling alone. After she was done, she
cleared up and walked up the stairs, the motion-sensor lights
automatically dimming as she left.

His bedroom door was shut tight as she went to her room,
the connecting door closed too.

Zephyr undid her robe and put it on the dresser, lowered the
netting around the bed, and got in, staring at the ceiling fan
slowly circulating the air in the room.

She picked up her vibrator from the side, her nipples tight in
the cool air with arousal, and finally turned it on. The quiet
buzz filled the room as she closed her eyes, sliding her hands
under her panties, her wetness meeting her fingers.

She exhaled, palming her breast with one hand,
remembering the way he’d pulled her hair back during their
kiss. She let her mind drift to old times when he’d stared at her
hotly with both his golden eyes on fire, when he’d kissed her
softly, his mouth exploratory, his hands tender on her young
breasts. She doubted he’d be tender now with the way he
watched her. No, he’d pull her hair and smack her ass and
impale her on his cock, whispering filthy things to her as she
tried to fit him in.

Her heartbeat picked up at the fantasy, her fingers
penetrating her shallowly as she placed her vibrator on her clit,
a quiet moan escaping her mouth as the device shot the
pleasure through her.



She kept her eyes closed, stuck in the fantasy, remembering
the words he’d threatened her with at his office, her mind
making it more profane. He’d hold her hair in a ponytail,
pulling her head back until he could kiss her upside, thrusting
into her so deep the motion would push her up the bed, her
sensitive nipples scraping over the sheets, but his hold on her
hair would keep her in place.

Oh god.

She tried to push deeper with her fingers, her hands making
a wet, filthy noise as she fucked herself, imagining it was him
as she drenched the sheets with arousal, pressing the vibrator
harder on her clit as pleasure zinged through her body, on the
precipice of an orgasm but not quite there yet.

A noise from her side suddenly had her eyes flying open,
her heart pounding as she watched the shirtless mass of a man
lean over her with one hand by her head, his golden eye
focused on her like a hawk about to swoop down on his feast.

She hovered on the edge of the orgasm, knowing she needed
more, needed him, and she had no shame in asking him for it.
“Please,” she begged, her body writhing on the bed.

“Give me a taste,” he commanded, and she brought her
hand to his mouth, touching his scar, coating his lips in her
essence before his mouth sucked her fingers in, in a deep pull
that she could feel in her nipples, in her stomach, in her core as
her walls clenched emptily around nothing. He swirled his
tongue around her fingers, his eyes hot, and she felt the motion
on her clit where the vibrator was pressed.



“Oh god,” she moaned, biting her lips.

His hand, his large, scarred, rough hand, went straight
between her legs, his fingers not exploring, not teasing, but
penetrating her, going so deep she felt herself squeeze him as
he stretched her with two thick digits.

She started to remove the vibrator but he growled. “Keep
the toy there.”

Her breath caught at the command, her breasts heaving as
he fucked her with his fingers, hard and fast and deep,
imitating what his cock would do, and she bent her legs,
spreading her thighs wider, her heels digging into the bed as an
unknown pleasure began to build up. Between her vibrator
rubbing over her clit and his fingers penetrating deep, she was
rushing towards an explosion that would splinter and shatter
her to pieces. There was understated confidence with the way
he handled her body, confidence her lizard brain appreciated
because that’s all he rendered her to, a basic, primitive instinct
to mate.

His motion was vigorous as he loomed over her, his fingers
scissoring through her pussy walls roughly, with such
disregard it was insanely arousing.

And then he shifted the angle of his wrist, curving his
fingers upward, finding the spot inside her that had her
screaming, her neck tightening as molten fire seared through
her veins, burning through her in pleasure so intense her thighs
started to jerk, her head digging into the pillow, he back



arching as she came, dots behind the blacks of her eyes, her
walls clenching around his merciless fingers that stayed inside
her feeling each contraction.

“You remove your toy, I’ll remove my fingers.”

The threat had her gripping her vibrator harder, her other
hand finding his chest and digging into his skin, the vibrations
on her clit combined with his relentless fingers making her
body have one orgasm after the other, the endless cycle
making her scream and cry and whimper as her body wrung
out every last drop of pleasure it could, her heart beating so
rapidly she thought it would explode out of her chest.

The sensory overload went on for minutes, for hours, for
days, she didn’t know. She lost track of every thought,
everything, and became nothing but sensation, too much
sensation, so much more than she could take, but he didn’t
stop, kept fucking her with his fingers and kept the vibrator
pressed to her clit with his thumb as her hand started to fall,
keeping her floating in a space where the pleasure became too
much, too intense, too unbearable.

She possibly passed out.

She didn’t know.

When consciousness slowly drifted back, her body was lax,
unmoving, heavy, and the hand holding the vibrator had fallen
to the side, small pulses of pleasure still weaving through her
muscles as her heart slowly came back to its regular pace, still
tripping every alternate beat at his proximity.



She opened her eyes to see him watching her, the line of his
jaw tense, the heat in his eyes so palpable her pussy gave an
exhausted flutter, making her realize his fingers were still
inside her.

She didn’t know what had just happened.

Holy shit.

He pulled his digits out of her sore pussy and straightened.
Zephyr saw the bulge in his shorts but was too exhausted to
move, much less do anything about it. She watched as he
turned and went to his room, closing the door behind her,
leaving her alone on sheets he’d made her drench.



Chapter 14

Zephyr

HE’D MADE HER SQUIRT.

Zephyr had never squirted in her life, and it wasn’t like she
didn’t have any sexual experience. She’d had a few partners;
two of them had made her orgasm. She had always enjoyed
sex and had never felt shame in wanting her pleasure, but
she’d genuinely believed she was just one of those women
who weren’t built to ejaculate.

She’d been wrong. With a few thrusts of his strong fingers,
he’d unraveled that belief.

The next morning, as Zephyr changed the sheets and got
ready to go to work, she thought back to the previous night.
With her head cleared from arousal and post-orgasmic bliss,
she realized he’d sought her out, despite saying he didn’t want
to complicate anything with sexual attraction. It didn’t get
more sexual than what they’d done, a first for them.

A decade ago, their relationship hadn’t been as sexual,
though not for the lack of trying on her part. She’d been



eighteen and he almost twenty-two, and he’d been adamant
about not sleeping with her until he could do better for
himself, like she’d even cared about that. But she’d seen him
before that, seen him fuck a girl once against a wall, and god,
her teenage self had been eaten up with jealousy. She
remembered she’d cried to Zen that night, and it had been her
younger sister who had very sensibly told her to just talk to
him because he didn’t even know of her existence. She had
taken the advice, and gathered her courage, and approached
him one evening.

And he’d fallen for her. Only to not remember a thing about
it. 

Zephyr took a deep breath. He was hers now, and that was
all that mattered. He had initiated something between them,
and that was her win of the day.

One step forward.

Zephyr loved the way her ring glinted in the salon lights.
Throughout the day, as she’d worked on two of her regular
clients, her eyes kept drifting to the way the gems sparkled in
the bright lights in her workspace, and god, she loved it. She
loved the weight of it on her finger, the reminder that he had
given her the perfect ring for her, the
way anyone who saw it ‘oohed’ and ‘aahed’ over it. She loved
the feeling of soreness between her legs, the memory of his
fingers inside her every time she moved, the glow on her face
as she caught her reflection. Her eyes were shining and she
loved it. Marriage suited her. Marriage to him suited her.



As she snipped one of her newest client’s hair, her eagerness
to return to their new home built up. She didn’t know how the
night would go, but she knew she wanted to just be in his
presence again. Odd as it sounded, she missed him.

Shaking off her thoughts, she focused on what her newest
client was saying.

“That’s a nice ring on your finger.”

Zephyr had been receiving compliments about it all day and
she’d been smiling like an idiot about it, but something in the
woman’s tone had her gaze sharpening. It wasn’t something
obvious that she could put her finger on, just something… off.
 

“Thank you,” she smiled politely and simply cut the lock of
mahogany hair between her fingers.

“Mrs. Villanova, right?” the client pressed.

Zephyr kept the polite smile as she checked the lady out.
Mid-forties, crow’s feet on the corner of her hardened brown
eyes.

She stayed silent.

“Your husband manages girls, did you know that?” She
didn’t wait for a response. “Girls on the streets, he takes them
under his security, gives them better choices. It’s bad for
business. But at least you won’t have to wonder where he’s
spending his nights when he’s not at home. A man like that
wouldn’t be content to settle, you know.”



Zephyr didn’t react outwardly as ants crawled up her skin.
Something about this woman was unsettling, and not just what
she knew about her husband. It felt icky, like she’d dragged
the scent of something rotten inside with her.

Turning on the blow-dryer so she wouldn’t have to listen to
any more of her words, Zephyr quickly finished with her hair
as soon as she could, barely spending any time to actually
make it look as good as she was known for. She nodded to one
of the assistants and indicated for him to take over the final
setting, leaving the repugnant woman behind as she went to
the main counter for a breather.

The receptionist raised her eyebrows. “Bad lunch?” Which
was code for an awful client.

She gave a weak smile, her mind swirling with questions,
not about Alpha, because she knew what he did already, but
about the woman and who the hell she was. How did she know
all that about her husband, and more importantly what was she
doing at Zephyr’s workplace telling her all of it? What was the
point of that?

The demoness in question came to the counter and paid, all
the while watching Zephyr with sharp eyes. Just as she stepped
out from her side, she bent from her height.

“The Syndicate is watching you now.”

And she left.

Zephyr didn’t know what The Syndicate was but it sure as
hell didn’t sound like a club she wanted the membership to.



Frowning at the bizarre encounter, Zephyr shook her head and
wrapped up her day, totally weirded out by the random
woman. She clocked out and exited the salon to find Victor,
her bonafide bodyguard and driver, reading a newspaper as he
leaned against the large Rover, a few women checking him out
as they walked past him.

‘Serial killer on the streets?’ jumped out from the front
page. Was that the killer the note had been about at the
wedding in Tenebrae?

“Is he at Trident?” she asked about her husband without
preamble.

Victor folded the newspaper and nodded.

“Good. Take me to him please.”

Since her salon was just a few blocks away, it didn’t take
them more than a few minutes to get to the towers, even less
for them to get to the 28th floor.

This late in the evening, with the sun setting over the city,
there were surprisingly more guys in the open area than there
had been during the daytime. All of them turned to look at her
when she exited the elevator, most of them gave her the
respectful version of the man-nod. Being wifed by their boss
had put her on a higher scale.

“Yo,” Hector came to greet her, his bald head gleaming as
always in the light.

“Yo, he in?” she greeted back with a smile. It should have
unsettled her, being the only woman in a room full of men



who were taller, stronger, and definitely meaner than she was.
But knowing they were all Alpha’s men, that he was the
tallest, strongest, meanest of the bunch, and that she was his
made a warm ball of butterflies erupt in her stomach. It made
her feel safe, protected, knowing that even though he didn’t
love her yet, not one of these guys could put a finger on her
without feeling her husband’s
wrath.

“He’s on a call,” Hector grinned. “But go ahead.”

Nodding to them, she hiked her purse on her shoulder, fixed
her top to show more cleavage, and knocked on his door,
entering.

His golden eye came to her as he leaned back in his chair,
watching her lock the door behind her.

“She’s setting herself up to get out of the business.” A
woman’s voice said from the speaker on the desk. Zephyr
hesitated, expecting him to make the call private, but he didn’t,
simply keeping his gaze steady on her.

Intrigued to get a glimpse of this side of him, she dropped
her bag to the floor and walked around the desk, perching
herself on his lap, and put her arms around him, tucking her
head under his chin. She felt his body stiffen at the contact,
and she gave him a squeeze, closing her eyes and breathing his
scent in. God, she loved his smell, all warm and musky and
masculine, like the wild forest and wet earth, like home.

“And she’s not keeping it quiet,” the woman’s voice
continued. “I have a feeling she might be the next one he hits.”



His hands stayed on the arms of his chair, his body rigid
under her.

If he thought she was going to be rebuffed by his lack of
reciprocation, he was wrong. She was made of stubbornness
and willfulness. She would break him down hug by hug until
he had to put his arms around her out of sheer exasperation.
She nuzzled into his chest, watching the V exposed by the top
three buttons of his black shirt, the
edge of one scar peeking out on his pec.

“Keep an eye on her,” he commanded to the woman on the
line, his voice gruffer than usual. Zephyr liked to think it was
thanks to her proximity. “I want to know the moment
something is off.”

“You got it, boss,” the woman signed off, disconnecting the
call. Silence reigned in the office, the lights turning on one by
one as the sun went down over the forest, burnishing the entire
city.

“What are you doing?” he demanded, still keeping his hands
to himself.

Zephyr smiled. “Cuddling.”

She felt him inhale, his chest expanding against her cheek,
before deflating as he let out a breath. Damn, she should’ve sat
the other way round. She missed out on his heartbeats. Next
time.

“This isn’t part of the contract,” he reminded her, his hands
gripping the armrests.



God, he was cute sometimes.

“You giving me mind-blowing orgasms isn’t either, but hey,
you don’t hear me complaining.”

“Mind-blowing?”

Of course, he’d focus on that.

“Mind-blowing, bone-melting, toe-curling, earth-shattering
orgasms.”

He didn’t respond but she sensed he was pleased. Men.

“So, these girls under AV?” she started, picking at his shirt
button. “Do you know them?”

His left-hand fingers began tapping the armrest, the ring
she’d given him looking delicate on his rough, large hand.
“Not all of them, no.”

“But they’re all there voluntarily, right?” She needed to be
certain. “They’re not… coerced or anything?”

She felt him pull back and look down at her. “Where’s this
coming from?”

She told him about the encounter with the woman, feeling
him stiffen again. He pressed the speaker.

“Victor. Get the cameras from Zephyr’s work today. I want
to see every client who walked in and out of there.”

Zephyr kept fiddling with the button. “It’s the Syndicate,
isn’t it? It’s bad news.”

He didn’t confirm or deny it.



“The girls under AV,” he distracted her while they waited.
“They might not have come into this world voluntarily, but it’s
not easy to get out. Many get too used to it, scared of the
normal. Many enjoy the money it can rake. And many want to
escape but don’t know how.”

“You can’t help them get out?” Zephyr asked, genuinely
wanting to know. His world had begun to seep into hers, but
she still didn’t understand how it worked.

He gave a humorless chuckle. “I’m not a savior, Zephyr.
And it’s best if you don’t think of me as one. The most I can
give these women is a choice—to join me and be safe, or
remain unsafe. And once they join me, they’re free to leave
any time. But I’m not a good, moral man. I can kill you as
easily as I can make you orgasm. Blood or cum, my hands
wear them both well.”

That was probably the most he’d ever said to her in one go,
and it was a lot to take in. Zephyr liked to think she was moral,
but how much of that was her upbringing? Would she have felt
the same had she led a life alone on the streets and not one
with a warm, loving family? Would she have cared about right
or wrong when the goal had been survival?

She didn’t know. And she had to accept who he had become
now, and not the boy he’d once been, even though his morality
had always been skewed.

She gave him a squeeze, and though he didn’t return it, she
felt him relax slightly.

One day at a time.



PART 2

THE MANTLE

*

“And in the end, we were all humans,

drunk on the idea that love, only love, could heal our
brokenness.”

-Christopher Poindexter



Chapter 15

Zephyr

OVER THE NEXT MONTH, they fell into a routine.

On Mondays through Thursdays, Alpha got up early to run
the dogs and then train with his men while she got ready for
work. She only saw Nala, who came to cook, and Leah, who
came to take care of the house, and the dogs post-run. Bear—
who she had become most attached to because he was just a
ball of love who needed pets and cuddles—was usually the
one following on her heels since she woke up. Bandit—who
had succeeded in finding one of her favorite bras and making
it his toy—was moody and came to her when he wanted.
Baron—who still didn’t give a shit about anything but his
grumpy master—barely even glanced at her no matter how
much she tried to get his attention.

Through those weekdays, she went to the salon, finished
with her day, and went to find Alpha at Trident, where she sat
on his lap while he usually finished calls. Sometimes, Hector
came in and they talked, and he let her sit there, never taking



his hands off the armrests. But the fact that he allowed her in
on his private meetings gave her hope.

She’d learned a lot about this new Alpha through that. She’d
learned that he met with his sentinels once a week to get
updates, that he was worried about the killer murdering girls
who wanted to get out of the business, that The Syndicate was
an organization that didn’t like him. She also learned, through
listening in on his calls and watching his men defer to him,
that he was both respected and feared, that his girls were
grateful to him, that he had built something for himself that the
rest of the world didn’t see. To the outsiders, he was just a real
estate mogul. To the underworld, he was a man to be taken
very seriously. And she, from her completely normal
background, was surprised at every little morsel about him that
she learned.

After Trident, they went back home together, ate dinner
together, and if she could rope him into watching a show or a
movie, which she usually did, they did that together. The time
they spent fed life into her blood, pumping it through her
heart, making her more alive than she’d ever felt. Even though
she was the talker between them, he listened, and that made
her soft. She’d chatter about her family, her day, her dreams,
and he listened to every word. He didn’t respond to most of it,
but he was receptive, and that alone made her hold on to hope,
even as he constantly reminded her that it was only for a few
months and the deadline was approaching.

On Fridays, he went out of the city to check up on his
empire, and Zephyr had dinner with her parents, spending the



night with Zen before returning the next morning. Though her
father had warmed up to Alpha, mostly because she was
stinking happy, her mother still hadn’t even though their
marriage had definitely benefited her. Her daughter marrying
the elusive but filthy rich Villanova had definitely boosted up
her social points.

On weekends, she spent her time with her sister at SLF
before coming home and spending time with her husband. And
it was all great domestic bliss.

Except he held back.

Emotionally, physically, there was a chasm between them
she didn’t know how to bridge. No matter how much she tried
to seduce him, it didn’t work. He never came into her room,
never touched her when she cuddled him, never looked at her
if she was half-naked. She bought the raunchiest bikinis and
swam around the ridiculously large pool when he sat on the
deck with earplugs in listening to rock music she didn’t have
taste for, but his eye never went to her. She deliberately wore
lingerie for dinner, and he kept his gaze above her neck. She
put on her vibrator with the loudest setting, and his door
stayed locked.

Weeks and her frustration climbed. While it felt like she was
making progress in some ways, she felt stuck in others. He still
called them temporary, still stuck to the contract, and while
she’d become his housemate, it still felt reluctant. It felt
fleeting, like she could walk away and nothing would change.

And it really pulled her low sometimes.



But she didn’t let him see it. She didn’t let him see the ways
his deliberate distance chipped at her day by day, little by
little, piece by piece. She didn’t let him see how a dry remark
sometimes brought back memories that she wished he’d
remember, so he could take her into his arms and she’d stop
battling for them. She didn’t let him see any of it, just gave
him her love and smiles and hoped he fell for her as he once
had.

And every day, her hope withered a bit.

Zephyr stood at the entrance to the tower after her day of
work, her shoulder slumped.

It was slowly catching up to her, giving and giving and
giving, hoping and hoping and hoping. They had been married
for a month, and he’d not kissed her, not embraced her, not
returned her affection in any form. That one time he’d come to
her room seemed nothing but a slip.

“You okay?” Victor asked her as she stood at the tower
entrance, not entering.

She gave a smile, even though she didn’t want to.

“Yeah, just… lost in thought, I guess.”

Victor hesitated, before giving her shoulder a squeeze.

She appreciated it. Victor had been a good friend to her. Part
of her wanted to not go into the building, only to hold him
when he didn’t hold her.

“You know what?” she made up her mind. “I’m going to go
grab something to eat there.” She pointed to the café across the



street in the other tower. “You go on ahead.”

Before Victor could respond, she crossed the street and
entered the café, finding a seat in a corner and ordering herself
a cappuccino. Zephyr played with her ring as she waited, quiet
and contemplating questions, doubt seeping in. She’d talked to
Zen about finding a medical professional for their opinion on
his amnesia, and her sister had told her not to approach anyone
in the city. With the connections he had, and the fact that she
was his wife, she didn’t want to raise any red flags for anyone
about the situation.

She sipped the coffee and looked down at her phone,
hesitating before hitting call on the number.

It rang a few times before a husky feminine voice answered.
“Dr. Amara Maroni.”

Zephyr had a girl crush on Amara and she wasn’t even
ashamed about it. A few days ago, she’d found Amara’s
contact in her husband’s study next to Dante’s, and saved it,
knowing she was a practicing therapist. More importantly, she
was family, and she wouldn’t pose a danger to Alpha.

“Hi Amara,” Zephyr greeted. “This is Zephyr Villanova.
Alpha’s wife. We met briefly at your wedding.”

“Of course,” she could hear the surprise in the other
woman’s voice.

“Is this a good time to talk?” Zephyr asked, tracing the rim
of her mug with her finger. “I need your professional opinion
about… someone.”



There was some background noise, and Amara returned,
sounding serious. “Okay. First, I want you to know whatever
you tell me will stay confidential between us. You can be open
about whatever you want to discuss. I’m here.”

Total goddess.

Zephyr took a deep breath, making sure she was alone in the
corner. “Someone I knew a few years ago met with an
accident. I recently met… him again but he has no memory of
me or the accident. My question is, is it possible that
reminding him of our time would affect him adversely?
Because his brain had to be keeping certain things away from
him for protecting him, right? Or is…” she trailed off,
controlling her mouth before it ran away in her nervousness.

Amara listened, taking her time to reply, her voice soft.
“The brain is very tricky, Zephyr. It can lock away traumas for
entire lifetimes to protect people. Have you spent any time
with this person now?”

“Yes.”

“And he doesn’t remember you? Not one thing? Even a hint
of familiarity?” she asked to confirm.

“No,” Zephyr shook her head.

Amara’s tone turned sympathetic. “Then I’m sorry. My
suggestion in cases like this is to not remind the patient of the
traumatic incident or anything that surrounds it. It can trigger
some extremely adverse responses, even psychotic



breakdowns in certain cases. If his brain is suppressing you or
your memories, the kind thing would be simply starting fresh.”

Zephyr stared at the table. “I tried that, and it’s not
working.”

Amara hesitated. “Is it Alpha?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m sorry,” the compassion in the other woman’s voice
almost undid her.

Zephyr felt her nose burn. “Thank you for your help. I’m
just at a loss at what to do now.” And she spilled the entire
story, the scheme about the marriage, the distance he kept
between them, everything to the woman who listened on
without judgment.

When she was done, Amara spoke again. “I have some
advice but more as a friend than a professional.”

“Shoot.”

Amara chuckled. “Don’t say that around these people.
They’ll take you literally.”

Zephyr smiled but waited for the other woman to talk.

“I don’t know Alpha very well,” Amara began. “But he and
Dante are very similar in some ways, and it makes sense. In
my case, the one thing that always pushed Dante over the edge
to act was distance. Specifically, me putting distance between
us in any way. I’m not saying it’ll work with Alpha, but given
that you’re at an impasse, it might tip you over either way.”



“But at least I’ll know if there’s any hope or if we’re
doomed.” Zephyr mulled over the idea. She liked it, mainly
because she was already feeling drained with always closing
the gap between them. Maybe she needed to stop for a bit, just
recharge, not go anywhere but no walk to him either. It had
merit. Plus the woman giving the advice had sustained a
relationship with a guy like Dante for over a decade, so it had
good merit.

“Thank you, Amara,” Zephyr spoke sincerely. “You’ve been
really helpful.”

“Of course. I’m really glad you felt you could reach out to
me.” Tempest’s wail came in the background, and Amara
sighed. “Remind me to never have another kid.”

Zephyr felt her lips curl. “Dante doesn’t help? I thought he
was a hands-on dad.”

“Oh, he is,” Amara confirmed. “When she’s playing and
happy. Is he hands-on when she’s cranky and driving me up a
wall? Nope. He’s nowhere in the house. It’s like the man has
an internal radar or something. I’m thinking of giving him
some distance treatment myself.”

Chuckling at that, Zephyr let Amara go attend to her niece
and she sipped the coffee, her mood dipping again. She took as
much time and space as she wanted, ordered a caramel latte,
and read a gothic romance set on a castle on her phone app.
Customers came and went, it got dark outside, and finally,
after two hours of sitting there, she paid the bill and got out,
still feeling low.



And she just wanted to go home.

Thankfully, Victor was in the car outside the café, waiting
despite her telling him to go, and she got in, telling him to take
her back. It was a weekday and she was supposed to be at
Trident, but she felt off. Victor gave her a questioning glance
in the rearview mirror but she ignored it. In half an hour,
despite the traffic, she saw the familiar trellis come into sight.
She left the car and walked around the hill to the back where
the elevator was, greeting members of the staff on the way.
The simple elevator took her up, the bark of Bear and Bandit
greeting her before she even cleared the level, putting an
automatic smile on her face. They greeted her with licks and
wagging tails, happy to see her back, and even Baron gave her
an ‘oh you’re back’ bark before lying down on the deck. This
late, the house was already empty.

Zephyr quickly took a shower and had dinner alone for the
first time in weeks, breaking their routine of eating together.
Then, even though it was dark, she went for a walk on the
track around the perimeter, taking Bear with her to clear her
head. Though she didn’t walk the path a lot, the trail was
familiar enough for her to be comfortable with the green. It
also helped that there were patrolling security guards every
twenty feet or so.

Getting back to the house after a while, she opened the door,
letting Bear off the leash, only to be met with her husband’s
thunderous gaze.



And for the first time since their meeting, she ignored him,
turning toward the stairs.

His hand gripped her arm as she passed, turning her to face
him.

“Where were you?” he grit out, and Zephyr stared at his
chest.

His fingers gripped her chin, after such a long time that
she’d almost forgotten what his touch had felt like. How
fucking sad was that?

He tilted her face up, his golden eye taking her in. She let
him. She stayed silent, which was unlike her, and let him see
whatever he wanted to see.

“Where were you?” he asked, quieter now.

She shrugged. “Just went for a walk.”

His thumb traced her chin. “You didn’t come to the tower
today.”

Hope. Stupid, idiotic hope.

“Were you waiting?” she asked, hating the way her voice
didn’t hide the hope in it.

He didn’t reply, and she sighed. What had she expected?
That he would hold her and tell her he’d been waiting for her,
that he’d been worried, that he’d come home early to see what
was wrong? He might have done all those things, but he’d
never admit to them, not when he was intent on denying
anything serious between them.



Swallowing, she pulled out of his hold. “Goodnight,
Alpha.”

She heard his sharp intake behind her.

Yeah, she never called him Alpha either.

Guess there was a first time for everything.



Chapter 16

Zephyr

FOR TWO DAYS, SHE’D been in a funk and avoided going
to his office. But her stupid heart didn’t let her skip their
dining ritual, knowing he’d started to enjoy their time eating
together, especially when he’d never had a companion before.
Eating alone sucked and she knew that, so even though she
was grumpy, she didn’t bow out of their dinners. But she did
stop dressing in lingerie for them. Instead, she’d begun
wearing her usual pajamas, not intent on seducing him in her
current mood. If he chalked her mood swing up to PMS or
something else, she didn’t know, and he didn’t say.

But Amara had been right.

While her husband hadn’t outright done anything, he’d
begin to watch her more. He called Victor more to check up on
her. He sat at the table even after finishing his food if she was
eating. He’d even left the adjoining door between their rooms
slightly ajar last night. But none of it felt like a victory.
Instead, she got the sense that he was testing her. She just
needed to see where it led. Now that she wasn’t easing the



tension with her humor and chatter, now that she stayed silent
and forced him to face what thickened the air when they were
in the same room, something was building, activating, like a
volcano dormant from the outside bubbling with lava, waiting
for the right moment to erupt and cause destruction. She stood
at the mouth of the volcano, watching the lava come forth
from the mantle of the earth, knowing it could wreck her but
waiting for it. She wanted to be the rain that fell upon the
magma and sizzled, drenched it until it became rich. She
wanted to seep down to his dried roots, nourish the soil of his
heart, and fill him with life again.

Standing in his office for the first time in two days, married
but without much progress for over a month, Zephyr watched
the sun setting over the forest in the distance, mulling over her
thoughts, her shoulders slumped. She’d come into Trident
because staying away from him wasn’t doing a thing except
making her more miserable. While something had shifted, it
still wasn’t enough.

The sound of the office door locking shut echoed in the
space, breaking her thoughts.

A presence at her back made her aware of him, his heat
warming her freezing heart. She’d always loved that about
him, how he could dwarf her but make her feel safe, how he
could ignite and warm her at the same time. Before she’d met
him, the idea of him had fascinated the little girl, but after, the
reality of him had paled the thought. Whatever had or hadn’t
happened over the weeks, Zephyr had begun to fall deeper for
the reality of him now. She loved the man he had become, the



way he was with his staff, the way was with his dogs, the way
he just was. She loved that he carried his scars without shame,
that he had survived whatever he had and come through the
other side stronger. The perseverance he wore on his skin, the
respect he commanded from his people, the kindness he
showed the vulnerable, he was a man worth falling down the
hell for. And sometimes, when he let his guard down a bit and
looked at her with softness, it kindled the hope in her heart.

She still loved him. And he didn’t.

And she was both okay with that, and agonized by that
knowledge.

She walked away from the window to get her bag from the
desk, and his hand on her arm stopped her again. He’d been
doing that a lot, just stopping her in her tracks and staring at
her, trying to figure her out.

“What game are you playing?” he finally asked, breaking
the tension that had been building for the last few days, his eye
narrowing on her.

Nice.

She tried to pull her arm out. He held her steady, firm but
not tight.

She wished she could shout the game she had been playing,
but she couldn’t. She couldn’t do that to him, and now she was
trapped in a situation of her own making with a husband she
loved, one who didn’t remember her, love her, or even trust
her. And it made her mad. Her dying hope made her livid.



Zephyr shoved at his chest, glaring up at him. “Let me go.”

“Not until you tell me what your agenda has been, Zephyr.”

He’d not called her rainbow in a while, just like she’d not
called him anything but Alpha.

“My agenda,” she hissed, “was to make you love me.”

His grip tightened on her arm. “It didn’t work, because I
don’t believe you.”

Ouch. A little crack.

“Tell me the truth,” he demanded, cool and collected,
completely unaffected, unlike her insides. “I’m losing my
patience now.”

“Your impatience isn’t my problem.”

“But my anger is,” he said dangerously. “You don’t want me
angry, Zephyr.”

She looked at him, unable to understand what to do. Telling
him anything meant risking his mental state, and he had healed
enough to be okay. There was only one way to divert his
attention. “What are you going to do, you beast?” she
deliberately goaded him, pulling her arm out of his grip.

Something flared in his eye. He looked at her, his nostrils
flaring, tension building as they stayed locked.

Before she could take another breath, he had her up against
the window, her front pressed to the glass, his large form
behind her, startling her with the suddenness as his familiar
scent drifted through her nose.



What game was he playing?

“I’m going to give you what you’ve been begging me for.
Yes or no?” he growled against her ear, fisting her hair and
tugging her head back with one hand, touching her after so
long she drowned in the sensations.

There was something dark about it, the way he questioned
her, the way he pulled her head, the way he pressed her into
the glass. Zephyr didn’t know what had happened to trigger
him suddenly, and even though she’d wanted nothing more
than their bodies to connect, she tried to turn her head to look
at him to understand what was going on.

His hand in her hair limited her movement.

“What—”

“Yes—”—he didn’t let her finish, pulling her neck back
—“—or no?”

This was one of the things she’d discovered about the man
he’d become—his obsession with her hair. He enjoyed pulling
it, playing with the strands, for control or something else, she
didn’t know. She enjoyed it too, the tug on her scalp, the way
it made her submit to his will, the way it made her feel desired,
like she’d pushed the boundaries of his control and he just
couldn’t help himself anymore. His fist in her hair had become
her anchor. And she didn’t know what was riding him, but
whatever it was, he was there. That had to mean something,
right?

“Yes,” she whispered.



The words weren’t out from her lips before she felt his
large, rough hand going under her dress, lifting it. She felt him
fist her panties on one side, pulling the silk sharply until it dug
into her hip enough to bite, right before it snapped and ripped
from the seam, the sound loud in the room.

Her breathing escalated, her immobility and his roughness
making her hands press into the glass, the coldness against her
palms and the heat behind her body making her flesh quiver in
anticipation as her body readied itself for him.

Finally.

She’d wanted this, wanted him, for so long she didn’t
remember a time before it. Their first kiss had been something
like that too, her against a metal fence and him at her back,
him kneeling behind her, spreading her before diving in. He
had eaten her out, right where anyone could have walked, and
then he had stood up, whirled her around, kissing her with her
juices on his mouth, pushing her so hard against the fence
she’d felt it on her back for days. As first kisses went, it had
been dirty, but it had been them, and perfect, and something
she remembered as he pushed her against the glass.

In some ways, he hadn’t changed at all.

She felt his fingers checking her wetness and widened her
legs wider to give him access, enjoying the surety with which
his digits prodded her nether lips, teasing her clit, dipping into
her lightly before pulling out, enough to give her just the taste
of what was to come.



“Fucking soaked,” he ground out against her neck, hooking
his hand under her right knee and pulling her leg up over it,
spreading her obscenely wide as she went on her toes on the
other foot. “Does my anger turn you on?”

It did. She didn’t even have to answer him, he knew. The
fact that she was pressed into the glass, that the lights were on
behind her and anyone who looked up could see her, that she
was rendered immobile in the position he had her in, it made
her pulse pound.

She heard his zipper behind her, felt him take himself out,
and felt the head of his cock against her weeping pussy. And
god, she wanted it. She wanted him so bad, inside her, rutting
her like the beast she’d called him, claiming her for the world
to know she was just his, loving her good enough she’d
remember it for the years to come.

She held her breath, her heart in her throat, the thrill, the
finality, the inevitability of it making her fluid against him. He
didn’t say another word, just tightened his grip on her hair and
knee, and with one thrust, the thundercloud that had been
hanging over her for weeks burst.

A loud yelp escaped her, her hands pushing on the glass for
support as she breathed out harshly, adjusting to his size, her
walls fluttering around him in keen pleasure that felt on the
knife-end of pain. He slowly started to push in, sinking into
her inch by inch, and dear lord, he was massive, his warm
flesh inside her a weight making her feel so full her head
tipped back, not knowing where he ended and she began. He



felt huge, bigger than anyone she’d ever had, and she wasn’t
surprised given his bulk that he was proportional, but she was
surprised by how good the stretch felt as her walls grappled to
welcome him, accommodate him, pleasure him.

Her breasts pressed against the cool glass, the contrast of his
warm body behind her making her nipples tight. The tug on
her scalp pushed her blood south, her hips gyrating against
him to move restlessly, needing the friction, needing to coast
that pain-pleasure line again.

He pulled out a few inches and rammed in again, the force
of the thrust pushing her against the glass, her eyes looking
down below and realizing how deep down she’d fall if the
glass broke. That added layer of danger woke something dark
inside her, something that responded to it by pushing her
arousal higher, making her juices run between her thighs in
ways she’d remember tomorrow and blush. Right then, she
didn’t care. She felt consumed, in the best way possible, his
desire something so tangible it pulsed inside her, matching her
heartbeats. God, she was turned on, so turned on it didn’t even
matter to her why he was giving in to temptation, just that he
was.

“Harder,” she urged him, her voice a breathless demand as
she held onto the glass, bracing herself, feeling his jeans
against her ass. The fact that he’d hiked up her dress, ripped
off her panties, and just unzipped to push inside her made her
walls clench around him, his urgency catching on to her.



She caught their reflection in the glass, his dark, hulking
form huge against her, his eye patch shadowed and his golden
eye on her ass, his scar disappearing into his short beard.
Zephyr put one hand on the side of his neck, touching his
warm flesh, and watched his eye close at her touch.

Shit.

Weeks, months, years of longing bled into that moment, her
heart clenching as her eyes burned. She let them, knowing he
couldn’t see it, and focused on his hardness inside her,
pressing up so deep it almost felt a bit uncomfortable.

He didn’t go harder as she asked, instead pulled out slowly,
and pushed back in, so slow she felt the ridge, the veins, the
heat, all of it entering her what felt like endlessly. A wrangled
moan escaped her, her head falling back, her fingers digging
into the side of his neck as he held her in place, completely at
his mercy, impaling her at his pace.

No matter how much she moved her hips, how deeply she
clenched him, he didn’t go any faster. But he went deep, so
deep she felt uncomfortably full when he bottomed out, felt
him press somewhere inside her at the angle that made her
walls milk him faster, felt his breaths ragged against her ear.

“Harder, please,” she begged, needing more, needing the
relentless friction that would push her over the edge instead of
teasing her right on it, giving her a taste of ecstasy before
taking it away, over and over. And with the way she was
pressed, she couldn’t move her hand down to help herself.



He stayed in control against her plea, rotating his hips once
in a deliberate move, and her eyes closed, stars bursting
behind her lids as he hit that sweet, elusive spot inside her. He
did it again, and again, and again, ram, pull, rotate, over and
over, slow and controlled and deliberate, and her heartbeats
quickened, pulsing in her throat, in her neck, in her pussy. Lust
coiled in her belly like a serpent of sin, slithering through her
veins, unfurling and biting until she felt the poisonous heat
consuming every inch of her skin, making her feverish,
fervent, fanatic in her desire.

He hammered into that spot, unceasingly, steadily, his other
hand sneaking to her clit, rubbing her mercilessly until she felt
her legs begin to shake, her knees jerking, her hard breaths
turning into moans, everything focused on the place they were
joined, from where the burn spread and spread and spread until
she was quivering mess, her thighs jerking in his hold, her
body falling but held up only by his cock in her pussy and his
fist in her hair. She felt truly impaled by him, controlled by his
body, and she came, so hard her nails dug into the side of his
neck for purchase, making him bleed with the force of her
orgasm, her eyes closed, her body on fire, her mouth open on a
scream gone silent she still felt trembling in her throat as she
gulped air.

He slipped out and she gushed, her jaw trembling, her body
falling into the glass as his hands left her. Before she was
finished, his hands went to his cock, and in a few seconds, she
felt the warm spurts of his seed on her exposed ass, the



filthiness of it turning her on even though she’d just come,
making her want more.

It was over within minutes or hours, she didn’t know.

She stayed lax against the glass as he let her leg down,
taking a step back.

She heard his zipper again and opened her eyes to see him
in the reflection, straightening his clothes. She waited, for him
to say something, give her a touch, a soft kiss, anything. His
gaze stayed on her back for a few seconds, his fists clenching
and unclenching, and she watched, her post-orgasmic bliss
turning hollow as he turned and left the office, leaving her cold
against the glass with his cum dripping down her ass and a
tight weight in her stomach.



Chapter 17

Alpha

“YOU’RE A DICK, YOU know?” Dante’s wry tone caught
him off-guard over the phone.

Alpha watched Jasmine talking to one of the girls in the AV
headquarters, his mind preoccupied.

“Good to hear from you too,” Alpha ground out, distracted.
Distracted by too much happening around him. The killer had
finally left his DNA at his last scene. His wife had been
screwing with his head for days. His feelers had come coming
back about the missing girls. The Syndicate was clearly trying
to get him out of the picture. Too fucking much was
happening, and his head felt out of the game.

And his missing eye itched like a bitch.

Fuck, he sounded whiny. Alpha wasn’t whiny. He didn’t
know what was up with him these days.

He heard Dante sigh. “Amara was upset at how soon you
left after the wedding. Tempest too.”

Alpha grunted. “She’s barely one.”



“So?” Dante argued. Alpha knew better than to say anything
about Dante’s little princess. Fucker was whipped by both girls
in his life, and shamelessly so.

“How’s your marriage?” the younger man asked, with no
sense of boundary or self-preservation. His marriage. It had
started as a farce, a game, and now he didn’t know. He hated
to admit how much he’d begun to enjoy her company, how she
amused him with how cute she was and seduced him with her
antics. He’d begun to doubt that there was a secret at all, her
motives for the marriage unknown to him, and with the way
she was, he knew it best to ride out the months with some
distance. Everything had been going great. Until she didn’t
show up at the tower.

Alpha remembered sitting in his office, watching the door,
something twisting in his gut when she didn’t come. He’d
called Victor, who’d told him she’d gone home. Thinking
maybe she was unwell, he’d wrapped everything up and gotten
home, only to find it empty, her dinner plate washed and
drying. She’d eaten without him. And that… they did that
together. She’d come back, and she’d been off. Not herself.

And then she’d called him Alpha. Not hubby, not
handsome, not some absolutely ridiculous name like ‘pumpkin
pie’. Alpha.

That had pissed him off, and he’d been even more pissed at
getting pissed. For the first time in his life, Alpha had hated
hearing his name. Standing there, watching her quiet form
duck away from him, something nasty, ugly had taken root in



his gut. And it didn’t go away, not when she’d started to have
dinner with him in her pajamas, not when she simply went to
sleep and didn’t even try to engage with him, not when she
didn’t cuddle him anymore.

She had slipped in behind his defenses, and he did not like
that.

Alpha wasn’t defenseless, much less against a little woman.
And yet, last night, when she’d been about to duck away
again, his defenses had shattered against the office windows.
She’d pushed him over the edge, and he’d fucked her, and
fuck if it hadn’t felt good. But being inside her, he’d not lost
control like he’d thought he would. And that had given him a
plan to get the upper hand back in their dynamic. He’d fuck
her slow, satisfy them both, break the sexual tension, keep her
happy, and keep his distance. He was best alone, and she was
nothing but a distraction, one who was getting too close, too
sneaky under his skin. He didn’t even care anymore what her
motives were, he just wanted to let his promised time pass
with pleasure. Their time together would end and they would
go their own ways, mutually satisfied.

It was a good plan.

“Is that why you called?” he asked in response to Dante’s
question.

Dante chuckled. “That bad, huh?”

Fucker.



“Anyway,” his half-brother’s voice turned sober. “Morana
found something. The Syndicate did put that building here in
your name, but they got tipped off by someone. The username
on the account was ‘f_finisher’. The IP address originated
from central Los Fortis. I’ll text you the address.”

Fortis Finisher.

What the fuck?

Was the killer a part of The Syndicate? One of their
operatives told to target Alpha and his empire? Or was it a
freelancer, someone Alpha had wronged in the past? He didn’t
have a dearth of enemies who would happily see him fall, and
clearly, the killer was framing him for some reason.

“I’ll check it out,” he told the other man, keeping most of
his thoughts to himself. While he appreciated Dante and the
fact that he was nothing like his father, a part of him couldn’t
help but feel bitter about their shared past. He wasn’t a good
man by any means, and the fact that Dante had grown up with
resources Alpha had to bleed to earn and beg Lorenzo Maroni
to save his mother, was still a thorn on his side. He tried to not
let his previous experience color his relationship with Dante,
especially since the other man had been persistent in wanting
to have a good relationship with him, but sometimes it bled
through. Alpha didn’t trust people easily, and while he’d been
trying to keep an open mind, eventually, he hoped to be
completely okay with the man, simply because the desire of
having some family, any family, was acute in his heart.



He’d never thought he’d have any of his own, especially
because he never really gave thought to bringing a life into his
world without a mother. From his own experience, he knew
how formative a mother’s love was for a child, and he’d never
seen a woman and felt he wanted her to birth his kids. Zephyr
would make a great mother, he was sure, but he didn’t trust
her. She hid something from him, and though he didn’t get the
feeling it was nefarious, it unsettled him. And what a girl like
her, from as different a background from his as one could
imagine, would hide he didn’t know.

He saw Jasmine give him a slight nod, and wrapped up his
call with Dante, telling him he’d touch base soon.

“She said she saw a guy in a black hoodie,” Jasmine started
as she came up to him. “And another guy running off. The
hoodie is the one who left the envelope on the car for me.”

Another envelope. This time with a smear of his semen
found at the crime scene, a crime scene his people had been
able to cover up thanks to that warning.

Alpha was completely baffled. The only place he’d left his
semen recently had been on his wife’s ass, and he doubted
anyone could have swiped it from her without his knowledge,
especially with all the surveillance in the building. Still, he’d
check to be double sure once he was alone.

“Anything else?” Alpha asked, keeping their conversation
on track.

Jasmine shook her head and left. Hector entered, followed
by his wife. She looked tired. He didn’t like that, and he didn’t



like that he didn’t like that. She hesitated on the threshold,
uncertainty in her eyes as she wondered how things might
have changed after last night, and Alpha wondered how a
woman who wore everything on her face could be hiding
something from him.

Hector raised his eyebrows at her, looking between them,
clearly sending some kind of tension. That spurred her into
pasting a fake smile on her face, one he absolutely didn’t like,
and coming to his side. She perched on the arm of his chair,
and not on his lap like she’d been doing every evening for the
last few weeks, and fuck he did not like that.

He scowled, but he doubted she would see with the scarred
side of his face toward her.

“We need to put this asshole down, boss.” Hector grit out,
folding his arms across his chest. “Girls haven’t been this
terrified in a long time.”

It was terrifying. With the speed with which bodies were
dropping, the entire city had gone on alert. The police had
finally started working the cases seriously, his guys in the
department keeping him up-to-date on everything they
discovered, which wasn’t anything he hadn’t found out on his
own. The press was blowing it up, calling the perpetrator
everything from Street Slasher to Fortis Finisher to the Red
Ripper. Fear entrenched his streets, and now, he had been
pulled down from observer to smack in the middle of it. The
killer needed to be found, fast.



“You think he’s a… house cleaner?” Zephyr surmised from
his side, referring to the common theory the police had cooked
up about the guy being someone cleaning up the streets and
ridding them of the high-risk individuals. The media had run
with that theory, splashing it all over newspapers and channels.
And they were all wrong.

“No. There’s a pattern to his kills,” he mused out loud.
“He’s not killing people on the streets randomly. His victims,
at least those we know of so far, have all been girls who
wanted out of the streets.”

“So he’s keeping them in the business?” Zephyr’s voice was
incredulous. “But why?”

“I think it’s bigger than that,” Hector looked at him
pointedly. “They are his victims, but you are his target. He’s
coming after what he knows is important to you and setting
you up for it. The question is why. Why you? And why now?
If he’s been actively killing for over two years, why just begin
to frame you and plant false evidence at the crime scenes now?
Something must have set him off. And we need to catch him
before he does more harm.”

Alpha agreed with every word. “Take Jasmine and Victor
with you to the last scene. Go check it out yourself. Ask
around. I want to know anything anyone could’ve seen. And I
want to know how to contact the man leaving me messages.”

Hector gave a nod and left, closing the door behind him.

Alpha woke his computer screen, clicking on the voice icon
in the corner that had been specifically designed for his voice.



“Bring up the security feed from 8PM yesterday.”

The icon whirred as his command registered, and in a few
seconds, he had the split screens showing different angles of
the building last night. Everything looked as it should have
been. He clicked on the screen with his office, and it zoomed
in.

He heard Zephyr’s breath catch as she watched them on the
black-and-white feed, her body entirely hidden from the view
as he covered her, his jeans low as he pumped into her, only
her shapely leg visible as he held it up.

Blood rushed to his cock, the audio from the speakers
recalling his heavy breathing and her whimpers. He was big,
and his cock was big, and he didn’t know how she’d taken him
but fuck if the feel of her wet pussy tightening around him
hadn’t been the best thing he’d felt in a long time.

He unzipped his jeans, taking his cock out, and felt her eyes
swivel to him as he ran his hand over it. It was like the dam
inside him had a crack. It hadn’t broken free completely but
more and more seeped out, and he wanted more.

“Yes or no?” he asked her the same question he’d asked
before, keeping to his decision to simply keep it physical now.
The tension between them was too much. He’d tried to resist it
as much as he could, but the moment she’d called him a beast,
something inside him had snapped. Thankfully, he’d still
retained enough control to not let his actual beast out. As long
as he kept it under control, it could work and it would be a lot
less dangerous for her.



The hesitation in her response made him look up to the side
at her, where she was perched on the arm of his chair.

Her beautiful, chameleon eyes were watching him, the
green in the hazel disappearing as her pupils blew up, her stare
on his face, not his cock. She leaned closer, pressing her lips to
the corner of his mouth, right over the scar, in a kiss that went
to his chest, making something rumble inside.

He wanted to turn his head and catch her lips entirely, taste
her again and revel in the way she responded to him with such
abundance. But kissing her was dangerous.

Thankfully, she pulled back before he could.

“Yes,” she breathed softly, arousal clear in her voice.

Before she could take it back or rethink, he tugged her down
on his lap, keeping her back to himself and making her face
the monitor. Thanking whoever was up there that she wore
dresses, he pushed her panties aside. He had the ones he’d
ripped yesterday, tucked in his drawer after he’d jerked off to
it before bed.

She was wet, but not as much as she usually got.

“Watch yourself be a little slut for me. Just for me,” he said
in a low voice against her ear, and felt her slicken, with his
words or with the visual or the memory, he didn’t know and
didn’t care. She was lubricated enough, and he angled himself,
sliding in, keeping his hands on her hips.

Her curvy ass fell plush against his pelvis, her back bowing
with the pleasure as he went deep, her hands falling to the desk



in front of her. Landing her feet on the ground, he sat as she
worked herself up and down on his cock, her pussy walls
milking him and fuck, the pleasure shot up his spine. He
wanted to impale her hard, push deep into her, and fill her in
her womb. He imagined what she’d be like, round with his
seed, gushing with his touch, and it fucking did something to
his brain.

He grabbed her hips as she slowed, and helped her move,
leaning his head back against his chair as she flexed.

A knock on the door had her stilling over him.

He paused the video and pushed his chair closer to the desk,
her walls fluttering around him with the motion, and kept her
seated on his lap, the table covering their lower bodies.

“Come in.”

He felt her surprise at his command, her knuckles turning
white as she stayed utterly still, keeping her head straight and
looking at the monitor like something very important was on
the screen and she was focused on it.

Two of his guys who’d been on a recon mission stepped into
the office, not surprised at finding her on his lap. Over the
weeks, everyone in the headquarters had seen her there at one
point or the other, and it didn’t raise any eyebrows anymore.

“Boss,” one of the guys gave him a nod. “There was a
shipment of girls to the Syndicate twenty years ago. Came
from Tenebrae to Xalin to Los Fortis. Fifteen girls. There
hadn’t been any underworld activity in the city back then so



the girls were disbursed from here. We tracked down twelve of
them. Nine are dead. Three are under the Syndicate. Three are
missing.”

The fact that Alpha stayed hard inside her while listening to
the gruesome report would have disturbed most people. He
didn’t give a shit, keeping her still and feeling every single
way her walls quivered around his length as she watched him
have a conversation, a slight tremor in her body the only
indication she was barely holding on to composure.

“And Luna Caine?” he asked, only interested in the
information he’d promised to his half-brother.

“One of the missing,” the other guy answered. “We’re
tracking her but it’s taking some time.”

Alpha gave them a nod. He could have let them leave, but
he was enjoying the torment of his little wife, enjoying the
way she tried to appear completely innocent and focused on
the monitor while clenching around his cock like his private
little slut in the presence of the company.

Fuck, he was aroused.

So, he kept the guys talking. Asked them for every detail of
the report. If they thought it odd, they didn’t comment on it.
Nor did they glance at his wife, which he was glad for because
they were skilled and he’d have hated to lose them. The
possessiveness was both surprising and unsettling, but he’d
chalked it up to her having his name. He had a reputation and
while she was attached to his name, she was a part of it. It only



made sense that he’d want everyone to remember that and
treat her the same.

He kept them talking, and slowly put his hand under her
skirt, pressing her clit.

Her body froze, her fingers gripping the edge of the table so
hard he was afraid she’d break her pink-painted nails.

He rubbed her clit.

The men reported.

Her pussy squeezed him so hard he felt it shoot fire up the
line of his spine, straight to his head.

He kept rubbing.

The men kept talking.

She kept trembling, her thighs quaking as she tried to keep
her upper body still.

He pinched it between his fingers hard.

And with a wet flutter, she came all over his lap, her
shoulders sagging like she just sighed, a loud breath leaving
her.

He dismissed the guys, uncomfortably close to exploding
but not wanting to inside her for the sake of his plan.

Giving her ass a smack, he pushed her up, took some tissues
from the desk, and came into his hand.

After the pleasure ebbed, he cleaned himself up and tucked
his dick back in.



The moment he was done, she collapsed, her entire body
shaking. He let her catch her breath, playing the video again,
focusing on the aftermath of the session onscreen.

He watched the entire video, saw himself leave, saw her
straighten on the black-and-white screen, and clean herself up
with the tissues on his desk. She threw the used tissues in the
bin in the corner and the office stayed empty until the cleaning
staff came in the morning to take out the trash. The killer
could’ve taken the tissues from anywhere once they left his
office. But the question was, how did the killer know to find
the sample? Was it by luck or something more nefarious?

Alpha didn’t know. Ignoring the way her soft, pliant body
cuddled close to him, he watched the video again.



Chapter 18

Zephyr

TO SAY ZEPHYR WAS confused would be an
understatement. She had no idea what the hell had happened.

For the last two weeks, her husband had gone back on his
‘no sexual contact’ policy, their relationship going from
roommates to fuck buddies in the blink of an eye, with terms
and conditions applied that she had no idea about.

After the very thrilling and mildly scandalizing way he’d
taken her in his office while casually chatting with his men
like she’d not been a hair-trigger away from a massive orgasm,
he’d taken her home. He’d greeted the dogs, they’d had
dinner, and then while she’d been putting the dishes away,
he’d bent her over the kitchen counter, fisted her hair, and
growled, “Yes or no?”

She’d said yes, and she’d gotten fucked. Slowly,
deliberately, in a manner so controlled it made her want to
break whatever leash he was putting on his pace, try to get the
beast out to play. She’d tried to talk, and he’d just pulled her
hair back, craning her neck and hitting somewhere so deep



inside her she’d lost all rational thought. After she’d been lax,
he’d picked her up and put her in her bed, leaving her alone in
the aftermath.

And since then he’d fucked her all over the house—in her
bed, on the couch, over his balcony, bent over his hammock,
pushed against her shower stall. Everywhere. And not that she
was sorry, but it left her confused and mildly unsatisfied.
Because while he took her everywhere he could, whenever he
wanted, he kept himself distant. It was always controlled,
always slow-paced, and left her cold afterward. He also never
came inside her. In the beginning, she’d thought it had been
for protection and he’d simply forgotten condoms in the heat
of passion, so she’d told him it was okay and she was on the
pill. It hadn’t changed anything. He didn’t come inside her, he
didn’t cuddle her, he didn’t kiss her, and though they were
more physically intimate than they’d ever been, she’d never
felt as far away from him as she did then.

They’d stopped talking the way they used to. Every time she
began a conversation, deciding she was going to succumb and
tell him the truth, he would bend her over. Always from the
back. Always slow and steady. Always distant.

It made her want to cry.

She hated when he did that—slowly fuck her brains out and
then leave her unfulfilled, wanting more. And over the two
weeks, he did it a lot. She was unable to say no every time he
asked, both because she enjoyed the feeling of his body



pressed into her and because she carried the hope that this time
would be better, that this time he would hold her.

And he never did.

She’d become moodier in the last week, more withdrawn,
and she hated that. The more she reached out to hold him, the
farther he slipped away. The more she wanted to talk to him
and communicate, the higher his walls went. She didn’t even
know what she could do anymore.

Zephyr leaned on the side of the pool, looking out at the
vista that had lost its beauty for her. It was a weekend, her day
off, and she was spending the morning in the pool under the
sun before she had to go to SLF. The dogs lazed around on the
deck, and while Zephyr had never been much of a swimmer,
she liked the pool and liked being in the water. Floating on her
back, looking up at the blue sky and listening to the sounds of
nature, she could almost forget herself for a few minutes,
escape into a world inside her head.

A loud splash on the other side of the pool had her opening
her eyes, shattering her fantasy.

Her husband cut through the water smoothly, going under
before coming up, slicking water back with his large hand, his
gold eye light in the sun.

She hated how her heart still fluttered every time he was
close.

Little sucker.



Zephyr put her elbows on the sides, leaning against the wall
of the pool, and watched him cut through to her in powerful
strokes. He stopped before her, their faces level, and Zephyr
kept watching him, trying to understand where his head was
at. He was probably doing the same.

Quietly, she raised her hand and touched her fingers to the
scar on the side of his face, running it to the corner of his
mouth, trying one more time.

“How did you get this?” she asked softly, feeling the deep
groove of the marred flesh.

“I don’t know.” His voice was gruff, his arms coming to her
sides to cage her in.

Just as she’d thought. The possibility of his memory being
permanently gone or warped was becoming more and more
real. And if he didn’t remember the reason for his scarring in
the last decade, and didn’t remember her after the last months
of being together, she doubted he ever would, and she had to
make peace with that.

And that was one of the reasons that held her back from
telling him the truth about their past no matter how much
she’d wanted to let it slip—there was a reason his brain had
forgotten her. What if she triggered something in his memory
that his brain was clearly trying to protect him from? What if
she unleashed some heavy trauma that his mind had
suppressed? She couldn’t risk that, not after seeing how far
he’d come, how much he’d trained to overcome his
disadvantage, how at ease he’d become with his missing eye.



She slowly let her fingers drift, up to his eye patch, feeling
the texture in the leather. He stayed still, letting her explore.

Hesitating, she looked at him for permission. “May I?”

His arms tightened as he gripped the side of the pool.
Zephyr was aware of his breathing escalating as her finger
stayed on his eye patch. Something was happening right there,
in that pool of water, in the broad daylight. As his single eye
stayed on her, as he gave a perceptible nod, something was
happening, shifting, realigning. Heart pounding, she lifted the
flap up, slowly, until it was on his head.

And her heart broke.

His eyelids were healed shut. The skin was most probably
sown together back when he’d had the injury, the scar that
began from his scalp a vertical, ugly line that went over the
flesh of the lids. Once, there had been a powerful, beautiful
golden orb there that had looked at her with love. She’d seen it
light up in amusement, in heat, in affection.

Something had taken that from him, ripped it from his
being, and left him with nothing but the scar.

Her eyes burning, she gently touched the slash over his
eyelid, letting her finger feel the raised flesh. He tensed when
her fingers made the contact, watching her with keen alertness
with his other eye. Zephyr studied the scar he hid under the
leather patch, and leaned forward, placing a soft kiss over it.

He inhaled sharply, his breath warm on her neck.



Whatever was going on between them, whatever thoughts
he had about them, he had shared something intimate,
something important, something deeply private with her. And
that counted more than anything ever could, right? That gave
her more hope than anything else could have.

He had let her under his skin. She just needed to make
herself a home there.

Pressing soft, gentle kisses to his scar, she followed the trail
of the jagged line, holding the sides of his jaw in her hands,
feeling his facial hair cushion her palms. She kissed him over
his cheek, down the line to the corner of his mouth, all the
while aware of the way he held himself, taut and rigid while
still taking her affection. And she gave it freely, loving him as
her heart desired, openly, shamelessly, abundantly.

She stopped at the corner of his mouth, pulling back an inch
to look at him, her chest heaving.

Since that first night at the fight when she’d jumped him, he
hadn’t kissed her. Through all their romps and ruckus around
the house, he’d not once kissed her even though she’d been
dying for his mouth, gnawing for his taste, hungry in ways
she’d never been because he’d been right there yet so far
away.

She held his gaze, the moment suspended between them, the
invitation, the plea, the call clear as she closed her eyes,
waiting, praying, hoping that he didn’t leave her cold again,
that he closed the distance and restarted her heart where it lay
struggling in her chest.



He pushed her into the back of the pool subtly, his minty
breath over her face, his bulky arms contracting at her sides,
the wall of his chest pressing against her breasts. Her nipples,
as sensitive as they were, pebbled against him. She stayed still,
like a river waiting for the earth to change its course, flowing
where it took her, turning as it bent.

“You shouldn’t have done that, Zephyr.”

His words were soft, a lethal edge to them that made her
squeeze her eyes shut tighter. Zephyr. Still not ‘rainbow’ in so
long it had become a memory like ‘sunshine’ had, a name she
kept tucked safely in a mental drawer, to pull out when she
needed the comfort.

She didn’t say anything, simply held his face, the urge to
tell him who she’d once been to him clashing with the urge to
protect his mind from itself. She’d take the burden gladly if it
kept him sane and safe.

And it was really sad, but she missed him.

He was right there against her, and she missed him with
every cell in her body.

“Look at me,” he commanded, and she complied, her eyes
opening, her gaze locking with his.

His thumb came to her chin, held her face in place, and his
face dipped.

Heart thundering in her chest, Zephyr held his gaze as he
pressed his mouth to hers, her lips parting on a gasp as he
pulled back, watching her like a hawk, swooped in again,



pressing another soft kiss to her mouth that belied the
aggression simmering in his body.

She closed her eyes, surrendering to the sensation of his lips
on hers, his facial hair rubbing around her mouth, his tongue
flicking over the edge for a little taste, his chin holding her
steady. She took it and touched his scar with her fingers again.

And the dam burst.

In a heartbeat he pressed her flush against the pool wall, her
mouth opening as he plundered it like a savage in a treasure
cove, taking and claiming and controlling everything he could
reach. Water lapped around her as she wrapped her legs
around his muscular waist, tilting her head to the side, going
where he took her, following his lead as he fed on her soul.

It was sloppy and hungry and aggressive, all lips and teeth
and tongue. And Zephyr had never felt as cherished, as
desired, as wanted as she did right then.

They made out in the pool for long minutes, kissed and
kissed and kissed. At one point, he slid aside her bikini top and
squeezed her breast, and tugged her nipple until she was
writhing against him. At one point, she scratched her nails
down his back and rode against the hardness pressing into her
core. At one point, he let her breathe as he bit her chin before
diving in for another taste, like he couldn’t get enough of her,
like he needed her kiss to make it through, like she was
salvation for his sins.

She didn’t know how long they stayed in the pool, just
kissing, dancing the oldest dance in the world with bodies that



knew the steps even before they thought it, in synchronicity
that made it seem like they’d been doing it for years.

The sound of barks broke their bubble.

Alpha pulled back, his chest heaving, his lips slightly
swollen, the pupil in his golden eye blown as she panted,
catching her breath, her heart full and body on fire, watching
him. His hands flexed on her hips once, and he inhaled, letting
her go. He fixed his eye patch and ducked under the water,
swimming to the other side.

Zephyr watched as he heaved himself out, water sluicing
down his powerful body, and went to the pool chair with the
towel on it. As he wrapped the large towel around his hips, she
turned to look at what had made the dogs bark. Hector stood
on the deck, his face grim, waiting for her husband, the dogs
standing around him. The look on his face wasn’t good, and
Zephyr wondered if everything was okay.

She would’ve gotten out of the water had she been wearing
her usual swimsuit, but she’d started wearing minuscule
bikinis at the house, comfortable in her body and skin as she’d
never been before, not giving a thought to her buddha belly or
butt cellulite or lack of thigh gap or untoned arms, not in front
of Alpha, not with the way he looked at her, not with the way
he made her feel around him. But she sure as hell wasn’t going
to get out and give Hector a view of it all.

Alpha knotted the towel around his hip as he strode to the
deck, the man who’d been in the pool with her disappearing
with each step, the dark underworld leader taking his place.



The dogs gave him a sniff before dispersing, Bear coming to
where Zephyr floated at the edge of the pool. He bent his head
for a scratch and she obliged.

“You think he’ll detach again, Mr. Bear?” she asked the
canine softly, rubbing his head, her eyes on her husband and
his right-hand man, both of them talking seriously. The dog
gave a woof.

“I hope he doesn’t too.”



Chapter 19

Zephyr

SHE DIDN’T KNOW IF he’d detached, but he’d certainly
disappeared. And she didn’t want to automatically assume it
was because of her.

He didn’t come home that night, or the next, or the next, and
Zephyr waited, and waited, waited.

After leaving with Hector post-steamy kiss, he’d not
returned. She’d gone home after her volunteering, had dinner
watching a movie, and when it became clear that he wouldn’t
be back, she’d crashed on the couch surrounded by the dogs.
That was mostly because she’d never slept alone in any house,
and the thought of going up to her room in the house
surrounded by wilderness had made her shiver. At least with
that dogs, it hadn’t been as bad. Bear especially, sweetheart
that he was, had curled up on her feet, the expansion and
contraction of his sleek body easing her nerves a bit.

Nala had come in the morning and woken her up, Leah had
come in soon after to take care of the dogs, and Zephyr had



gone to work with Victor, returned, and waited. Rinse and
repeat.

The next evening, she’d gone down to the first level to hang
out with other members of the staff on the property, had her
dinner talking to Zen, and crashed on the couch again in the
company of the dogs, Bear laying his head on her stomach
with canine compassion.

Alpha hadn’t had any contact with her for days either. And
while her instinct was to think it was because of her, she
overrode that. It was possible that something urgent had come
up and he got occupied enough not to give her a call. He’d just
told Victor to relay the message that he would be away for a
few days, and that had been it. And it could very well be the
underworld shit or the killer shit or some other shit she had no
idea about because he didn’t communicate with her.

So, she was trying not to take it personally, even though she
knew for a fact he was getting updates on her from Victor. And
that sucked because she didn’t know if she was more pissed or
more hurt.

“Hey, Zee!” her sister called out from the back of the long
common room in the SLF building where the women who
stayed there watched television or played boards games.
Zephyr glanced at her in question.

“A little lady wants to see you.”

Zephyr let her eyes drift down to a young girl at Zen’s side,
something fiery taking root in her stomach. The girl, with
straight black hair and half-dead eyes, couldn’t have been



more than fourteen. But it was the purple bruise on the right
side of her face that made Zephyr grit her teeth.

Oh, the monster.

She kept the smile tight on her face and waved the girl
forward to the chair in front of her. “Come here, honey,” she
cajoled, keeping her voice light and soft.

The girl walked forward slowly as though sore, and
Zephyr’s fingers curled around her scissors.

“Is it okay if I touch your hair, sweetheart?” Zephyr asked
once she sat down tentatively, knowing from experience that
some survivors didn’t want anyone touching their hair or
certain parts of their head. As much as it broke her heart, she
knew she had to ask the girl.

The girl nodded.

Zephyr gave her a soft, encouraging smile. “You’ve got
such beautiful hair. Do you know what you want me to do with
it?”

The girl shook her head.

Zephyr lifted her blond locks to the side of her face, keeping
her eyes off the bruise. Someone had beat up the little angel in
the worst way, and Zephyr wanted to find the bastard, drown
him in a bathtub and throw her hairdryer in.

She locked eyes with the girl’s gray ones in the mirror
across her. “What do you think? I’ll cut it like this so it’s all
feathery and falls right here, hmm?”



The girl’s jaw trembled, but she nodded.

Zephyr got to work, adjusting her chair and moving the
portable sink behind her head, giving the girl’s hair a quick
wash. Massaging the pressure points on her scalp to give her
some relief, Zephyr chattered away, telling the nameless girl
what she was doing every step of the way, talking about
different nerves in the head, seeing her relax at the sound of
her voice. She never asked her anything personal, having
learned early on that the survivors didn’t talk unless they
wanted to. Once she was done and her hair was clean, she
wrapped a towel around her head and straightened her chair.

Zen joined her on the side, removing the portable sink.

“You’re about to be blown away, honey,” Zen told the girl,
taking a seat. “You know about Cinderella?”

The girl nodded as Zephyr took off the towel, getting her
scissors and comb ready.

Zen took over the conversation. “Zee is like the fairy
godmother. You’ll feel so new after she’s done. Look at all that
beautiful blond hair!”

God, she loved her sister, and how she genuinely cared so
much, the way she hyped people up into believing in
themselves.

She got to work, and after almost twenty minutes, she was
very pleased. The girl’s entire look had changed, a sleek bob
falling against her jaw, feathery side bangs adding a feminine
flair to the style, making her gray eyes pop.



“You like it?” Zephyr asked, happy to see her work bring
something to the young girl’s eyes.

“Yes,” the girl whispered, speaking for the first time, her
eyes taking in her own face. She locked eyes with Zephyr’s in
the mirror, telling her so much more with one look than her
words ever could have. Zephyr gave her shoulder a slight
squeeze. “You look beautiful.”

The girl wiped a tear away and sat straighter. She gave Zen
a nod, and they left.

As Zephyr cleaned up the station, she thought about the
look in the young girl’s eyes. That look was exactly the reason
Zephyr spent hours on her weekends in this place, even though
her fingers hurt in the end, even though she went home and
cried afterward some days that hit hard. But every second of it
was worth it.

“Mrs. Villanova.”

The feminine voice came from behind her. She turned
around to see Jasmine, one of the girls she’d given a makeover
a long time ago. She remembered her because of the brand
she’d had on her face back then, a brand she’d covered with a
floral tattoo, making the line of her jaw a work of art.

“Jasmine?”

The woman’s eyes widened. “You remember me?”

“Of course,” Zephyr smiled, checking out how different she
looked compared to the last time she’d seen her. “You look



good,” she complimented the other woman. “Wait, how did
you know I’m Mrs. Villanova now?”

Jasmine plopped down in the vacant chair in front of her.
“I’m one of Alpha’s sentinels. Victor told me you’d moved in.
I thought it was time I introduced myself properly.”

Wait she was the same Jasmine he’d been talking about the
other day? Small world.

The young woman eyed Zephyr. “Victor also told me you’d
been left alone.”

Zephyr slumped. She hadn’t slept well in nights, she had a
crick in her neck from sleeping on the couch, her period was
about to come, and her emotional well-being was unwell. The
last thing she wanted to do was talk about her husband because
she was too tired to dredge up being pissed. She sifted her
hands through Jasmine’s hair just for something to do.

“There was an incident last year,” Jasmine spoke quietly
since there were others in the vicinity, watching her in the
mirror. “He broke a girl’s hip by accident during… well while
he was with her. He hadn’t been with anyone since.”

Zephyr paused, listening intently. He’d severely hurt a
woman. That was why he never went full-throttle with her. He
didn’t want to let the beast out again. God, his protective
streak must have been driving him mad. It all made sense.

“Why are you telling me this?” Zephyr asked the other
woman, curious.



“Because I owe you,” Jasmine stated, her eyes fierce. “I
don’t know why you married him, but I felt like I should give
you a heads-up. He’s entered one of the big fight tournaments,
and he’s not done that in a few years. The fact that he’s been in
the arena for nights in a row instead of being home with you
says something.”

“That he wants to avoid me?”

“Exactly. And Alpha Villanova is many things, but a coward
isn’t one of them.”

Jasmine hopped down from the chair. “Just some food for
thought.”

Zephyr looked down at the ring on her finger, at the ring he
had brought her right before he’d withdrawn, and decided she
needed to do the heavy legwork again. Just one last try.

Stupid heart.

She wrapped up her volunteering time at SLF, giving her
sister a hug, and exited the building to find Victor on the
phone, leaning against the car.

“Take me to him,” she demanded and the young man looked
up at her in surprise.

“Eh,” he hesitated. “He’s at a fight tonight.”

“I know. Take me or I’ll go myself.” She glided into the
SUV. Victor finished his call and got in the driver’s seat,
pulling out of the parking lot and onto the busy street.



“Does he fight often?” she quizzed the one guy she’d made
her friend on this side. Owing to the fact that she spent the
most time with Victor being her security detail, it only seemed
logical to her. Plus, she knew from previous experience that he
was susceptible to her interrogations.

Victor smoothly swerved right towards the industrial area.
“No. Usually, it’s only when he’s got some pent-up energy. He
used to be on the streets fighting every night when we were
younger, but he’s not been in the big arena for a few years.”

“But he’s been fighting for the last week?” She wanted to
confirm.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake stop calling me that.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Ugh.

Victor pulled into the parking lot of a warehouse, moving
his chin towards it. “That’s the location.”

Cool. She ushered him out of the car for a few seconds, and
quickly undid her bra. Usually, she wouldn’t leave her boobs
free, since they needed the support, but she needed to push
him over the edge. Undoing her hair, she fluffed it up with her
fingers to give them a just-rolled-out-of-bed look, adjusted her
bangs, and made sure her blue top showed a little cleavage.
Climbing out of the car, she tucked it into her jean shorts, glad
she’d chosen the fishnets for the day, and hitched her cute
white backpack on.



“Let’s go.”

Victor led her to the largest warehouse on the block, and the
closer they got, the louder the cheering came from the inside,
much louder than that first fight she’d seen.

She was kind of excited to see him in his element. He’d
never let her come to a fight a decade ago, told her it wasn’t a
place for a girl like her. They’d met in the dark parking lots,
much like the one she was walking through, and they’d—

“Seems like a big fight tonight,” Victor murmured, breaking
her train of thought.

Zephyr shook herself to clear her head, and focused on the
present.

They entered, and right off the bat, she knew it was a much,
much bigger fight. For one, the warehouse interior was
converted into some kind of fighting ring, the middle being
one of those elevated squares with the ropes that she didn’t
know the names of. For another, there was a much, much
bigger and more elite crowd this time. Mostly men, and a few
women, sat around the ring in chairs on one side, roped off
from the other crowd that was cheering. There were more
bouncers positioned in the corners, this time with weapons,
and a guy taking bets on the players.

Victor led her to an empty chair up front and sat her down.
From her place, she wasn’t even ten feet from the ring.

An announcer jumped in the ring, raising both arms to
silence the crowd.



“Ladies and gentleman!” his voice boomed through the
large space. “Welcome to the preliminary fight of the season!
Our first match, between the man famous for slicing his
opponents down one cut at a time, the man who trains the best
fighters on his continent, all the way from Russia, ladies and
gentleman, the Ravager!”

Zephyr watched as a surprisingly good-looking, tall,
shirtless man with ice-blond hair calmly jumped in the ring,
his muscles well-defined, a platinum wedding band shining on
his left hand. He looked at the spectators, still, almost as if he
was bored, his light eyes taking in everything. “And from the
Riviera, slaughtering his opponents, Hellhound!”

Jeez, who even came up with these names?

A lean, spry boy who looked in his early twenties jumped
up, smiling and waving to the crowd.

The announcer rang the bell and stepped back.

The Hellhound guy put some kind of connected punching
thing on his knuckles, and came at the Ravager, who ducked,
got the boy’s neck in a chokehold, and broke it, all within five
seconds flat.

Zephyr gasped as the boy dropped to the ring dead, her
hands going to her mouth. The crowd went wild, money
exchanged hands. Two bouncers picked the boy up and took
him away.

Just like that.

Dead.



The boy was dead.

She tugged at Victor’s sleeve. “What just happened? What
kind of a fight is this? This didn’t happen last time!”

Victor shook his head. “That was a local fight. They can go
whichever way. This is international. Death makes the most
money.”

“And Alpha’s been… fighting these death matches? Killing
his opponents?”

Victor laughed. “Why do you think he’s still breathing?
They don’t call him The Finisher for nothing.”

Holy shit.

Holy shit.

Knowing he fought was one thing, but seeing it. God, she
was going to throw up.

Zephyr put her head between her knees and breathed deeply,
her hands shaking, questions that had been swirling in her
mind for weeks crashing through her head. Was she truly out
of her depth with him? Had pulling him into the marriage to
love him again been a mistake? Would he ever even be able to
love now after so many years of walking these dark streets?

For the first time since she’d found him again, Zephyr felt
more unsure about her own decision than certain. She saw
darkness, she knew darkness existed, she tried to help those
who survived through it, but she didn’t belong to it. In her
heart, she was light, in so many ways still untainted by the



brutalities that existed in the world, and she was grateful for
that.

What the hell was she doing?

“Zee?”

Oh god, not now. Not when she was on the verge of a
massive anxiety attack.

She exhaled and straightened as Alec, her cheating ex, took
a seat at her side, his handsome face creasing in confusion at
seeing her there, his eyes dropping to her boobs.

God, she was an idiot.

“You know this guy?” Victor asked, his hand going to the
gun on his hip, ready to remove him.

Zephyr sighed. “Yes. Go away, Alec,” she told her ex,
keeping her eyes straight ahead on the ring.

She felt his fingers brush her burgundy hair. “Nice color. I
heard you’re Villanova’s whore these days.”

Wife, but she didn’t correct him, well-aware of how Alec
operated. He goaded her into giving him attention and took it
as an opening, so Zephyr ignored him.

“He knows how good you suck a cock?”

He was just asking for a reaction, and she grit her teeth,
keeping her head straight ahead. He tugged at her strand. “I
love you, Zee. I miss your tight little body. Come to the back
with me.”



God, she couldn’t believe she’d been with this toad for two
years. Had he always been this slimy?

The announcer jumped on again, clapping for silence. “Our
last prelim match, ladies and gentlemen,” his voice boomed
again, “is between last year’s champion, the Kraken of Killroy,
and the notorious one-eyed beast, our very own, The
Finisher!”

Zephyr watched with concentration as last year’s champion,
a large dark-skinned man jumped on the stage and into the
ring, bouncing on his feet and shaking his muscles loose, his
demeanor confident, his intent focused.

And then, her husband, no, the Finisher got in the ring.

She’d never seen him like that.

Zephyr held her breath, her hands fisting on her thighs as
she watched him walk to the center as he did, fixing the tape
around his hands. He wore a bandana around his forehead,
probably to keep his longish hair away from his face, his
massive body and its marks exposed to every naked eye in the
room, only clad in black gym shorts. She wondered how he
fought with just one eye, how he made up for the disadvantage
with his perfect-visioned opponent.

Alpha cracked his neck, flexed his fingers, and looked up,
his eye coming to her.

She saw the surprise on his face at seeing her there,
followed by something very, very dark as his eye went to Alec
at her side, who she’d completely forgotten about. She saw his



jaw clench, his fingers flex again, his eye taking in every detail
of her seated body before lingering on the hand Alex had on
her hair.

Alpha loved her hair.

Her heart in her throat, Zephyr watched as he turned to his
opponent when the bell rang. Her entire body felt tight, on
edge, as if she was about to fall down a very high, very steep
cliff.

The announcer went off with the ring, and the match began.

The men circled each other, both observing but not making
a move. The Kraken took out a knife, ducked to the right
before suddenly going left, in Alpha’s blind spot, and swiped
at him, slicing his chest.

Zephyr gripped the arms of her chair, her knuckles turning
white, her body shaking from the adrenaline she could feel
flooding her system on his injury.

Alpha didn’t even react to the cut, just turned and did a
body roll on the ground, landing on his feet in an agile
movement. The Kraken turned with him, never letting him get
to his back. He swiped again but missed as Alpha kicked him
hard in the stomach, the force of which sent him staggering
back. The Kraken recovered, shaking it off, and coming at
Alpha again, angered, and the Finisher took a hold of his
wrist, twisting his arm behind his back as he positioned
himself behind the Kraken. With his free hand, he caught the
other wrist of the hand holding the knife and brought it to the
Kraken’s neck.



Zephyr watched, both enthralled and aghast, as he turned
them to face her, making sure she was watching.

She couldn’t look away if she tried.

And keeping their gazes locked, he sliced the man’s throat
open, inch by inch.

The crowd went wild around her, chanting his name, yelling
words that were all a buzz in all the blood rushing through her
ears.

She kept watching, unable to move.

Alpha stepped away from the body, letting it drop down, his
chest and arms covered in sweat and blood, and his eye on her.
Knife in his hand, he jumped off the ring, searing her with his
intensity to the point breathing became difficult, and strode
toward her.

She tilted her head back as he stepped between her legs,
close enough that her chin touched his thigh. He raised the
knife and her eyes widened, not understanding what was
happening.

Finally, he broke their gaze, his eye shifting to the side.

Zephyr turned to see Alec frozen in his seat, the knife under
the wrist of his hand that had touched her hair, the edge of the
blade pressing on it until she could see a line of blood break
the skin.

“It’s going to be your neck the next time I see you near my
wife,” Alpha growled softly. “Are we clear?”



Alec swallowed and nodded.

“Then fuck off.”

The blade came to her chin then, almost like his fingers
always did, directing her focus back to himself.

“Who am I?” he demanded quietly, her face level with his
waist, her eyes enraptured with his.

“What?”

“Who. Am. I?”

She swallowed. “My husband.”

The unscarred side of his mouth lifted but the amusement
didn’t reach his eye. Before she could take another breath, he
gathered her hair in his free hand, gripping it in the way that
made her scalp singe with sensation. The blade traveled down
from her chin, and her breath hitched, her body in flux of
sensations at the confusing signals as it went down her neck,
down the slope of her heaving chest, coming to rest in her
cleavage.

“And who are you?”

Her mouth parted. “Your wife.”

He let the knife travel down the slope of her right breast to
her peaked nipple, slapping it with the width of the blade, and
she gasped, heat spreading through her body, pooling between
her legs.

“Mine.”



With that one word, she was destroyed, decimated, done for,
every cell in her body sizzling at the very public, very
dominating claiming of her.

To drive the point home, even more, he threw the knife to
the side, bent down, hauled her over his shoulder, tilting her
world upside down once again.



Chapter 20

Zephyr

SHE HUNG ON AS he took her through the crowd to
somewhere at the back of the warehouse, her body jostling on
his wide shoulder, her thighs sticky with the blood on his
chest, her free breasts hanging down and almost threatening to
pop out of her neckline due to gravity.

There were whoops and catcalls and filthy suggestions
shouted as he just walked with purpose, his hand on her ass in
a way that screamed proprietary.

A door opened and shut, and then she was upright and
sitting on a table in some kind of locker room, and before she
could process anything else, his hand was wrapped around her
hair, tugging her head back, his body flush against her, the
blood of his dead opponent smearing on her chest from his, the
large bulge in his shorts pressing into her pussy.

“You wanted the beast,” he growled against her lips. “Here
he fucking is.”



His mouth slashed in an angry kiss on hers—deep, dark,
decadent. It was carnal, consuming, claiming, singeing her
from the roots of her scalp where he pulled to the tips of her
curling toes. It was what she imagined a Neanderthal would’ve
given to his woman after hunting down a bear, what a pirate
would’ve given to the maiden after taking over her ship, what
a warlord would’ve given to his mistress after slaying his
dragons.

It was a kiss of claim, of power, of hunger, one to make the
blood simmer and head spin, and she fell into the spiral with
his tongue in her mouth. His mouth stayed on hers, his free
hand grabbing her breast and squeezing it painfully. Her
mouth opened on a gasp and he pulled back, watching her with
that golden eye, his face darker, harder, hotter than ever
before.

His hand loosened on her breast, their gazes locked, and he
slapped her nipple.

A yelp escaped her.

“Louder,” he commanded, slapping her other breast with his
large palm, right on the nipple, and fuck if heat didn’t flare out
from the points to pool low in her belly, her thighs squeezing
his waist in. It was the first time he was doing something like
this, and god she wanted him even more. She leaned closer,
wanting his mouth again, but he evaded. His fingers pulled her
over-sensitized nipple harshly, before giving it another smack.
“Louder.”



She moaned, her eyes closing as the heaviness in her breasts
increased with the blood, her nipples turgid with the
sensations.

He wrapped his fist in another loop of her hair and pulled
her head back, inhaling the line of her neck, his lips stopping
at her ear. “Did you like that outside?”

“Yes,” she breathed as his fingers plucked at her rigid
nipple, squeezing it over and over again, making her hips
move rhythmically against his erection, chasing the pleasure
he promised.

“You want the beast, my little slut?” his deep voice in her
ear had her panting, his words tugging something dirty free out
of her. God yes, she wanted to be the most shameless for him,
wanted him to do whatever he desired to her.

“Yes.” She tried to move more to no avail. He’d
immobilized her, and that just pushed her arousal through the
roof, knowing she was completely at his mercy as he did
whatever he wanted to her in there.

He pressed his bulge right into her clit over their clothes,
pulling her hair and nipple at the same time, biting her earlobe,
the blood and sweat on his body covering hers, and her jaw
trembled, her pleasure peaking. She was going to come if he
didn’t stop. She didn’t know if it was the baser instincts
reacting to the blood and his pheromones, or just the fact that
she’d gone without any pleasure for a week after he’d made
her come daily, or just the very possessive nature of his claim.
But as he tugged and slapped and twisted her nipples, grinding



his hard length against her over and over, right over her clit,
Zephyr felt the beginnings of her orgasm, pleasure coasting
through her blood, her head falling back, everything from his
hand in her hair to his fingers on her breasts to his mouth on
her neck to his cock against her clit hypersensitizing her body
to the point she couldn’t take the barrage of sensations
anymore.

With a loud noise, something between a moan and a scream,
she shattered in his arms.

“Look at you soaking me.” He pointed out the very obvious
wetness between her legs, her body lubricating itself in hopes
that he would ravage it.

“You sat out there, fucking naked under this, and let another
man breathe your air,” he whispered softly, dangerously into
her neck. “Next time, it’ll be his blood on your skin when I’ll
fuck you so raw you wouldn’t be able to move for weeks. Get
on your knees.”

She swallowed, her heart crashing against her ribs, her mind
reeling as she dropped down, his hand in her hair keeping her
still. He pushed down his shorts, exposing himself to her like
that for the first time, and Zephyr’s breath hitched. She’d
always felt him from behind or over clothes, and knew he was
well-endowed, but seeing it made her realize just how well-
endowed. He could very well fuck her raw and make her feel it
for weeks.

She leaned forward to take him in her mouth, wanting to
taste him for the first time, but he held her in place with one



hand, jerking off with the other, watching her. His large hand
moved up and down his shaft, his cock aimed at her breasts.
She pressed them together, deepening her cleavage, and
tugged down her top, exposing them to him, her nipples hard
and sore from his rough fingers.

He groaned at the sight, his head falling back, veins popping
on his forearm adjacent to his scar and on his neck as he came,
ropes of his warm seed hitting her chest.

Zephyr breathed harder as he finished. She didn’t get to
finish him as she’d wanted but she didn’t mind, not at seeing
him come undone like that.

He let go of her hair and went to one of the lockers in the
room, throwing her a towel to clean up. Zephyr got to her feet,
her legs shaky, her knees aching, and wiped the fluids off her
chest the best she could, adjusting her top as she looked at him
standing a few feet away, back to his cool, composed self.

“You shouldn’t have come here.”

He was putting distance between them, again.

Her lips pursed, the anger, the hurt, the longing coming
back.

“You didn’t come back.”

He hadn’t. Not for days. Not for weeks. Not for years. She’d
waited.

He’d left her alone standing on the side of a road and never
returned, and god a part of her hated him so much for it.



She closed the distance between them, pushing against his
chest. “You left me.” She hated the way her jaw trembled as
memories she’d been keeping at bay flooded her in her
vulnerable state. “You forgot me,” she whispered, unable to
keep it in any longer. The secret had become poison in her
veins, corroding her from the inside as she tried to protect him.

The unscarred side of his face frowned, his gaze sharpening
on her. “I didn’t forget you.”

“You did.” Her eyes flitted to his throat as hers tightened.
“And you don’t even know it.”

His hand came to her chin, drawing her eyes to see a fierce
look on his face as he tried to understand what she meant. He
wouldn’t get it. He’d never get it.

And suddenly, she felt so completely exhausted. He pulled
and pushed and pulled and pushed and she was drained. She
didn’t have anything left to give anymore.

She slumped, her head coming to rest on his chest. She
should probably care that they were covered in someone’s
blood but she just couldn’t bring herself to be bothered. She
could feel her heart plummeting, her emotions going on
another downward spiral of the ugly, and all she wanted was to
go home and sleep and not move until she felt better. But she
didn’t know where she could sleep—her room in the mansion
was unsettling alone, the couch hurt and he didn’t want her in
his bed.

Everything crashed on her.



What had she been thinking?

That was the thing, she hadn’t been. She’d been feeling, and
she’d made her decisions from her heart and not her head. He
didn’t remember her because of whatever injury had taken his
eye, and it seemed he would never remember. But she’d been
hoping, somewhere deep down, that maybe spending time
together would trigger some emotional response in him, not
taking into consideration the fact that he’d spent the last ten
years not wanting to feel. And she could tell him about their
history, but what was the point? He was sexually attracted to
her, he felt territorial about her, but that didn’t equate any
emotional attachment. For him, putting distance between them
was easy. He had no issues detaching because he wasn’t
attached in the first place. He’d taken her to a new city and left
her alone, taken her to his house and abandoned her for days.
And had she not come here to find him, he probably would
have spent the entire duration of the rest of their marriage
away, her chasing him.

God, she was a fool. An overemotional fool who attached
herself too easily to hope.

A tear fell down her cheek and onto his shoulder.

Her mother had been right. It was a farce of a marriage.

She inhaled, taking a deep breath of his scent, committing it
to memory before pulling away, physically and mentally. She
needed to stop chasing. She needed to leave, to regroup, to
undo the mess she’d made of both their lives.



This had been a mistake. A well-intended, lovelorn mistake
but an error nonetheless.

She took a step away and felt his eye on her for a long
minute, his thumb tracing the tear on her cheek.

“What just happened?” he asked softly and she avoided
looking at him, straightening her clothes.

“I have to go,” she told him, breaking his grip and heading
for the door, needing space from him.

His hand on her arm stopped her. “What just happened?” he
asked again, and she took another deep breath in, not knowing
how to answer him. So she didn’t. Their communication
sucked anyway. She pulled out of his loose grip and opened
the door.

Victor was standing guard outside, keeping anyone from
coming their way.

“Can you hand me your jacket please?” she asked him,
feeling dirty and miserable, and truly degraded for the first
time in her life.

Victor wordlessly shrugged out of his jacket and handed it
to her, his eyes averted to the man she could feel at her back.
She could feel his singular gaze piercing her, and she ignored
it. Wrapping the jacket around herself as Victor handed her the
bag she’d left on the chair, she stepped away. She took the bag
and kept her head down, walking out of the warehouse and
into the dark parking lot. Her breaths shook. She got in the car
and Victor got in to drive.



“Home?” he asked, starting the ignition, and no she didn’t
want to go home because it didn’t feel like her home. She
didn’t feel like she belonged, not in a place she’d thrown her
heart again and again, only for it to be rebuffed.

“I’d like to go to my sister’s apartment please.”

She saw Victor’s eyes in the rearview mirror, but he held his
tongue and drove into the night.

Zephyr stared out the window, leaning her head against the
glass, trying to sieve her thoughts and understand what she
was feeling, the overwrought jumble of emotions inside her
confusing. A part of her still wanted to return and fight for
them, the part that had been fascinated by him at ten, fallen in
love with him at eighteen, and found him again now. That part
wanted to jump into his arms like she had that first night at the
fight, and that part wanted her to stay in the hope that she
could maybe make him love her too.

But another part, a darker part mocked the girl with the love
and taunted the hope. It told her she was a fool for thinking it
could be possible, an idiot for trying, and she’d done nothing
but set herself up for more hurt over the last months. While he
might not intentionally hurt her, he had the power to break her.
She remembered the feeling when he’d left her alone in
Tenebrae, when he’d told his brother it wasn’t a ‘real
marriage’, when he’d taken her to his house and left her
completely alone in a new place.

One step forward, ten steps back. And she was just… done.



The car came to a stop in front of her old apartment
building, and she got out, dragging herself to the door. She
entered the code and turned to Victor who’d escorted her to the
point.

“I’ll be staying with my sister,” she told him, still clutching
his jacket. “I don’t have work tomorrow, so you don’t have to
be here. I’ll get your jacket cleaned and return it.”

Victor gave her a concerned look. “Send me a text if you
need me.”

She gave him a small smile and entered the building,
closing the door behind her. By memory, she ended up in front
of her old apartment and rang the bell. It was a late weekend
night, and usually Zen stayed up on those, binging some crime
show.

The door swung open to reveal her surprised sister, who
took one look at her and pulled her in. “Oh, Zee.”

Zephyr burst out crying.



Chapter 21

Zephyr, Ten Years Ago

THE PARKING LOT OF the old school where they met
would be creepy if not for the lover’s lane around the corner
where all the kids sneaked to meet.

Zephyr waited near the boundary fence, in the shadowed
space behind the building, hearing the sounds of a school party
somewhere in the field as she waited. It wasn’t her school, nor
her neighborhood, her home two miles away from the location.
But it was the closest private spot for them, away from her
world and away from his. He never wanted her to come close
to his neighborhood, and she couldn’t have him in hers
without her parents finding out, and her mother would never
accept it.

Zephyr looked down at the watch on her wrist, a gift he’d
given her for her eighteenth birthday a few months ago, her
face flushing with the memory of what else he’d given her that
night. He’d pushed her against the very fence she was leaning
on and eaten her out. She wanted more. She wanted him.



A noise from her right made her look up, a smile splitting
her cheeks as she saw him jogging toward her, in a black t-
shirt and jeans, his dark hair messy and wet from a shower. He
came right into her personal space and held her face in his
large hands, slanting his lips over hers, kissing her thoroughly.

“I want to eat your smile, sunshine,” he said against her
mouth. “Swallow it whole and light up my insides with it.”

She smiled wider, letting him kiss her as much as he
wanted, pushing her fingers through his damp strands.
Meeting him had been fateful. Though she’d kept her eye on
him over the years thanks to one of her friends who lived in
his neighborhood, she’d never spoken to him until two months
ago. Her friend had taken her to see him fight but ditched her
for her boyfriend. Zephyr, alone and scared, had been going
back home when he’d seen her. He walked her home since he
didn’t have a car, and for five miles, they’d talked and talked
and talked. She’d confessed to seeing him a few years ago,
meeting his mother, and keeping an eye on him over the years
from a distance. And he’d wanted to see her again after
dropping her outside her house.

And it had only gotten deeper, more intense since. She knew
they were going to be together forever, their love fated like her
parents and grandparents. She’d always had a connection to
him because they were meant to be.

He suddenly winced against her mouth and she pulled back,
looking up to see why. The side of his lips was slightly
bruised.



“Did you just come from a fight?” she touched the bruise
lightly. His intense amber eyes, almost light as liquid gold,
watched her. She knew he enjoyed it when she fussed over
him, even though she didn’t like the fighting.

“You should see the other guy,” he gave a dark chuckle.
Though he was just a few years older than her, his life
experiences had hardened him, matured him beyond his age.
He tried not to let that seep into their limited time together. He
pressed her against the fence, peppering kisses on her neck,
where it met her shoulder.

“One day soon,” he told her between little bites. “I’ll get a
car and pick you up from home so you won’t have to walk
here. A Jeep.” His nose inhaled her scent, and she was glad
she’d put on his favorite perfume. “And I’ll take you for a long
drive away from the city. Would you like that?”

She smiled, looking up at the stars. “Mmmhmm.”

“And one day, I’ll get out of this shithole. Get rich. Build
you a house. Get dogs. You like dogs, right?”

In theory, she did. “I think so.”

He huffed a laugh against her neck. “And one day, when I
have money, I’m going to buy you the prettiest ring, sunshine.
Would you take that?”

She pulled back, her hands cupping his shaven cheeks. “I
would love nothing more.”

He dropped a kiss to her lips. “My sunshine. Lighting me up
from the insides.”



Zephyr melted against him, her eyes burning as he
continued speaking.

“You make me want to be a better man for you.”

Oh god, he was going to make her cry.

The sound of his phone ringing pulled him away. He took
the call, softly playing with her hair as he listened to someone
speaking on the other end. “Okay, give me two minutes.”

Zephyr looked up at him with silent questions.

He gave her a wicked smile, suddenly looking boyishly
handsome. “I have a surprise for you.”

Her heart fluttered in her chest. “What?”

He shook his head, walking backward, pointing at her with
a grin. “Stay there. Don’t move. I’ll be back.”

Zephyr laughed. “Okay. What if a boy comes to flirt with
me while you’re not here?”

His eyes darkened. “Tell him you’re mine. He’d get away if
he knows what’s good for him.”

Zephyr chuckled as he pushed his hair back from his
forehead, running around the corner, and disappeared from
view.

She kept her eye on the corner, waiting, a smile on her face.

Ten minutes.

The smile dimmed.

Fifteen minutes.



A weight settled in her stomach.

Thirty.

She called him. “The number you’re trying to reach is
unavailable.”

Forty-five.

She began to pace, her eyes going to the corner.

One hour.

Lead settled in. She walked around the corner, over to the
road. Empty.

Two hours.

She called again. “The number you’re trying to reach is
unavailable.”

And again. “The number you’re trying to reach is
unavailable.”

And again. “The number you’re dialing is incorrect. Please
check the number and try again later.”

She waited on the side of the road, panicking but certain
something had just held him up, that he would come back and
apologize for scaring her.

He didn’t.

Dawn came but he didn’t.



Chapter 22

Alpha

SOMETHING WAS WRONG.

Alpha stood on his deck, looking down at the view,
something hollow in his chest. He’d just returned from his run
with the dogs, and he couldn’t place his finger on what was
off, but something was.

He didn’t know if it was the fact that Dante had called him
two days ago with the news that he had heard an update from
his undercover guy, Vin. Or whether it was the fact that one of
his feelers about the missing girls had also come back with
some information about the three untraced girls, and they
needed to meet to give him the info. Or the fact that the
murders in the city had suddenly stopped in the last few
weeks, and Alpha knew in his gut it was the calm before the
storm.

Maybe it was none of those things. Maybe it was just the
fact that his house, for the first time since he’d lived in it, felt
empty.



Everything felt empty. And quiet. Too quiet. There was no
sound of laughter, no feminine banter, no pop music on
loudspeakers that he didn’t enjoy one bit. Just him and his
solitude, just like he’d wanted before. He didn’t want it now.

She’s just gone to her sister, he told himself. He knew they
were close and she missed her sibling. It wasn’t a big deal.

But something inside him disagreed. It knew he’d fucked
up. It knew this was big. It reminded him of the way she’d
withdrawn into herself after he’d stepped back, and god, he
felt like the biggest bastard on the planet. Maybe, he was.
She’d avoided looking at him in the locker room, and she
never did that. She stared at him constantly, always finding
new reasons to check him out, and he loved that. He loved the
way her eyes appreciated his damaged form, openly and
honestly. He loved how she lit up when he looked at her. He
loved how her eyes followed him around even when she
thought he wasn’t aware of them.

And he’d missed it. For the entire time he’d been away, he’d
missed her.

‘You forgot me.’

She’d meant something when she’d said that. He didn’t
know what, but it kept bugging him. It had been clear from the
beginning that she’d known things about him, that she’d been
hiding something. And suddenly he wondered if it had
something to do with a part of his life he couldn’t recall. He
needed to talk to her.



“Ah, I hope Zee is finally sleeping upstairs,” Leah
commented as she brought him his coffee.

Alpha took it, frowning. “Thank you. What do you mean?”

“She was sleeping on the couch when you were gone.” Leah
shook her head. “I think being around the dogs made her feel
better. Being all alone in the house must have been scary for a
city girl like her.”

Fuck, he was such a dick. He’d not even spared a thought to
how she’d be in his absence. Whenever he left the city, he
spent the night at her parent’s house, only coming back when
he returned. How had he not thought about that?

Bear whined from his corner on the deck, his soulful eyes
sad. He’d gotten attached to her the most, and he’d been
sulking without her. Even Bandit had been going to her room,
probably to get her scent and steal another item of clothing.
Baron didn’t give a shit.

He gave the dogs a pat with one hand, sipping the coffee
and looking out at the view.

He’d make it up to her when she came back.

It’d be fine.

***

It wasn’t fine.

His wife had disappeared.



For three days, he waited for her to come home. She didn’t.
Her room, her things, the places he’d fucked her, her yellow
bra that Bandit had become obsessed with, all mocked him. He
gave her some space, knowing he’d done something to mess
up.

On day four, he called her.

She never picked up.

Something tight lodged in his gut.

He drove by her work, and they told him she’d taken the
entire week off. He even stooped to asking Victor to reach out
about his jacket, which he hated that she had, and Victor’s
message went unread.

And now, for the first time, he was worried that it was
something else. Had it been the fact that she’d seen him, truly
seen him in his monstrous form, slicing a man’s neck and
covering her in blood like a primitive beast that had spooked
her? Had she realized that she didn’t want a part of him and
his world anymore? Or had it been something else?

‘You forgot me.’

The words rang like an accusation in his head. The way
she’d said the words, it haunted his mind, the distance giving
him sudden sharp clarity to look at the last months in
retrospect. She’d not asked for anything from him, not even
his reciprocation for her affection. And yet, he felt like he’d
made a huge, huge mistake by withdrawing, by being wary of
her.



Alpha sat outside her apartment building, pondering all the
possibilities, and wondered when this farce of a marriage had
become so important to him.

“Are you going in?” Hector asked from the front, knowing
there was something going on between him and his wife but
not prying.

The phantom pain in his right eye socket made the skin
under his patch itch. The memory of her soft lips kissing him
where he was the ugliest made the weight in his chest heavier,
so heavy he had to drag a breath in. Fuck, how bad had he
messed up?

Gritting his teeth, he stepped out of the car and went to the
door, pressing the button for the apartment.

The buzz cut off as Zenith’s voice came from the speaker.
“Who is it?”

“Alpha,” he said into the little machine and heard silence
over the line. He hoped she didn’t lock him out. Given how
close the sisters were, he didn’t think Zenith had a high
opinion of him at the moment. He’d break the fucking door if
he had to, but he wanted to avoid it. No sense in making things
unnecessarily hard.

Thankfully, the door buzzed open and he went in, dread
pooling in the pit of his stomach for the first time in a long
time, at the possibility that Zephyr might not want to go back
with him. It made him halt in his tracks, the epiphany that he
didn’t want to lose her, not yet, sinking over him. He hadn’t
had enough of her light. There was so much more to be had



between them, so much he’d been denying them both
deliberately. She’d snuck in, whether he’d wanted to or not,
and now he didn’t want her gone. It was a realization that he
had something to lose, for the first time since his mother died.

He rubbed his chest, a low rumble escaping him at the
thought of her telling him she’d never come back.

No. He’d find out what went wrong, and he’d fix it.

What if he couldn’t?

The door to the apartment opened before he could complete
the thought, his younger sister-in-law considering him with a
seriousness that belied her age. She stepped out of the
apartment and shut the door behind herself, crossing her arms
over her chest, steadily watching him, no sign of the nervous
girl he’d encountered weeks ago.

“I am not Zephyr’s sister by blood,” she began, her tone
somber. “Our parents adopted me when I was young. I don’t
remember much of my childhood before them, but I do
remember when I came to this family, I was alone and I was
scared.”

Alpha took her words in, trying to understand where she
was going, slightly annoyed that she was keeping him from his
wife.

“Zee took one look at me and decided she loved me,”
Zenith recalled, her voice shaking with emotion. “She didn’t
know me but she didn’t care. And since that day, she’s loved
me. She snuck in my bed at night because she knew I was



scared of sleeping alone. She talked to me for hours because
she knew it made me feel good. She gave me all of her love
even when I couldn’t love her back, and she saved me in more
ways than she knows. I love our parents, but the only reason I
am who I am today is because of my sister and her
unconditional, endless love for me. That’s just who she is.
That’s how she loves. And anyone she loves is the luckiest
person on this earth.”

Alpha felt the rock get heavier on his chest with each word,
the gravity of every word pulling on his insides. His respect
for Zenith went up a notch. Anyone who protected someone so
fiercely was admirable. That she was protecting her sister was
even more so.

“She loves you,” Zenith said quietly in the space between
them, tilting his world askew. “And she’ll kill me for telling
you this, but she’s loved you for a very long time.”

‘You forgot me.’

Fuck.

She’d been a part of his life. Had he loved her once too?
Had his dead heart felt something for her at a time he couldn’t
remember?

Zenith went on, unaware or uncaring of his turmoil. “How
and when is her story to tell. The only reason she cooked up
the entire scheme to marry you was so she could love you



freely, as her heart desires, and maybe, just maybe, you would
learn to love her in return.”

‘My agenda was to make you love me.’

She’d told him that and he’d not believed her.

Something moved inside him. He rubbed at his chest again,
trying to dislodge the weight Zenith’s words got on him. The
fact that Zephyr had gone to the drastic length to marry him
just to love him was unfathomable. No one did anything
without an ulterior motive. But if Zenith was to be believed,
his wife had.

“She’s withering,” Zenith’s voice trembled, her eyes
moistening with anger as she looked at him. “She’s been
withering every day that you’ve pulled back from her. And I
don’t know what you did, but she just went over the edge.”

What had he done? Alpha recalled the locker room for the
hundredth time, trying to pinpoint where it all went wrong,
and he still didn’t know. Had it been when he’d smeared her
with the blood? When he’d finished coming on her? When
he’d told her she shouldn’t have been there? He’d replayed it
all in his mind a hundred times and he still didn’t understand
what exactly set her spiraling.

Zenith wasn’t finished. “She’s been in bed, depressed, and
while she has her occasional mood swings, this one… it hurts
me to see her like this. If you enter that door, do it only if you
can make her feel better. You have one chance.” She took a



step closer, pointing a finger at his face. “Because let’s get one
thing clear, brother-in-law. I don’t care who you are, if you
break her again, I will end you or die trying.”

He really fucking liked his sister-in-law. And at that
moment, he was really glad Zephyr had someone like her in
her corner. He didn’t think she could end him, but he
appreciated the sentiment of violence. But he’d spent enough
time lingering outside. It was time to find her.

“Where is she?” he asked her, pointedly looking at the door.

“Don’t let the best thing that’s happened to you slip away.”
Zenith took a step back and opened the door, giving him a
small glare. “She’s in the bedroom. Right door.”

Alpha braced himself, and entered, going straight to the
door she indicated, not knowing what he’d find behind, but
ready to battle for it.



Chapter 23

Zephyr

THERE WAS NOTHING LIKE cocooning under a blanket,
lying down on soft pillows and clean sheets, and letting time
pass by while hiding from the world.

Zephyr didn’t know how much time had passed since the
moment she’d come to the apartment, and she didn’t care.
She’d cried, showered and washed everything away, and dyed
her hair blue like her heart. Nothing said change like hair
color. She’d cried some more, taken a week of work, and slept.
And when she’d woken up, she’d stayed in bed, never wanting
to get out of it. She knew she was having one of her depressive
episodes, the ones she’d been having since her hormonal
imbalance years ago, but she wasn’t bothered. She felt what
she felt and it was valid, and if it was a depressive void, well
she was going to drown in it. She’d either emerge on the other
side, or she wouldn’t. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.

At least, staying in bed, she’d come to the decision to just
let it all go, let him and the memories of him go. Once she felt
better, she would contact a lawyer and get the divorce



paperwork done. She would send Victor a message and ask
him to arrange to have her stuff boxed and sent back. And she
would record a message for Alpha, telling him it wasn’t
working, wish him the best, and set him free to live his life
without any baggage.

And just the thought of doing that made her eyes wet but
she would do it. She would let him go. Maybe someday, she’d
be happy with someone again.

You’ll never be enough.

You love, and love, and love, and still lose it all.

No one loves you back.

The ugly voice whispered, and Zephyr stayed under her
cocoon, hiding from it.

It was just an episode. It would pass, and she’d go back to
being her jovial self on the outside at least. She hoped it was
soon because her sister was worried about her and she didn’t
want that. If she took too long, her family would get involved,
and that would just do more harm than good, as well-
intentioned as they may be. She’d be put on medication that
made her slightly numb, and eventually, it would get better.

You’re worthless, you fool. You trust too much. It’ll never
matter.



Maybe the numbing medication wasn’t such a bad idea.
Anything that could push back the black sludge spreading
inside her, eclipsing the light she loved, slowly taking over her
mind, one ugly thought at a time.

She heard her door open, and stayed under the blankets in
the darkened room, knowing it was just Zen checking up on
her.

She’d be fine.

Fine, but not loved. Never loved.

She inhaled a breath through her mouth, keeping her eyes
closed, letting it pass. It would pass. No matter how bad it got,
everything passed.

The door clicked shut, and she stayed the way she was,
hoping for sleep and sweet, sweet oblivion from the eclipse.

The bed dipped near her hip, and she really hoped Zen
would just check her pulse and let her be for a while. Her
sister, thanks to all her work with survivors she did, was really
good at understanding what someone needed at a certain time.
She’d always been like that, emphatic despite being quiet. And
Zephyr needed space to let the ungly be without it touching
anyone else

The blanket lifted up, and a body settled down behind her.

Strong, muscular arms wrapped around her waist, pulling
her back into a large, hard body, the scent of wilderness and



musk she instinctively recognized pooling her senses.

She froze, completely stiffened, trying to process this
development.

In all her projections of the future, and she’d had many
owing to her overactive imagination, there had not had one
possibility where he came to find her. She’d always just
assumed that he’d say good riddance, let her be, and simply
live on as he always had.

This was unexpected, and she didn’t know how to feel. Was
she happy he was there? Sad? Angry? Resentful? Bitter?
Loving? What was she feeling?

She wished emotions were like flowers, pretty and color-
coded so she could pick and choose which ones she wanted at
what time. For some, maybe they were. Not for her. Her
flowers had thorns, and they made her bleed.

And it didn’t escape her notice that it was the first time he
was holding her in his embrace like that, his solid heat and
strength wrapped around her, better than her blankets, she had
to admit. Yet, she couldn’t relax into him. Her heart, bruised as
it was, recognized him as both its tormentor and its healer, and
she let it fight the internal battle, too tired to bother. He wanted
to hold her, now of all times? She’d let him, keeping in mind
each time he hadn’t, each time he’d rebuffed her or walked
away when she’d needed the affection.

His arm tightened around her waist, giving her a soft
squeeze, his lips kissing her skin under her neck. The other
arm he settled under her head, plastering her body to himself.



He inhaled the spot her neck and her shoulder met. He rubbed
her stomach softly with his large palm. He gave her little
squeezes in between.

And she hated the way her traitor heart fluttered at his
tender petting.

“I miss you, rainbow.”

His gruff words in that deep voice made her clench her eyes
shut.

No. No. No.

He wasn’t doing that. Nope.

This was not her plan. He was spoiling her plan. She was
going to wallow and then send him a recorded explanation and
divorce papers. He wasn’t supposed to say he missed her, not
now. He wasn’t supposed to call her rainbow, not now. And he
definitely wasn’t supposed to hold her like she mattered to
him, not now.

She stayed stiff, pursing her lips.

“Talk to me, please.”

No.

She had nothing to say.

His hand went down her arm, taking a hold of her hand,
twisting the ring that she had on her finger, the ring she’d
taken with such hope. He intertwined their fingers together, his
hand rough and large and so, so tender with hers.

Her nose stung.



He wasn’t supposed to do this.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered into her neck.

He needed to stop.

And what was he sorry for? For leaving her when she’d
been eighteen? For not remembering her? For not even trying
with them now? For not accepting her love and not trusting her
and keeping his distance? For leading a life that had hardened
him to the point she’d bled on the barbed wires around his
heart? None of it was his fault. He didn’t do that on purpose.
He was just who he was, and she was who she was, and
maybe, just maybe, they weren’t meant to be.

“Talk to me, rainbow,” he murmured against her ear.
“Please.”

No.

He needed to go and not make this harder for them.

She swallowed, keeping her eyes closed, memorizing him
again with all her senses.

“I don’t know how I lost my eye,” he began quietly. “My
memory around that time… it’s a blank. I don’t remember if it
was an accident or someone trying to kill me. It could have
been either. I don’t remember a lot from that part.”

Zephyr stilled, unsure at why he was sharing it now. She’d
begged him for crumbs of himself, and he’d rejected her over
and over. And though the girl in her felt for him, the woman
was mad.



She stayed silent.

“You were a part of my memories, weren’t you?” he asked
softly, making something inside her tremble. Screw him for
making her feel like this.

“Yeah.” She hated the way her voice cracked.

She felt his relief at her response. “Were we together?”

She nodded mutely.

“Did we break up?”

No. They hadn’t.

“You left me,” she told him, keeping her eyes closed.
“You’d told me to wait, that you had something to show me,
and you never came back. I didn’t know why, not until I saw
you at the fight. Now, I know something must have happened,
whatever took your eye. For ten years, I didn’t know. I
wondered if you’d died, if you’d abandoned me, if you’d
simply lost interest.”

His hand rubbed over her belly. “I don’t remember.”

“I know,” she croaked. “It’s okay.”

God, she hated confrontations, but it was the best they
hashed it all out now.

“I—” she began, swallowed, began again. “I didn’t tell you
because I wanted us to have a clean slate, to see if you could
fall for me again. Moreover, I didn’t want to remind you of
whatever your brain was hiding, trigger some trauma again.”

God, this was hard.



“But we’ve both changed. You’re a different man, and I’m a
different woman, and while my heart still loves you—”

“Zephyr—”

“—I think this was the closure I needed. I tried, and it didn’t
work, and I’m okay with that. Really, I am. But I need to let
you go now. Move on. Maybe find someone else, have the
family I always wanted. Put you in my memories and—”

She was suddenly on her back, a very large, very intense
Alpha looming over her, caging her in with his arms. “Say that
again,” he dared her, his voice the dangerous edge of a blade.

Zephyr blinked, confused.

He leaned closer, brushing her blue locks with his fingers. “I
cut the hand of a man who touched your hair, Zephyr. What do
you think I’m going to do to one you move on with?”

Her breath caught.

She hadn’t anticipated this.

“I might not remember you,” he whispered, his lips almost
at hers. “But you’re my wife now. Mine. And I’d bathe this
whole city in blood before I let you change that.”

He was being intense, too intense, and she didn’t know how
to deal with it.

“It was only for six months,” she threw his own words back
in his face.

He pressed a silent kiss to her neck in reply.



“We signed a contract,” she reminded him, hating the way
her heart thudded against her ribs.

He pressed a kiss to her nose. “I’m not done with you, little
rainbow. Come home.”

“And when you’re done with me?” She turned her head to
the side. “Go back, Alpha,” she called him by that name,
knowing he didn’t like it when she did. “I’m tired. It’s best for
both of us if we move on.”

“Not happening,” he stated firmly, settling beside her,
pulling her into his arms.

She tried to get away, he kept her close.

And it was maddening. He hadn’t cared one bit when she’d
been clinging to him, needy for whatever he threw her way, no
shame in the way she’d given her love. He hadn’t even spared
her a touch when she’d been at her most vulnerable.

Her sadness and pain and rage all merged together. She
wanted to claw at his chest, make him hurt even an iota of the
little ways he’d hurt her, over and over and over again.

No. She’d give him the truth, and she’d let him go.

Zephyr stared at his tattoo peeking from under the shirt.

“Your mother told me about the alfajores.”

She felt him still at that.

She ignored his response, quietly telling him about her
meeting with his mother, the two days she’d spent befriending
her and how she’d talked about Alpha. She didn’t tell him that



she saw him at the hospital breaking down, didn’t want him to
know that she’d been witness to something to private for him.

He stayed silent for a long time, processing everything.

“How did you find me?” he asked after a long time, and she
sighed.

“I had a friend in school who lived in your area. She told me
about you. I’d go to see her and occasionally catch a glimpse
of you. It went on for a while.”

“So you stalked me?”

Technically, yes. But her intent had never been anything
beyond curiosity. She’d never even thought she’d talk to him,
and definitely hadn’t been threatening to his peace of mind.

She stayed silent.

He pressed a soft kiss to her head, rubbing her back, tucking
her into his large form. He was gentling her, and it was
working. She could feel her insides softening. But a part of
her, the part that had given and given and spiraled, that part
still held back.

You’re doomed. Admit it.

She possibly was.

“We should get the divorce,” she mumbled into his chest,
trying for the last time to get him to leave. “I’ve told you
whatever I knew. It’s done. You have no more curiosity to
handle. This… this is never going to work. I was a fool to



believe that and to go after it like I did. Let’s just not waste
any more time, okay?”

“I’m not letting you go, Zephyr.” His hand simply traced
her hip, his words tender in the space between them.

Her heartbeats escalated. “But—”

“You know how a rainbow is made?”

Zephyr frowned. “When sunlight passes through a
raindrop.”

“My life has been nothing but gray for as long as I
remember,” he told her softly. “Rainstorms and thunder clouds
that never went away. You filtered through that, all bright
colors and exuberance and life. And the clouds are still there,
but my eyes can’t leave the rainbow long enough to see them.
You changed things. And I’m not letting that go, Zephyr. I’m
not letting you go. Get that out of your head right now.”

Her eyes burned.

That was beautiful. The way he saw her was beautiful. And
though she was still mad at him, she hugged him tightly,
sobbing into his arms, not even knowing why, and for the first
time in her recent memory, he held her.



PART 3

THE CORE

*

“You cannot save people,

you can only love them.”

-Anais Nin



Chapter 24

Zephyr

SHE DIDN’T GO BACK with him that night.

But he stayed the night. He stayed the night, just holding
her, letting her cry, letting her hit him, but not letting her away
from himself. She fell into an exhausted sleep and woke to his
fingers gently stroking her back, her cheek on his chest as he
lay awake, lost in some thought. And something shifted in
their dynamic since that morning. Zephyr didn’t know if it was
the fact that she’d begun to hold back, or the fact that he’d
begun to give more, but things didn’t remain the same.

She stayed with her sister that night too, and he stayed with
them, not leaving her side while she was awake, knowing she
was vulnerable and letting her be. She emerged from her room
with him in tow, to see Zen watching Criminal Minds, and
plopped down beside her. Alpha took a seat on the other side
of the couch, a silent conversation happening between her
sister and him, and the three of them just watched one episode
after another. When she fell asleep, he took her back to the
bedroom and only left afterward.



The next morning, he was back not just with breakfast, but
also the dogs, all leashed in one hand.

Bear, her special boy, saw her and his tail began to wag
incessantly. The moment they were free, he attacked her with
his love, pushing her on the floor and licking her hands as she
hugged him.

“He was whining at home,” Alpha said wryly as he took a
seat on the stool beside the kitchen counter. The other two
dogs went around the apartment, investigating the new scents,
Baron sniffing Zenith as she watched with amusement, Bandit
giving her a customary lick.

Hector entered from the open door, checking Zen out before
nodding at her.

“Yo, Zee. You doing good?”

She gave him a smile, petting Bear who put his head on her
lap and began to make happy sounds like a rumbling motor.

“This was sneaky,” she told Alpha, hugging the dog. “You
brought them to tempt me to come back.”

The unscarred side of his mouth twitched, his eye patch
dashing in the morning sun.

Zen laughed from the side. “Well, as romantic as this is, I
have to go.” She put on her silk scarf around her neck. “By the
way, mama and papa want to talk to you. You better call
them.” She looked at Alpha. “Brother-in-law.”

Alpha gave her a nod. “Sister-in-law.”



That was cute.

Zen left the apartment, and Hector followed, leaving them
alone with the dogs.

“You should invite your parents for dinner,” Alpha
suggested, a wicked gleam in his golden eye.

“You’re only saying that so I’ll come back.”

He didn’t reply, but he was right. She still didn’t feel ready
though, so she stayed away.

He persisted. Earlier, she’d been the one to his work in the
evenings, now he waited for her outside the salon when she
got done, driving her from there to the apartment, leaving her
at the door with a hard kiss. Each day the same, their new
routine. He brought her breakfast and the dogs, dropped her at
work, picked her up, and repeat. Each day he tried to get her to
go home with him, and each time she refused he didn’t give
up.

It was odd, this Alpha who doggedly refused to let her go,
one who slowly let her in to this new heart of his. Day after
day, to the point Zen told her to give him another chance. So
she went home. It was the same, but it felt different. Maybe
she felt different.

Leah was happy to see her, saying the house was too empty
without her now. Nala was happy to see her, saying nobody
appreciated her food as she did. And Alpha, he was happy to
see her there, saying nothing but taking her bag to the master
bedroom.



She called her parents and invited them for dinner over the
weekend. She called Amara and gave her some updates. And
then she went to her old room, and lay down in bed.

That was the thing about a depressive episode. She bounced
back usually but sometimes, she didn’t. Sometimes, it changed
her just enough for her to notice. Sometimes, she just wanted
to stare at the wall and let everything pass by, no matter how
good things seemed to be going.

A weight got on the bed with her.

Bear.

He whined softly, and lay by her side, and Zephyr smiled,
petting his soft fur.

“You think we’ll be okay?” she asked him quietly.

He pressed his head to her stomach.

“I don’t know where I’ll go from here.”

Arms slid under her knees and neck, picking her up easily.

“For now, you’re going in our bedroom,” her husband
declared gruffly, carrying her through the adjoining door and
dropping her on the bed.

Zephyr bounced once before settling, watching him shut the
doors and take off the loose vest he wore at home, watching
his muscles ripple as he stripped and prowled to the bed. She
backed up instinctively, never having seen this side of him, her
eyes taking in his scars, his tattoos, his muscles, his
everything.



He put his hands beside her head, his single eye focused on
her. “You sleep here now.”

Zephyr swallowed. “You’re only doing this to lure me back
in.”

“Damn right I am.”

Zephyr held his gaze, and slumped down. She was tired.
Turning on her side, she looked out the tall glass doors that led
to the balcony, listened to the sound of the gushing waterfall
and animals, and felt him slide behind her.

She slept fitfully through the night, and he held her tight,
not letting her out of the circle of his arms once, for once
giving and giving and giving while she only took and
replenished herself.

***

It was the heat that woke her up in the morning. Zephyr felt
like a furnace, sweating, caged against a very hot, literally hot,
body. She groaned, turning her neck to see and actually
believe she was in the master bedroom where her husband had
carried her (carried her!) after bringing her back home.

He was asleep.

She turned as gently as she could to not wake him, taking
him in the early morning light.



He slept, his leather eye patch on the bedside table, the
scarred side of his face still in the permanent scowl but the
other side relaxed, eased, his brow not as severe as it was
when he was awake. Zephyr leisurely clocked every detail of
him, going down from his face, down his neck. The big scar
extended down, over his right pec, ending just under his ribs
where a larger clutter of tissue had healed together, almost as
if someone had dragged a knife down and stuck it in his ribs.
Tribal tattoos decorated around the scars, almost as though
he’d seen them and decided to highlight them on his body. The
tattoos didn’t have any particular shape or writing, just
designs.

Other smaller scars littered his torso. Zephyr counted them.
Nine. So many scars.

She touched the one beside his light abs tenderly, softening,
wondering again at how hard it must have been for him to not
only survive but survive alone while leading a tribe of his
own. Even though she was mad at him, it was commendable.

“Your touch.” His voice, deep and grainy from sleep,
startled her. She pulled her hand back but he snatched it with
lightning-quick reflexes, placing it on the scar again. His
golden eye opened drowsily, the other sealed shut by the
mottled tissue, and she marveled again at the fact that he was
letting her see under his skin.

“My touch?” she asked, urging him to complete the
sentence.



One of his large hands came up, stroking the side of her
cheek. “I didn’t realize how much I missed your touch. You
gave a man starved a feast every day until he forgot what
hunger felt like, and then took it away.”

God, he spoke like the boy she’d once known. Younger
Alpha had said the most beautiful things to her, whispered
them to her in private while he still remained a badass on the
streets.

“I’m sorry I forgot you,” he told her quietly, and Zephyr
soaked up the moment, his sincerity, his softness, his touch.

She patted his scar. “It’s not your fault.”

He leaned in, giving her a tender kiss. “We’ll make this
work?”

It was the first time he asked, and not told her, to be back.

“If I say I want to leave?” she nuzzled his nose.

“I’ll just keep you in bed.”

A bubble of laughter escaped her chest. “And what will you
do?”

He didn’t answer, just pulled her under him and caged her in
his massive arms, his body hulking over her as he bent his
head, kissing her neck softly, going down to the juncture of her
shoulder where she was extra sensitive. “I will tempt you.”

Zephyr chuckled, holding his sides, tilting her neck back.
“With your magic dick?”

She felt the left side of his mouth lift up.



Her phone buzzing from the side made her look over.

“It’s mama,” she told him, grabbing the phone and pushing
him away, even though he didn’t budge.

“Zephyr,” her mama’s voice came through the speaker
bright and early.

Alpha dipped his head, tugging her pajama top down with
his teeth, cupping her breasts in his massive palms. What the
hell was he doing?

“Good morning, mama,” Zephyr greeted her mother, her
head hitting the pillow as he squeezed one breast, licking the
nipple on the other with a flick of his tongue. His short scruff
added to the sensation, rubbing against her sensitive skin. She
pushed her fingers in his hair, keeping the phone in the other.

“Why did Mrs. Billie from your building call me and tell me
you were with your sister this last week? Did you leave the
husband of yours?” The hope in her mother’s voice was truly
incredible. Zephyr wondered what her mother would say if she
knew that husband of hers was currently feasting on her boobs
like it was his sole purpose in life.

He tugged at her nipple with his teeth, and she bit her lip,
keeping the sound rising in her throat trapped as she gathered a
breath to answer her mother.

“No, mama,” she breathed out, trying to sound as normal as
she could. “Zen just missed me. She’d not used to living alone
—ah—so I decided to visit for a few days.”

“What was that?”



That was her husband, tormenting her, biting the flesh of her
breasts, sucking her nipples deep into his mouth, doing
wicked, wicked things with his tongue as she lay on the bed,
wanton under him. Sex had always been something they’d
been good at, even when he’d been holding himself back. She
wondered what it would be like now when he gave it to her.

“Nothing,” she answered her mother. “Just walking the—
um—dogs.”

Why were his hands going down and spreading her legs?

She stopped him, only to see a gleam in his eyes as he
ripped her panties right from the center.

“Good,” her mother said, the sound of the microwave
behind her. “At least you’re getting some exercise in.”

Zephyr stared up at the ceiling, her mood dampening.

“Mama, I’ll call you in a bit,” she disconnected, her jaw
tight.

Alpha looked at her, his left eyebrow slashing in confusion.

Zephyr looked down at her thighs, thighs he held open,
thighs with cellulite that her mother had very well-
intentionally told her to tone. Usually, she didn’t let stuff like
that get to her, but with the depressive, insecure episode she
was rebounding from, it was easy to see the flaws and believe
what everyone tried to feed her.

She tried to close her legs, only to have him hold them in
place.



“Do you think I’m beautiful?” she asked him, genuinely
curious about what he would say. She didn’t think she was by
society’s standards, but she liked how she looked.

Alpha placed a kiss on her mound. “What happened?”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I think,” he settled in comfortably, tilting her hips and
opening her up, watching her with that golden stare. “You’re
both my rainbow and my treasure at the end of it. And nothing
—” bite “—will—” lick “—ever—” suck “—compare.”

He won.

“You’re the twisted beauty, I’m the beast, remember?” his
hot breath washed over her. “Now let this beast eat you up.”

Alpha spread her wide, licking her from top to bottom, his
tongue sinful as he lashed it against her flesh.

Zephyr lay on her back, her hands gripping his head, letting
him make her feel like the most beautiful woman in the world.



Chapter 25

Zephyr

THERE HAD BEEN ANOTHER murder, and this time,
Alpha’s hair had been found at the crime scene.

Zephyr stared in stunned surprise as she looked toward her
husband in the car, getting updated about what she’d missed
since she’d stopped going to his office.

They were on their way to one of Alpha’s clubs in the city,
her old request to meet some of his girls something he was
finally fulfilling.

She didn’t know if her withdrawal had truly affected him so
much, or if he’d genuinely missed her, or if it was just the fact
that she’d become a convenient companion, whatever it was,
he was trying. Physically, emotionally, he was trying and that
meant everything to her. He still wasn’t the most talkative, but
he’d spent their last few days truly wanting to connect with
her. He’d quizzed her about their pasts, told him about the
aftermath of his injury and consequent recovery, let her see
him the way he hadn’t before, and she appreciated that. Eating
meals with her, watching shows before taking her to bed, and



eating her out had become some of his favorite things. She
knew he was taking time away from his busy schedule to give
her, and that more than anything made her feel cherished.

Some nights, he used his fingers or her toy and brought her
pleasure she couldn’t even grapple with. Some nights, it was
his tongue and teeth. But he pleasured her and then held her
until they slept, not trying to find his own release with her. She
didn’t know if it was because she’d left after the last time he
had done that, or if it was something else, but he was trying to
let her in and she saw that. Still, she remained a bit wary, her
heart still not entirely healed from being rebuffed over and
over again.

And she missed having him inside her, but he kept himself
completely away. She didn’t know why. But she loved the
other parts that had come with Alpha 3.0, as she was referring
to this new phase of him. Earlier, she’d talked and he’d
listened, occasionally responding. Now, she talked, he engaged
a bit, encouraged her to talk more. He still stayed in his
grumpy mode around people, but privately, he began to ease
off, letting her see another side of him he’d been holding on to
before.

“First semen, now hair,” Hector said from up front where he
was driving, Victor on the passenger’s side. “This has gone
overboard.”

Zephyr watched her husband looking out the window, lost
in thought, and she bit her lip, fear invading the happy bubble
she’d made for herself in the last week. A serial killer in the



city framed her husband in ways that were severely
implicating—and the fact that they were clueless about him.
Was it someone wanting Alpha’s power or someone from his
past? And if it was someone from his past, did Alpha even
remember him? Oh god. Her eyes flew to the scar on his face.

“Your scar,” she said out loud. He turned his face to the side
to see her, moving his neck entirely since she sat in the
periphery of his eye patch and out of his line of sight.

“What?” he asked, the left side of his face serious.

“Could this killer…” she trailed off and shut her mouth,
realizing that the brothers upfront might not know about the
fact that he didn’t remember anything. She swallowed.
“Later.”

He considered her, before giving her a brief nod.

“We’re here,” Victor announced, and she looked out,
focusing on the present.

They were in the industrial district. More precisely, they
were in the same parking lot where she’d come to see him
fight weeks ago in the larger arena.

Alpha got out of the car and came to her side, picking her
up by the hips and putting her down, even though she wore
jeans and not a dress. She realized he enjoyed doing that,
helping her out and in the car with his strength, making her
feel smaller and safer next to him.

“Thanks,” she gave him a smile and saw the way his eye
lingered on her dimple.



Putting his large hand on the small of her waist, he led her
to the warehouse where the fight had been. That night, with
her nerves and emotional turmoil, she’d not noticed the
building beside the warehouse. There was nothing indicating it
was anything but a random building, nothing except a neon
sign on the door that read ‘Club 69’.

How original.

Zephyr rolled her eyes at the sign and entered behind Hector
who led from the front, Victor following them at the back,
gasping as the interior came into view.

Whatever she had imagined an underworld club must have
looked like, it definitely had been nothing remotely close to
this. The entire warehouse had been converted into a classy
nightclub straight out of some 80s mafia movie. The open area
had wooden flooring, the long bar at the end was polished and
stacked, comfortable seating areas lined both sides of the
central dance floor. A set of stairs led to what she assumed was
the glass-ensconced VIP area on both sides. The whole space
was done in classy browns and reds, and she shouldn’t have
been surprised. From what she’d seen of her husband’s interior
design tastes, he enjoyed extravagant surroundings.

During the day, it was mostly empty, with a few women
sitting at the bar talking.

Zephyr recognized Jasmine right off the bat.

The other girl turned to look at them and gave Zephyr a
smile. “Well, look who it is. Mr. and Mrs. Villanova in the
house!”



She wasn’t going to lie, it gave her the best thrill to hear
that.

The other ladies sitting with Jasmine—two of them—turned
to look at her curiously. Another girl sat off to one side, and
Zephyr watched as Hector made his way to her.

“Taking a tour?” Jasmine asked, her pretty face tattooed
with beautiful roses over her jaw.

Zephyr nodded. “I wanted to meet… the girls.”

Jasmine’s eyebrow hit her hairline before she shook her
head. “They’re not all here. That’s Irina and Katelin. Come,
I’ll introduce you.”

Zephyr followed the other woman as Alpha went to talk to
another guy behind the bar, maybe the manager.

The two seated women, maybe a little older than her,
studied her inquisitively.

“You’re not what we expected,” Katelin stated, looking her
up and down but not in a mean way. “You’re… small.”

Zephyr laughed. “I am. I’m Zee.”

“Nice to meet you, Zee,” Irina said with a heavy accent. “I
must say it is unusual for you to meet us.”

Zephyr shrugged. “I just wanted to learn about this place,
and about AV from you ladies. Understand the business better
since I’m an outsider, you know.”

If they found her weird, they were polite enough not to let it
on. She spent the next few minutes talking to the women,



understanding the inner workings of her husband’s empire,
getting most of their stories, and realizing how glad they were
to work under AV’s security.

Jasmine, she learned, had been pimped by her father since
she’d been twelve for almost a decade until she tried to leave
and he beat her to the brink of death. Alpha found her and sent
her to SLF, and made her his eyes on the streets afterward for
pay.

Irina had been a freelancer and had been raped by two men
who’d taken her in a car. She had jumped out of the moving
vehicle when she’d realized she needed protection but didn’t
want a pimp. So she’d come to AV.

Katelin had been with The Syndicate, working as a human
slave since she was eight up until a wealthy gentleman bought
her. She killed the man, changed her name, and escaped to AV.

Zephyr also realized while talking to them that not all sex
workers worked the same. Katelin, for example, had one man
she spent her time with for the money, and then she was free to
enjoy life as she pleased. Irina, on the other hand, came to the
club twice a week to pick up clients. Jasmine didn’t work
sexually at all.

“On fight nights,” Irina told her, sipping iced water, “it’s
especially good for business. The arena is just next door. After
the fight, people want to drink, to talk, spend more money. It’s
a full house during that time.”

Damn.



Zephyr wondered if all people in the industry had such
horrific backstories, if they were all survivors of immense
trauma that they masked with the business of sex. It made her
realize how lucky she had been in her life, how privileged to
have been born to good parents who had taken care of her, to
have a sister who loved her, and then to find a man who liked
her well enough to miss her when she was gone.

The extent of what Alpha had done for them hit her then. He
had given these women a choice, but more importantly, he’d
given people who’d constantly looked over their shoulders
safety and hope. And she couldn’t even fathom what that must
feel like, of being able to sleep at night without worrying
about physical safety, of knowing there was an exit if they
wanted it.

She was lucky and sitting in the company of women who
hadn’t been, made her want to do something for them. But she
didn’t know what she could do. She had no skills except
hairdressing, and to an extent, baking. What could she do for
them that would give them a little joy, a little happy memory?
She didn’t know.

A muscular hand slid around her waist, the height of the
stool putting her on an almost similar level as her husband.

“Are you done?” he asked, his voice deep and dark.

She nodded, giving the ladies a small smile. “Thank you for
talking to me.”

They gave her nods and waves as Alpha picked her up by
her hips again, putting her on her feet, and led her outside.



“Satisfied?” They exited into the parking lot, a lot more
crowded with people on the other side now. Zephyr watched
curiously.

“What’s happening?”

“It’s a fight night,” Hector piped from the side, joining
them. “They’re finishing up the semi-finals before there’s a
final showdown.”

Wait, it was like a tournament? “Is it for a title or
something?” Zephyr had never really watched sports on TV so
she didn’t know how this worked.

Hector chuckled. “It’s for survival. Most guys who fight
aren’t there willingly.”

Wait, what? She looked up at Alpha, his eye on the entry to
the arena. “What does Hector mean?”

Alpha sighed. “The fighters are owned by… people. They
train them and then bets are placed at each fight. Since there
aren’t any rules, death is usually how it ends.”

Her stomach sank.

She watched the men outside the entrance, trying to see if
she could see any of that dynamic. She recognized the guy
they’d called the Ravager the other night, the one who’d
snapped a boy’s neck in a few seconds. He stood to the side in
boxer shorts and vest, his ice blond hair out of place in the
tropical city, his eyes on something in the distance. Another
fighter in shorts stood next to two men in a suit, looking
subservient.



“That boy wants death,” Hector pointed to the quiet fighter.
“The Ravager is one of the most brutal killing machines in the
circuit. And with the way the boy is standing, he knows it
too.”

The well was deep. She hadn’t known, hadn’t thought there
was an entire industry flourishing on the business of death.

“So why do you still fight?” She looked to Alpha, trying to
understand why he would risk himself like that every time
when he wasn’t forced by someone to do it.

He shrugged a broad shoulder. “I got my reputation with
street fights growing up. And occasionally I have to step in the
ring to send a message.” He gave her a heavy look with one
eye. “Not to fuck with me or what’s mine.”

If he was trying to distract her, it was working.

She shook off the last line and the meaning behind it,
keeping track of the conversation. “That’s why you were in the
ring the other nights? Or were you avoiding me and fighting?”

From the way his back tensed, she knew it was the latter.

She sighed. “At least you won’t have to go back to the death
ring again.”

His pause made her heart skip a beat and not in a good way.
“What?”

“I have to go into the ring. One more time for the
tournament.”

Lead infused her veins. “What? Why?”



“Because I’ve already fought and won,” Alpha chucked her
chin lightly, talking as casually about going to fight to the
death as she talked about her hair. “Reneging now will send a
wrong message.”

“But—”

His grip on her chin tightened. “That’s the way my world
works, Zephyr. The message you send is the man you are. I
might be your husband in here but out there? I am the Alpha.
So, I’m going to fight in that ring, and you, my dear wife, are
going to sit in the front like last time and cheer for me, and
show everyone that you may be small, but you’re not weak.”

Zephyr stared up at him, her heart pounding, and looked
away to find the Ravager watching them. If what Alpha said
was true, he’d be fighting the killing machine soon, and she’d
have to watch it all.



Chapter 26

Alpha

HEARING FROM HIS SISTER-IN-LAW during the day was
a surprise.

Alpha wiped his face with the towel, sweat pouring down
his chest as the ringing of his phone interrupted him mid-
training. With the fight coming up, knowing his opponent
would be the Ravager, Alpha was preparing for the first time
in a long time.

He picked up his phone, putting it to his ear, his scarred eye
itching with the phantom sensation because of the sweat.

“Sister-in-law,” he greeted, curious as to why she would call
him and not Zephyr for something. The only thing he could
think of was SLF.

“Brother-in-law,” Zenith greeted back, her serious tone
immediately making him focus.

“What is it?” he demanded, a tightening in his chest at the
thought of something happening to his wife. That could be the
only reason she would sound so somber.



“I just got home and found an envelope,” she informed him.
“It’s addressed to you.”

Fuck.

Why the hell would he send a note to Alpha through Zenith
of all people? Jasmine, he could understand. Zephyr too. But
leaving a note for Zenith, at her home, made no sense.

Alpha looked around the training center, the one he had for
fighters in the industrial district near the arena. It was about
fifteen minutes from where she lived.

“Can you please bring it to me?” he requested. “It might be
urgent.”

Zenith agreed and he told her the address, hanging up and
going to the locker room to change, his mind whirring with
questions.

His phone rang again, his wife calling this time.

“Rainbow,” he put her on speaker, tugging on his jeans. “I
take it your sister called you?”

“Oh god, is it the same black envelope thing?” her voice,
sweet and feminine, rushed out. “Do you think he knows
something about your DNA at the last scene? Will you meet
him? I don’t want the cops trying to arrest you for something
you didn’t even do so—”

“Breathe,” he commanded, a sliver of amusement curling
inside him despite the grim development.



He heard her catch her breath, blowing another out, and felt
the movement in his lips at her. She did that a lot, did things
naturally that made something inside him lighten up, though
he didn’t know if she knew that. Since he’d brought her back,
she’d been a bit more reserved, held herself back just a tad bit
enough for him to feel it, and fuck if it didn’t make him feel
like shit. But it also lit up a fire inside him—to make her love
him again, as openly, as completely as she had, and banish all
doubts from her mind. He was the one with the trust issues
between them, not her.

“Ask Zen to read the note when she gets there,” his wife
suggested after she’d calmed down a bit.

He tensed instinctively. He didn’t like anyone knowing
about his inability to read small words. He didn’t know why it
was the way it was, but he could make out billboard signs and
large posters well enough to understand what they read, but
trying to focus on smaller fonts just made his head ache. And
it wasn’t his vision, because he saw both near and far with
clarity with his one eye. It was just another peculiarity related
to his missing eye he didn’t comprehend anymore.

Why he’d told her he couldn’t read, when his sentinels were
the only other people who knew about it, he didn’t know.
Maybe his instincts had known deep down that she was
worthy of his confidence, maybe he’d been too bull-headed to
listen to it.

He fucking hated trusting people.



But he had begun to trust Zephyr, and she trusted her sister
implicitly. And it wasn’t like he had a choice anyway. Hector
was out of town so one of his other guys had been driving him,
and he sure as hell wasn’t going to give him the note to read.
No, Zenith was a better bet.

“Okay,” he told her, hanging up, then realized maybe he
shouldn’t have been so abrupt with her. That was just the way
he was with everyone.

Sighing, he pocketed his phone and went out into the
parking lot in the falling dusk, darkness encroaching on one
end of the horizon, chasing the day away.

Someone exited the training building behind him, coming to
stand at his side.

The Ravager.

Alpha had known him once, fought with him as a younger
man on the streets. The hate-filled boy had channeled it and
grown into a weapon that made the industry a shitload of
money.

“Adrik,” Alpha greeted him by his real name, wondering
how someone could have such natural white hair.

“Alpha,” the dangerous man said from his side, cracking his
knuckles. “You shouldn’t have entered the tournament this
time, not with me in the ring.”

Alpha had definitely avoided that. Adrik was probably the
only man who could seize his advantage over Alpha in the ring
even though he was leaner and a few inches shorter. He was



another boy of the streets, much harsher streets in his
homeland, and he’d grown up as a force to be reckoned with
when he got in the ring.

Alpha stayed silent.

Adrik twisted the ring on his left hand, keeping his eyes
forward. “I don’t want to kill you, Villanova. And I’m not
ready to die. There are things I need to do. Debts I must…
settle.”

Alpha’s focus sharpened on the man. He’d have to get more
research done on the man. The file he had was old—he had
files on everyone he considered important enough in the
underworld—and clearly, there had been some changes from
then to now.

Alpha kept his tone deliberately light. “My wife wouldn’t
like it if I let you touch me. She’s possessive.”

Adrik chuckled, bringing up his bottle of water to his
mouth. “You’re lucky. Mine would slice me open the first
chance she could.”

Interesting. Very interesting.

“So neither of us is dying,” Adrik declared. “Think about
how we do that without throwing our names in the mud. Think
about it.”

With that, he went back to the building, leaving Alpha
mulling over his words. He was right. There had to be some
way they could throw the fight without throwing their
reputations.



As he thought, a silver cab pulled into the parking lot, his
sister-in-law emerging from the back. He was truly surprised
at how the sisters had gone living in the city without any
personal mode of transportation. Zephyr, he knew, just didn’t
know how to drive, mainly because she’d not shut up about
how much she feared driving one night when Hector had
almost hit a car from the side. Zenith, he didn’t know about.

The beautiful young woman came to him, her face serious
as she rummaged in her bag, taking the envelope out.

“Read it for me please,” he requested, saw her dark eyes go
to his eye patch before understanding dawned. Smart girl.

She ripped the flap of the envelope and took the notecard
out, exactly like the ones he’d been getting.

“It’s time we meet,” Zenith read out loud verbatim from the
note. “Consider this a courtesy. If you want the truth, midnight
at Old Town Pier. Come alone. I won’t contact you again.”

Alpha knew exactly which location this was. Right next to
the river, old, abandoned, a place no one went to since a small
flood had destroyed it years ago.

It could be a trap. For all he knew, the killer was the one
sending him the notes, wanting to lure him to the location. But
his gut told him something else. His gut knew it was the one
man he’d never been able to get a file on, because the man was
a myth, and he existed in the very shadows he was named
after.



Taking the note from Zenith, knowing he couldn’t drive
himself but couldn’t take his men, he looked at his sister-in-
law. “Can you drive?”

Zenith blinked in surprise, taken aback by his request. “Um.
Yes.”

He nodded. “Good. I’ll need you to drive me to the
location.”

She looked at her wristwatch. “It’ll take two hours with the
traffic to get there. It’s on the other end of the city.”

Then he’d have a while to scope out the place. “Come to the
compound. We’ll leave after dinner.”

He had his substitute driver take them to the compound, too
many things going on in his head, questions he’d been putting
off coming up. Yesterday, he’d had a visit from the homicide
department at Trident, interrogating him about the
whereabouts he’d been at the time of the murders and why
someone would want to frame him. His alibis had been solid
for most of them and the cops had been on his payroll, but it
definitely irked him that some asshole was running about in
his city not only targeting and hunting the very people he
protected but also framing him systematically for it.

Zephyr greeted them on the deck, giving her wide-eyed
sister a tour of the place while he showered and set the table
for their meal, the dogs sitting around the kitchen—Baron
ignoring everyone as he always did, Bear, like the sucker he’d
become, looking at Zephyr like she hung the moon, and Bandit



chewing on a new bra he’d stolen from her closet, this one a
blue that matched her new hair.

He’d always liked her hair, wavy and long enough for him
to wrap his hand around twice, little fringes that made her look
adorable when she smiled, which was almost all the time. But
he’d noticed her smiles weren’t all the same. Sometimes, she
smiled at people out of politeness even when she didn’t want
to because she was sweet like that, completely unlike him who
had forgotten what a smile felt like until she poked the beast
inside him. Sometimes, she smiled when she cried, and she
cried a fucking lot much to his consternation, and those smiles
always made her mouth quiver in ways he wanted to steady it
with his lips. Sometimes, her smile was wicked and naughty,
the green in her eyes popping more than the brown, the dimple
in her cheek deep, and getting that smile made him want to
turn her and smack her ass.

And then she smiled the soft smile, the one that was his
favorite, the one that knocked him in his chest because of how
tender it was. Gentleness was not something Alpha had been
familiar with in a very long time. His life had been brutal and
ugly and monstrous, all rough edges and bleeding wounds and
selfish interests, and she, she was all softness and light and
generosity. Her very existence was proof enough that there
was good in the world, that beyond the pain and the hurt and
the darkness, joy existed in the form of a small woman.

Even though he didn’t like that she’d changed her hair to a
‘sad’ blue, as she’d called it. He hoped she changed it again



because seeing the strands just made him remember how he’d
almost lost her to his stubbornness.

They wrapped up dinner, Zephyr and Zenith mostly
chatting, telling him about their childhood and various antics
from their younger age. For the first time, sitting with the two
women as they argued in jest, surrounded by good food and
his bois, Alpha felt a sense of family wash over him. He’d
wanted it for such a long time deep down and eventually
began to believe he would never have it. In the beginning, it
had been the fact that he didn’t have to eat alone, that he could
share a meal with someone. It had been sitting on his big
couch with her presence by his side and watching something
with her warmth pressed against him. It had been just coming
back home and being greeted not just by his bois but by her
genuine joy at seeing him. Little by little, she’d shifted things
in his life, minuscule bit by minuscule bit, in a way he’d not
even been aware of it happening until it had stopped. And now
she was a part of his lifeblood, vital to his functioning.

He never wanted to tell her, but the best thing she could
have done for them and their relationship had been to leave. It
had shaken him up enough to make him open his eye and
realize a life with her was something he wanted, a future with
her was something he craved.

It was extraordinary the little things she kept adding to his
life.

The only issue now, on his end at least, was physical.



She was an amazing lover, aware of what she wanted and
vocal about asking for it, completely abandoned in the way she
accepted him and her pleasure. And fuck if he didn’t love
pleasuring her, hearing those little noises and loud demands,
seeing her body shake and writhe as she came and drenched
him, feeling her full tits in his hands and tasting her over and
over. He loved it.

But he wanted more, and he didn’t know how to have it. He
couldn’t go back to the way they’d been in the beginning.
He’d held back in so many ways, and it had given him the
control he’d needed.

Now though, he wanted to bend her over the table and pull
her hair and fuck her until the legs of the table cracked with
the pressure. He wanted to finish inside her and push any cum
that escaped back inside, making sure it stayed there, marking
her from the inside out. The force of his desire scared him,
enough to realize that he could lose control and severely hurt
her, and he couldn’t live with himself if he did that. She was so
much smaller than him, tight enough that pushing his cock in
her always made him realize he could tear her if he went hard.
He wasn’t detached anymore.

“I think mama is accepting him,” Zenith indicated to him as
they cleared the dishes. “She told me she wanted to organize a
proper wedding for the two of you. She’s forgetting the toad.”

Zephyr sighed. “Do we want a wedding?”

That pissed him off. “You’re not leaving,” his voice came
out more a growl.



She gave him a look, one he’d become used to recently, one
that said that she wasn’t sure if they shouldn’t move on. As if
he’d let her. She’d know the real meaning of stalking if she
tried. He had a plan ready just in case. He’d simply show up
everywhere and kill anyone she wanted to move on with.
Fucking hated that term. She’d given him everything and he’d
be damned if he let her do it again with someone else. It was
all his. She was all his.

Alpha ignored the look, addressing Zenith. “We should go.”

Zenith hitched her bag on her shoulder, ready to leave.

Alpha bent down, tilting his wife’s adorable face up with his
fingers, putting his thumb in the little dent, loving how his
digit fit like the groove had been made for it. He pressed a
hard kiss to her plump mouth, telling her very clearly what he
thought about her even entertaining the idea of an alternative,
and pulled away.

She looked up at him, her pupils blown and eyes slightly
dazed. “Be safe.”

He gave her a chuck under the chin and left.

Zenith was a careful driver.

She drove slowly but steadily to the location, mostly
keeping to herself and focusing on the road. The two hours
flew by, with Alpha lost in his thoughts and Zenith in hers, the
silence comfortable.

The pier came into view, moonlight glistening over the dark
river waters, just an old boathouse in sight that remained



intact. A few decades ago, it had been a trade route crowded
with shipments and such with cities that followed the river.
After the flood, a better, newer, more sustainable dockyard had
been made on the other side of the city, and this one had been
abandoned. Alpha had never been there before, but as he
looked around, an ominous sense of déjà-vu washed over him,
like he had been in this place.

“Stay in the car. Lock the doors. If I don’t come back in
fifteen minutes, drive back,” he instructed the younger girl,
arming himself with his trusted knife in his left boot, and a
backup gun at his waist even though he wasn’t someone who
liked guns. With his vision, shooting a moving target
accurately almost never happened, but on the close range, it
worked well enough.

Zenith looked around the abandoned area and gave a
reluctant nod. “Be careful.”

He exited, making sure she locked the doors behind him, a
little at ease since the entire vehicle was bulletproof. Once
locked, it would be impossible to break in.

It was time to meet the man who’d left him the black
envelopes.

There was no one that he could see in the area as he walked
to the boathouse, and leaned against it, keeping an eye on the
car while keeping his ears open for any sound besides the
usual. The sound of the river, of some animal in the forest
beyond, of the engine of the car, those were the only ones
around him.



Standing at the abandoned pier in one of the worst areas of
the city at midnight was not his idea of a meeting. But the
fucker was careful, to say the least if he was who Alpha
suspected.

Alpha leaned against the wooden wall of what had once
been a boathouse, watching the moonlit river that went into the
forest and disappeared. He almost wished he smoked, just for
something to do as he waited. He’d tried as a teen with a chip
on his shoulder, but just never got into it.

Taking his knife out, he began to twirl it between his
fingers, like a student would a pen. But it was a training trick
he’d learned after his injury when the scar on his right hand
had pulled at his muscle. The twirling helped keep the muscle
mobile and nimble. It also helped him feel more at ease,
knowing the knife he’d had since he was seventeen was still
with him.

Suddenly, the hair on the back of his neck prickled.

Someone was there.

Alpha didn’t look around, instead focused on his other
senses, trying to narrow down where the presence was.

Animal? No. Human. Eyes.

To the right? No.

Left.

Close?

No, a few feet away.



“Mr. Villanova,” the quiet voice from a few feet to his left
confirmed his suspicion. He looked to the side casually, seeing
nothing but the dark umbra of a shadow at the edge of the
boathouse.

“Shadow Man,” he greeted, keeping his voice level. The
myth. The only one he knew of that everyone in the
underworld stayed far away from. They said if the Shadow
Man came calling, you’d never be heard from again. He sure
fucking hoped that wasn’t true in his case.

“The note said to come alone,” the voice, with a slight
accent he couldn’t place, said without inflection.

Alpha shrugged. “Can’t drive with the bad eye. You wanted
to meet?”

There was silence for a long minute, a long minute that
Alpha stared at the river, keeping his ears open. A slight rustle
before the voice came back. “The killer wants to frame you.”

Alpha huffed. “That’s obvious.”

“He’s made a deal with The Syndicate.”

What?

Alpha looked to the side, just able to make out a tall
silhouette. “What kind of deal?”

“He’s to deliver them something, and they would help him
take you down.”

Interesting. He’d not heard of the organization making deals
with rogue killers.



“Why tell me about it?” Alpha asked, the itch in his eye
getting worse.

A lighter flicked on, showing the flesh on a gloved hand,
before flicking off again.

“You leading the city suits my purpose in the grand scheme
of things.”

He had a purpose? Alpha didn’t voice the question. He
knew nothing about this man, and that made him a wild card
he didn’t know how to deal with.

“So the killer works for The Syndicate?” Alpha verified.

“He kills because he enjoys it,” the man clarified. “The
organization is simply a means to an end… your place in the
narrative.”

“You talk like there’s a bigger picture.”

A dry chuckle. “There always is.”

The chat was interesting, to say the least. “Do you know
who the killer is?”

“Yes.”

Alpha waited for him to fill in the blank, but he didn’t.
“And you won’t tell?”

The man waited for a beat. “Call your brother in Tenebrae.
His undercover dog has information that will help you.”

Alpha tensed, the knife stilling in his hand. His connection
with Dante was not common knowledge, neither was the fact



that Dante had sent one of his guys, Vin, undercover in the
organization a few months ago. Who the hell was this guy?

“Was that all?” Alpha tried to keep the anger contained,
seriously pissed at the cryptic replies. He wasn’t there to play
whatever mind games this guy came with. “That’s the truth
you wanted to tell me?”

A small pause. “You don’t remember, but this killer is the
same man one who took your eye years ago.”

Lead filled his veins. Alpha straightened to his full height,
taking a step closer to the silhouette that didn’t move. “How
the fuck do you know? Who is he?”

The man didn’t reply.

What the hell? This was personal. This man knew that he
didn’t remember, knew who the killer was, and knew that he’d
been the same person to destroy Alpha. And he still said
nothing.

Seriously irritated, Alpha advanced toward him, ready to
beat him to a pulp if that was what it took to get some answers.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

It was the tone that gave him pause—calm, clear, lethal.
Any man who spoke a threat with that eerie calm with a man
like Alpha coming to him meant business.

Alpha stayed at the edge of the shadows, able to make out
the silhouette putting his hands in some kind of jacket pockets.



“I’m going to find out who you are, Shadow Man.” Alpha
meant it. He was going to make a whole fucking file on this
guy and distribute it to every underworld boss he knew.

The voice came again, this time with amusement, one
chilling word before he was gone.

“Try.”



Chapter 27

Zephyr

The fact that the killer was the same man as the one who’d
given her husband partial blindness and a wicked scar chilled
Zephyr more than she let on. It meant whoever it was, he’d
been holding a vendetta against Alpha for long enough to try
to kill him, and when that had failed, to kill others and frame
him for it.

Alpha didn’t talk much about this Shadow Man character,
and Zen hadn’t even known someone had been there though
she’d been watching the entire time. But if he were to be
believed, shit was hitting the fan.

Alpha had been on the edge since the meeting, darker,
quieter, with a cloud hanging over his head that she didn’t
really fault him for. Up until that moment, he’d had the hope
that his injuries had been the cause of some freak accident. But
now knowing that it wasn’t, that it was deliberate, knowing
that someone else knew about it while he didn’t remember, it
was eating him alive, and she felt for him.



Even her mother had noticed and been concerned that he’d
been off when they’d come for dinner, and her mother didn’t
like him at all.

Zephyr watched at him as he lay on the bed, the netting
partially covering his shirtless form, phone on the speaker at
his side, his eye staring off into space.

“Well, Vin did find something,” Dante’s smooth voice said
through the speaker. In the background, she could hear a
baby’s gurgles. He must be talking with Tempest around him.
That was cute.

“Listen,” Dante said after a little pause. “I was thinking of
flying down there on the weekend. Discuss this in person.
Especially with the Shadow Man involved. We don’t know
how he knows what he knows, and it’s best to be careful,
especially since we don’t know what game he’s playing. It’s
not a coincidence that he’s been in touch with Morana and
now he’s coming at you with helpful but selective information.
I don’t trust him.”

Alpha nodded, curling a hand behind his head, his bicep
bulging with the move. “I agree on that. I have a fight this
Friday,” he informed Dante, his eye coming to her to see her
reaction. She kept her face neutral, her stomach in knots over
his upcoming fight.

“Cool,” Dante quipped. “I’d like to attend it.”

“Sure,” Alpha agreed, and Zephyr was happy listening in,
realizing that though tentative, the brothers were working



around each other to find some common ground without being
obvious about it. Men.

“Morana has been hounding Tristan about visiting your
place, by the way,” Dante chuckled. “She’s been obsessed with
honeymoon resorts lately, and Tristan told her your place
looked like one.”

Alpha grunted. “It’s not a fucking honeymoon resort.”

It kind of was. Not that there was a lot of honeymoon part
happening. Mooning, yes. Honeymooning, no.

Tempest blabbered some nonsense in baby talk and Dante
blew her kisses before coming back to the line, the grin in his
voice evident. “That was my polite way of telling you she
won’t let Tristan come on his own this time. I’ll also bring”—
Dante spoke in a baby voice, clearly to his daughter, and
Zephyr melted—“my adorable little princess. I have separation
anxiety these days. That means my baby mama”—Dante
yelled in the distance, clearly to Amara—“my wife will also
be coming with us.”

“You’re whipped,” Alpha huffed a laugh.

“Happily too,” Dante agreed, no shame in his voice
whatsoever. “So two couples, two kids, and five security guys.
We’ll land Friday afternoon.”

“I’ll arrange the pickup,” Alpha confirmed.

“Okay. Give my love to Zephyr.” And now he was blowing
raspberries.

Alpha looked at her. “I’ll give her your greeting.”



“I said, my love.”

“Fuck off.”

Her husband hung up with Dante chuckling.

Zephyr grinned, climbing into bed and adjusting the netting
as Alpha turned the remote-controlled lights off.

He was still on the edge, his face a dark cloud of
apprehension, his mind preoccupied with too many things he
did and did not remember.

She climbed on top of him.

She had felt herself open up to him again, bit by bit, her
reservations going down with everything he’d been dealing
with over the days, and still reassuring her that she wasn’t
going anywhere. She didn’t want to. And she wanted it to be
one less thing he worried about. Since she’d come back, things
between them had evolved. With him knowing the truth about
their past, even limited as it was, and her accepting and
becoming completely okay with the fact that he would never
remember it, things had become better. Though he tried to pry
and ask about their brief but powerful relationship from a
decade ago, Zephyr made him understand that maybe it was
best left behind, especially since his mind had deliberately
forgotten certain things, most probably due to trauma. She’d
told him to trust her on that, and though he had trust issues,
she could feel him trying to let it go.

She brushed his hair away from his face, straddling him,
taking the eye patch off, exposing the scarred tissue



underneath. She loved that he let her see him like that, at what
he felt was his ugliest. Idiot man. His ugly was her beautiful.

As she did each night, she pressed little kisses on his scar,
starting from his hairline, going over his eye, down his cheek,
to the corner of his mouth. Usually, he turned and took over
her lips at the point, but Zephyr had had enough of him trying
to keep their lovemaking contained. She wanted him, as he
was, brutal and raw, and she would have him.

Bypassing his lips, she lowered herself, following the scar
with her lips, going down the side of his neck, lower, over his
muscular, sparsely-haired chest, right to the end where
someone had twisted the knife in his side. She kissed it, giving
it all the love and attention it deserved, wishing she could’ve
been with him when he’d had to heal. Her tongue flicked over
his nipple and she heard his breath catch, his boxer shorts
tenting slightly.

Smiling, Zephyr went lower, following the line of his abs,
muscles he’d worked his body into acquiring over the years,
both with fighting and training. She licked down the line,
making sure her hair trailed over his torso with her motion,
adding sensation for him. His hand wrapped it once in a loose
fit, not stopping her but letting her know he could.

She felt his hard length against her boobs, and shook them,
letting him feel them move around his cock.

“Fuck,” he grit out, his hand tightening a bit around her hair,
and she smiled, repeating the action. Her hands pulled his
shorts down, her tongue trailing down his prominent oblique,



down where he jutted up, long and thick and hard, a vein
prominent on the underside.

Zephyr squeezed him between her ample breasts, knowing
he loved the visual, and his hips moved automatically, sliding
in the space she’d created. On one of his upward movements,
she kissed his head, letting her boobs go, and gave the vein on
his shaft a long lick, her mouth salivating to taste him as his
other hand came to her hair, flexing as he let her set the pace.

She took a hold of him, taking the head into her mouth,
licking the slit where he was already dripping, tasting his
essence for the first time. And then she took him down her
throat.

He groaned, and she looked up, seeing his neck cording as
his head dug into the pillow.

It was a heady sensation, seeing this beast of a man come
undone by her lips.

She closed her eyes and began giving him the blowjob of
his life, adding hands to the up and down motion, alternating
between twisting and swallowing, sucking and licking, giving
him the most sensation she could, driven on by his hands in
her hair or the rumbling noises leaving his throat.

One of his hands left her scalp, and she opened her eyes,
watching him as he touched her ass, his fingers finding her
folds where she was already wet. She’d wondered what it had
been about giving head that aroused her so much, was it the
feeling of power or a simple biological response, mental or
physical? Zen had told her there was a nerve that went straight



from the roof of a woman’s mouth to her vagina, and maybe it
was just extra sensitive in her case because giving her husband
a blow job had her clenching.

Suddenly, he pulled her with the strength of a single arm,
and before she could blink, she was straddling his face, his
cock in her mouth, his hands spreading her over him.

It was hot.

She’d never 69d before.

He tugged her down over his skilled mouth, his facial hair
rubbing the insides of her thigh in the most delicious friction,
his tongue slurping over her with a loud, obscene noise that
made her moan around him. It was odd but incredible, feeling
him do something to her, reacting to it, and feeling him react
to that by doing something else, like an endless loop of
sensation, ending where she began and ending where he did. A
sexual yin and yang.

He spread her cheeks, his thumb stroking her rosebud as he
ate her out, making her clench hard around him.

“Has anyone been here before?” he asked into her thigh,
biting the inside of it as she pulled up for air.

“No,” she panted.

He went back to devouring her, fucking her with his tongue
and rubbing her clit alternatively, making her mewl and moan
around his cock, the vibrations of her throat pushing his
arousal higher.



She didn’t know how long it went on, how long they stayed
like that, connected by their body and minds, reacting to the
other’s responses, stimulating and being stimulated
simultaneously. But after a while, he pushed his thumb in her
ass while sucking on her clit, and she came, feeling full and
invaded and owned, the sensation strange and taboo, her nerve
endings on fire all over her body. She pulled her head away
from his flesh, screaming at her orgasm, her nails digging into
his solid thigh muscles, her own muscles jerking and
squeezing around his head as she slowly came down from the
high.

He pulled away, giving her butt a smack, making her yelp.

“Turn around,” he instructed her, and Zephyr, boneless,
somehow managed to turn and face him. He pulled her legs on
each side of his hip, giving her an intense stare. “Take me in.”

Her heart began to pound again, realizing that for the first
time, he would let her be face-to-face with him. Before, it had
all been from the back, all without truly connecting as
intimately as this. He was letting her in.

Silently, she angled him and slid down, feeling the stretch in
her pussy, panting as she went down inch by inch. She’d
forgotten how huge he’d felt inside her, how he split her open
by the time he bottomed out.

“Jesus,” he cursed, his hands gripping her hips, her head
falling back as the pleasurable burn ensconced her again.
Finally, he was completely in, pushing so deep she felt his
pulsing match in her chest.



“Rainbow,” he called, and she looked down, locking gazes
with his again, seeing the expanse of him laid out before her,
scars and muscle and tattoos and man, all hers.

“Ride me.”

She placed her hands on his chest and complied, rotating her
hips experimentally to see how it felt, grinding her clit on him.

So good.

She bit her lips, feeling sexy, feeling horny, feeling like a
goddess as she rode him slowly, gradually increasing pace,
trying different movements, understanding which brought
them the most pleasure. He held her breasts, tugged her
nipples, played with them. Slapped them, pulled them, twisted
them, each action making her cry out and clench like a vise
around him. After a point, when she got tired, he twisted
positions and put her legs over his shoulders, never once
separating, stretching her hamstrings until she felt taut but the
angle making her see stars.

She came again.

He got her on hands and knees, pulling her hair back and
hammering into her, his pace increasing, his stamina
consistent, and she realized he’d never unleashed the full force
of it on her.

“Harder,” she pleaded as she did before, and this time, he
answered. “I’ll hurt you.”

“You won’t,” she argued, turning her neck to see him. “I’m
not fragile. Now fuck me like you mean it.”



He tugged her head back, almost tilting it upside down, and
kissed her, his hips picking up the pace just mildly. It wouldn’t
do.

“Think of me moving on,” she deliberately used the term he
hated. “Look at me now, on my hands and knees for you,
exactly how you love it, and take me. Take me like I’m yours.”

“You are mine,” he growled, biting the side of her neck in a
move that made her grapple for the sheets.

“Then show me. I don’t feel it.”

He snapped.

He pushed her down into the bed, completely immobilizing
her, and leaned into her ear. “Don’t hate me tomorrow when
you’re too sore to sit.”

And Zephyr realized the extent to which he’d been holding
himself back.

She couldn’t move, she couldn’t react, she couldn’t do a
thing except lie there with her hips in the air and take it, the
force of his thrusts making the bed creak, the power behind
each snap making her fist the sheets, the angle of each hit
making her delirious as the edge of discomfort spiraled with
pleasure that made her teeth chatter and body shake and mind
blank. She was nothing but sensation, hanging on as he rode
her, hard enough that she didn’t even recognize the sounds she
made anymore.

She came again. And again. And again. Endlessly, her body
jerking and blacks expanding behind her lids, her mind going



completely numb to anything but the reactions in her body, her
heart thundering inside her chest, her lust frantic, her love
infinite, her life his.

She probably passed out, because the next few minutes were
blank. She came to lying on her stomach, him at her side, his
chest heaving as he looked at her with that singular golden
gaze, his fingers pushing his seed back inside her body.

Damn.

“Don’t leave me again, rainbow,” he spoke quietly in the
space between them. “I don’t know if I’ll ever remember
anything. I don’t know if what I feel is love. I don’t know
what the future holds. But I know I want you by my side. I
know I don’t want to forget you now.”

Zephyr melted, her heart softening. She pressed a soft kiss
to his lips. “I’m not going anywhere, handsome. I’ve loved
you as a boy and I love you as a beast. All of you has always
been loved by me.”

They shared the air for a long moment. “Remember when I
told you my heart was a dead scar tissue?”

“Hmm.”

“I feel it pumping again with you. My lifeblood. My little
rainbow.”

And he was hers. With his words warming her to the bone,
Zephyr slept with her husband by her side.



Chapter 28

Zephyr

THREE DAYS LATER AND she was still sore.

And her husband? He was pleased.

She frequently caught a self-satisfied look on his face, and
now that his fear of breaking her had been passed over, she
had to shove him away to let her pussy heal. With his stamina,
he’d done a number on her.

She walked out to the deck, wincing slightly at the soreness,
feeling exactly where and how deep and how hard he’d been
with each step. The dogs—all except Baron who she was
convinced just hated her—followed on her heels, trying to
sniff her extra since the night, possibly because they smelled
Alpha all over her.

Or maybe because she was nervous.

She was nervous because Dante and party were on their way
from the airport and she wanted to give them a good
impression unlike last time when she’d been lost and adrift.
She was also extra nervous because her husband was going



into the death ring to fight that evening, and even though he
was cool and collected and completely relaxed about it, she
wasn’t. She was terrified that he would die or get severely hurt
and she didn’t want either of those options. Fuck reputations,
her husband was more important. But he was also the leader in
a pit full of snakes, and sending the right message was
important not just for his reputation but for the safety of
everyone associated with him. If there was one things she’d
learned about this world from observation, it was that
weaknesses were sniffed out and exploited until there weren’t
any left. And she hated that but it was what it was and she had
to make peace with it too.

She was also nervous because the serial killer who’d been
framing Alpha had been silent since the Shadow Man meeting,
and her husband believed it was the calm before a storm. Her
gut agreed, and that made her nervous, nervous enough to
consider bringing her family on the compound for safety even
though they’d hate it. Well, except Zen. Her sister had fallen in
love with the place. Maybe she could talk to Alpha and have
her move into the guesthouse.

Later.

Pasting a smile on her face, she ignored the twinge and
looked down at the stairs where the weekend guests were
climbing up. After living at the compound for months, the
vista and the forest had become home to her, and watching her
guests faces and the awe on them, she was reminded of her
first day climbing those very steps.



Hector led the group, after being back from whatever
mission Alpha had sent him on, and she was glad. She’d
missed him and his brand of humor, especially the ease with
which he pulled Alpha’s leg.

Speaking of, her husband stepped beside her, his hands
coming to her hips in a move that was pure proprietary, and
waited to greet them.

Dante, as handsome and suave as she remembered, stepped
on the deck with a smile, little Tempest who wasn’t so little
anymore in his arms, dressed in a bright yellow jumpsuit that
was absolutely adorable, little yellow bow on her head.

“Thanks for having us, brother,” Dante nodded at Alpha,
and pressed a platonic but affectionate kiss of greeting to her
cheek. “Beautiful as always, Zephyr.”

Oh, he was a charmer to boot but damn if he didn’t make a
woman feel good.

His wife Amara, the goddess of a woman Zephyr still didn’t
know could exist, greeted both Alpha and her with a warm,
sweet-scented hug. “Thank you so much for having us. We
needed the break. Your home is stunning,” she complimented
in a raspy voice, and Zephyr felt pride fill her. It was such a
contrast to the last time she’d met her, when she’d been unsure
about her marriage and an unknown for Alpha, insecure in
both herself and their relationship. Standing there, she realized
she had changed too, become more certain of herself and her
relationship, her insecurities still present but taking more of a



backseat with the reassurance of her love. God, she loved him,
this him. Not just for who he was now but who he let her be.

She liked this version of herself, the woman who could be
strong, be vulnerable, love openly and lust shamelessly, and
know it was all okay, that she wouldn’t be judged for it, or
would never be told she had to change certain aspects to
conform better in his life.

She loved that.

“Of course,” she answered Amara. “We’re family. You’re
always welcome here.”

Amara gave her hands a squeeze and Zephyr saw a scar on
her wrist. But she didn’t say anything, turning to the other
couple in the back, one she’d seen at the wedding but hadn’t
been introduced to. The intense man and the spectacled
woman, and with them the young boy who’d talked to her at
the wedding, the boy who was currently kneeling and petting
the dogs.

“Oh hey!” she waved at him. “You remember me, right?”

The boy didn’t look up, just scratched Bear. “You cry a lot.
Yes.”

“Xander!” the spectacled woman admonished, giving her a
slightly embarrassed smile. “Hi. Sorry. That’s Xander. I’m
Morana. This big guy is Tristan.”

Tristan gave her a man nod but kept his distance, aloof.
Yikes. There was no warmth to the man. She would’ve
thought him a robot except for the way he looked at Morana



and checked Xander with his eyes, occasionally looking over
at Tempest and Amara. Interesting.

“Let’s get you settled,” she clapped her hands and led them
all inside, giving them a tour of the place, guiding a few of
their guys to set up their stuff in the guest house. Nala and
some of her helpers worked in the kitchen to prepare
everything for them, Leah coming over to help with the kids,
which was useless because Tempest didn’t want to leave her
father’s arms and Xander had found himself a comfortable
spot on the rugs with the dogs.

It felt different from the time her parents had come for
dinner. This time, she felt like the woman of the house, like an
equal hostess rather than a daughter trying to prove everything
was perfect. They sat and talked casually, keeping it light
mostly because the kids were awake and members of the staff
were around. Out of the couples, she realized Morana and she
were the talkers, although the other woman was a genius and
she was not. Amara piped in but listened, maybe owing to her
profession as a therapist, which Zephyr though was really
cool. It made her wonder though what her contribution to the
group was. She was a hairstylist, and she loved her job, but in
present company, it reminded her of the questions she’d had
when she’d met the ladies at the club, about what she could do
for them.

Tristan and Alpha were the quietest of the bunch, Dante the
most easy-going, Alpha talking when he had to, and Tristan
not talking at all. But he did sit with his arm around Morana,



his fingers touching her neck and the romantic in her slightly
swooned at that.

Soon, Alpha left to warm up before the fight with Hector.
Leah took over babysitting duties, and the rest of them got into
a Rover, Victor driving them to the arena where The Finisher
would fight.

***

The crowd was much larger than the last time she’d been
there. Zephyr sat in the exact same seat she’d been in, Morana
on one side, Amara on the other, their respective partners
covering their corners, Victor and one of Dante’s guys behind
them, giving them all the cover.

More men in suits and women in dresses sat in the upper
sections of the arena, getting a bird’s eye view of the ring in
the center. Other rowdier crowd stood all around the huge
warehouse, behind a single row of chairs on each side just a
few feet from the fighting ring. People were betting, scores
were being kept, both the classy and the ugly in the
underworld gracing the fight.

Zephyr sat with her heart in her throat as the announcer
jumped up, clapping his hands for silence.

“What a fantastic tournament it has been, ladies and
gentleman,” his voice boomed again. “We’re at the final fight,
and oh, what a fight it will be.”



She didn’t know how, but she needed Alpha to make it out.

“Ladies and gentleman, he trains the best fighters in his
homeland, his name instills fear in the ring, please welcome
our Russian killing machine, The Ravager!”

A cheer went up in the crowd as the man with the icy hair
and icy eyes walked from what must’ve been the locker room
to the ring, not giving the crowd a look, just jumping in the
fighting ring.

“He looks scary,” Morana whispered from her side, and
Zephyr nodded, remembering when he’d dropped the boy in
five seconds.

“And now,” the announcer yelled. “From the host city, the
legend who doesn’t start a fight he cannot finish, the one-eyed
beast, The Finisher!”

Another roar went through the crowd, the noise so loud
Zephyr felt it reverberating through her body. She looked to
the side to see her husband, no, The Finisher, walk out in his
black fighter’s shorts out of the same locker room, wrapping
his tape around his hands, going straight to the ring, jumping
up beside the Ravager.

Alpha turned his head and looked at her, just to make sure
she was there, and turned back.

“How the hell is he going to fight with one eye?” Amara
whispered from her other side.

Zephyr didn’t know, even though she’d seen him training
and fighting and killing. She didn’t know but she prayed he



did.

The men exchanged a look, tapping their fists.

The announcer dropped down and rang the bell.

The fight began.

Zephyr gripped the arms of her chair, not daring to blink,
not daring to breathe as The Ravager got behind Alpha, her
husband immediately pivoting and coming at him from the
side, to which The Ravager ducked and moved away, both
men circling each other.

A hush fell over the crowd as they studied each other,
adrenaline filling her veins as she rooted for the man she loved
to come out the victor, no matter what the cost.

“He needs to go from the right,” Dante muttered under his
breath, leaning forward in his seat and observing the fight as
closely as he could.

“He’s blind on the right,” Tristan commented to Dante from
the other side. “It’d make him weak.”

The commentary on technique kept on, as did the fight,
much longer than any of the previous ones had lasted.

Zephyr looked at the announcer to see him looking agitated,
realizing the fight had gone on for over ten minutes, with both
men just fighting and ducking and dancing around each other.

“What is he doing?” she mused out loud and felt Amara
give her leg a squeeze.

Suddenly, the sounds of fireworks penetrated the air.



A collective gasp went up in the warehouse. People began
screaming, and Zephyr looked around in confusion, her heart
threatening to bust out of her chest as Dante covered Amara
and Tristan covered Morana, pushing them both to the floor.
She saw Alpha looking at one corner of the warehouse before
jumping over the ring, abandoning the fight to come to her. He
picked her up in his arms, on the move toward the locker
room.

“Find the shooter,” he ordered Victor, who was already
running to the other side of the warehouse.

Dante and Tristan followed them to the back exit, the
Ravager surprisingly opening the door to let them out near the
back of the parking lot, now filled with people running away.

“I owe you, Adrik,” Alpha nodded to the Ravager, who
gave a solemn nod in return.

“What just happened?” Zephyr asked, still shaken from the
adrenaline pumping through her blood. Had she just been at a
shooting? An actual shooting? One that sounded like
fireworks?

“It was a shooting.” Alpha’s grim tone confirmed.

They reached the vehicle and put her down, looking back at
the warehouse.

“Did anyone get hurt?” Amara asked, checking everyone.

“I think someone died inside,” Morana surmised, slumping
against the car. “Behind me. The bullet was close. But were
they the target or were we?”



Tristan pulled her into his body.

Zephyr leaned against Alpha, trying to wrap her mind
around the shooting, the shooting at an underground death
fight where someone might have died. His arm came around
her, holding her close as they all watched and waited in the
aftermath.

After a few minutes, Victor came out with his brother and
Dante’s man, a gun in his hand.

“Found this at the back, boss.”

Alpha took the gun in his right hand, checking it out. “This
model isn’t made here.”

Morana opened her phone, furiously typing on the screen.
“It was manufactured in Svoski. There’s no name of
registration or license number.”

That was fast.

Hector looked at Alpha, a silent conversation happening
between the two.

“Victor, take the girls home,” he told the younger man.

Dante gave his man a nod to go with them, and gave Amara
a kiss.

Tristan pulled Morana by the neck and they had a silent
conversation as well.

Alpha turned Zephyr’s face up by her chin, giving her a
hard kiss. “Be good, rainbow.”



“Whatever you say, sexy,” she whispered, even though her
voice shook, her mind processing the rapidness with which the
night had gone to shit.

***

Zephyr did what she always did when something eventful
happened to her—she called her sister.

After returning home with Morana and Amara, both women
going to the guest house to freshen up before joining her,
Zephyr decided to take the time alone to tell her sister about
the shooting, her only company Bear, the other two dogs
missing somewhere in the house.

“Are you okay?” Zen exclaimed in her ear. “Wait, I need to
see you. Switch to video right now.”

Zephyr shook her head and switched, showing her sister
herself on the camera. “I’m perfectly fine. See?”

“Oh god, Zee,” Zen groaned. “Mentally? Are you okay?”

Zephyr told her sister honestly that she didn’t know. She
was still processing it, and it was probably going to take a
while before she accepted that. It also made her realize given
her reaction how much of an outsider she was to this world.
None of the others had reacted to the shooting in a surprising
way, which made her understand that they’d obviously had
previous experience dealing with similar violence. She’d had
none of it, and she didn’t know if it was good or bad. It just



was, and she had to learn if she wanted to stay a part of
Alpha’s world, which she definitely did.

“Please tell me you have some wine,” Morana entered from
the back deck with Amara, both dressed in pajamas, Morana in
a t-shirt and shorts, Amara in a silky robe. Zephyr had simply
stolen one of Alpha’s t-shirts and put them on with leggings
that she’d take off once they went to bed.

Still on the call, Zephyr pointed to the wine cabinet and
turned the phone, introducing the girls to each other. Morana
waved at Zen, Amara smiled, and they chat for a few minutes
before she disconnected, promising to call again. Wine glasses
in hand, all three of them went to the sunken living room with
the interior garden, sitting around on different couches, Bear
slumping down drowsily at Zephyr’s feet.

“He’s like my cat, Lulu,” Amara pointed with a delicate
finger to the canine at her feet.

“Lulu is adorable,” Morana gushed. “I’ve been trying to
convince Tristan to get a cat.”

“And failing,” Amara laughed.

Zephyr couldn’t help but grin. “What about a dog? I didn’t
ever want one and now I have three of them. I can’t imagine
life without them now, even the one I’m sure hates me.”

Morana sighed. “A dog seems more plausible, honestly. I’m
sure Tristan noticed the way Xander responded to your dogs.
He doesn’t respond outwardly to stuff easily so we’ll talk to
his therapist about it.”



Zephyr didn’t ask but the question must have been on her
face.

“He’s high-functioning autistic,” Morana clarified. “We had
him tested recently and the counselor suggested getting an
emotional support pet. Xander hasn’t really shown any
outward interest in Lulu, not like he showed your dogs, though
he’s met her enough times.”

Wow.

“Is he yours?” Zephyr asked. Morana looked too young to
be a mother to a child his age.

“No, but we might adopt him soon.”

Over the next hour, the girls brought her up to speed with
their lives and their loves, grilled her about how she, a
personality completely in contrast to Alpha, became his wife.
While Zephyr had never had any dearth of friends or female
companionship, not with her best friend being her sister, she
got the feeling the two women hadn’t been as lucky, so she
tried to bond with them and let them know that she was there
if they needed another friend.

The guys returned soon after, crashing down beside them,
something dark hanging over their heads.

“Did you find anything?” Zephyr asked, curious and
needing to know if they had found any answers. She snuggled
into Alpha’s side, letting his familiar weight settle around her
and his familiar scent comfort her.



Dante shook his head in answer. “No. But now that we can
talk in privacy,” he turned to Zephyr. “Do you remember
anything about your encounter with the Shadow Man at my
wedding?”

Zephyr bit her lip, trying to recall. “He was tall, wore a
black sweatshirt, kept his face out of my line of sight.”

Morana nodded. “Sounds like my airport man.”

“Not yours,” Tristan corrected from her side, and she rolled
her eyes behind her glasses. “We need to figure out what he’s
doing. First, he contacts me about the missing girls and then
he’s at your wedding sending cryptic messages and then he’s
meeting Alpha about serial murders? What’s his agenda?”

Zephyr wished she could help. And in a way, maybe she
could. Maybe her outside perspective could glean a new light.

“What if…” she hesitated, felt Alpha give her a squeeze,
and began again. “What if you guys are too close to it to see
the bigger picture? What is the one thing that connects all of
you? Forget familial connections. Why would a girl from
Shadow Port work with a man from Tenebrae? Why did the
king of Outfit come to the king of the south? What is the
underlying thread here?”

Dante tilted his head to the side, his eyes going to Tristan
before settling on Alpha. “The Syndicate?”

Zephyr encouraged. “That’s as good a start as any. Maybe
the Shadow Man is helping you because he’s got beef with the
organization too.”



“But how the hell does he know what he does?” Dante
shook his head, frustration evident on his face.

“Could he be a part of The Syndicate?” Morana mused out
loud, tapping her phone on her thigh. “They’re giant, which
obviously means they have resources. It could make sense.”

“Then why lead us to them?” Amara asked, her husky voice
quiet. “If secrecy is their thing, and it’s his thing, why leave
breadcrumbs for us?”

There was silence for a beat as they all considered the
questions.

“Did you find anything about my sister?” Tristan spoke for
the first time, and Zephyr realized he had a nice voice, though
quite intense.

Her own intense grump replied, “We tracked down the girls
in the shipment, all but three.”

“Were you able to track me?” Morana asked, and Zephyr
felt her eyes widen. She’d been a missing girl?

She felt Alpha tense beside her. “No. That makes it two
missing girls.”

“What happened to the rest?” Amara locked her fingers with
Dante’s, her green eyes on Alpha.

“Most died,” her husband answered, remorse in his deep
voice.

Zephyr watched Morana put her hand on Tristan’s thigh as
he looked away, the muscles in his neck working.



After another beat of silence, Dante spoke up. “One of my
guys who’s been undercover in the organization for months, he
found something.”

Alpha listened intently and Zephyr sipped her wine,
invested.

“The last contact Vin had with me a few months ago, he
mentioned the handlers give the kids numbers for identity.
They also keep track of the kids in the organization as long as
they are alive. He found a file for one of the girls in the batch
from Tenebrae twenty years ago leading to Los Fortis.” Dante
paused. “5057. The file had a seal on it. He opened it and
found that someone had bought her and the transaction was to
take place next week. If we can find when and where in the
city—”

“We can find a girl,” Alpha completed, looking toward
Tristan.

It went unsaid that if they found a girl, chances of her being
his sister were high. They sat in silence, with endless
questions, elusive answers, a small, tentative hope that maybe,
there would be dawn to the night.



Chapter 29

Zephyr

SOMETHING BAD WAS GOING to happen.

Zephyr woke up the next morning with the feeling, and the
lead weight sat heavy in her stomach. She didn’t know if it
was an aftermath of the shooting, or because of all the talk of
gloom and death over the night with everyone, or a response to
the dark, heavy clouds that had taken over the skies.

She didn’t know, and since she wasn’t someone who got
ugly feelings like this frequently, she didn’t know what to do
with it.

“Don’t go to SLF if it’s bugging you,” Alpha suggested
while trimming his beard in a towel as she stood to his side,
brushing her teeth while wearing his t-shirt, their domesticity
as its peak.

“I always go,” she talked over the brush in her mouth, the
toothpaste messing her words, the amusement in his eye
contrary to the heaviness in hers.



He put his trimmer down on the counter and stepped behind
her, standing a head taller in the reflection. He put his hands
on her waist and leaned down to the spot at the juncture of her
neck and shoulder blade. “Or you can stay, and we can spend
the day in bed. How does that sound, hmm?”

Zephyr spit and rinsed her mouth, before locking eyes with
his reflection. “Sore. My vajajay needs time to adapt to your
beast mode.” One side of his lip twitched. “Besides, Zen
would want to see me after I told her about the shooting.
Which reminds me, I was thinking if I could talk to her about
moving here… in the guest house if that’s okay with you?”

Alpha shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind. She’s a good kid.”

That went smoother than she’d expected. She was half
ready to bribe him.

They took a shower together and went down to meet the
guests, Nala and Leah getting the breakfast ready. Between all
the guests and kids and dogs and staff, it was a madhouse of
sounds and scents and just senses.

And even in the midst of all the joviality, the lead in her
stomach remained.

***

Morana wanted to see the city, Amara wanted to relax in the
pool. In the end, they decided that Morana would accompany
Zephyr to SLF while she volunteered and met her sister, and
then she’d take her on a tour of the city.



The two of them gave their men kisses and left with Victor
driving them. Zephyr pointed out different tourist attractions to
Morana on the way, enjoying showing her lively hometown to
someone who didn’t live here. On the edge of the rainforest,
with a river going around it, Los Fortis was a bustling hub of
culture, people, and food, a thriving business center with over
five million residents and counting, a mix of tropical paradise
and corporate skyscrapers. It was also an underbelly of dark
industries she’d not known about before she stepped into
Alpha’s world, now her world too.

They exited at the SLF building, and Zephyr explained to
Morana how things worked at the organization and what the
non-profit did, introducing her to different people as they
made their way to the back where Zen usually was. Weekends
usually have heavier foot traffic with volunteers and staff
coming in, making the building a loud space.

Zen was in the corner office surrounded by paperwork that
she handled. Her sister looked up as she entered. “Oh, Zee,”
she came to give her a tight hug, looking her all over. “Are you
okay?” She was still worried about the shooting and its effect
on her.

“I’m trying not to think about it,” she told her sister
honestly, turning to properly introduce her to the other woman.
“Zen, you remember Morana. She wanted to see the city so we
came out.”

Silence from Morana made Zephyr turn to find her at her
side, her head tilted to the side, scrutinizing Zen.



Her sister frowned, exchanging a look with Zephyr. “Is
everything okay?”

Morana seemed to shake herself out of a stupor. “Yes, of
course. I apologize! I just get lost in my head sometimes.”

Zen chuckled. “That is Zee’s favorite habit. Come, I’ll show
you around. Zee, there’s a sixteen-year-old wanting a
makeover in the common room.”

As the girls departed on the tour, Zephyr went to the
common room and met the girl, chatting with her as she gave
her a makeover, her eyes going to Morana to find her and Zen
looking at the laptop, talking, chuckling, talking again. A
sense of foreboding sat like an unwanted rock in her stomach.

Zephyr rarely got such gut feelings, but as she stood there,
the feeling crawled over her skin like scorpions, stinging in
their wake. The clouds rolled heavily in the sky outside the
window, matching her insides, heavy and full and about to
burst.

Somehow, the day passed, and her anxiety got worse with
each passing hour, to the point she decided not to take Morana
on a tour at all but simply return home and ride it out.

“You’ve been a bit off today,” Zen mentioned as the three
women walked out of the building. “Is it because of the
shooting?”

Zephyr shook her head, looking around to see where Victor
had parked the car. “I don’t know. It’s just… something feels
off.”



Morana pushed her glasses up her nose. “You should trust
your gut, you know. If there’s one thing the last few months
have taught me, it’s definitely that.”

That was all great but where the hell was Victor? It was
getting late, the night was setting in, and she just knew she had
to get back home.

Zephyr looked around, trying to understand why her
bodyguard who never strayed from his location was not in his
usual spot.

Suddenly, a dark van with tinted windows came screeching
into the parking lot.

Zephyr froze as the doors opened and four men with
balaclavas on their faces got out, heading straight for them.

“Run, Zee!”

The shout spurred her into motion. She saw Morana and
Zen running back toward the building and she sprinted after
them, her heart beating out of her chest as the men chased. She
had no idea who they were but the entire setup, hell the entire
day didn’t bode well.

Gunshots rang out, and she saw Morana fall, screaming as
she held her shoulder, blood tinting the white of her top.

Zephyr stopped, kneeling down to help her up while
Morana yelled in pain. “Go. Go, get help!”

Before Zephyr could get up, two iron arms grabbed her. A
dark cloth covered her face and she was bound and carried to



the van, her last sight of one of the men chasing her sister,
leaving Morana on the cemented parking lot.

Fear, true unadulterated fear, consumed her. She didn’t
know who these guys were, but they pushed her into the van
along. Another body collided with her, Zen’s lavender body
mist giving it away.

“Zen?” she asked, needing to be sure she was okay.

Zen’s response came from her side, muffled by some cloth.
She’d been gagged.

Zephyr tried to struggle against her bindings, trying to get
out, all in vain. The zip ties dug into her wrists, cutting her
circulation off.

The doors to the van shut and then it was in motion. They
were taking her and Zen? And Morana was being left behind?
She was shot! She needed help before she bled out. God, she
hoped she got help for herself and called for rescue for them.

“Where are you taking us? Who are you?” The fact that she
couldn’t see a thing scared her even more.

Her demands went unanswered.

She didn’t know how long they were in transit for, but she
heard Zen stop struggling to get free. She stayed silent,
knowing the kidnappers were there listening. She had to try to
figure some way out of this mess. Soon, the vehicles stopped
and someone picked her up. She felt someone pick up her
sister as well. The one carrying her put her in a chair, retying
her wrists to the arms of the wood with the zipcuffs.



The cover was removed from her face, and she blinked,
trying to focus on the sudden sight before her. Zen was
similarly strapped to a chair in front of her, quiet but awake,
looking around, thankfully uninjured and unhurt, just shaken
up. Zephyr couldn’t get the sight of Morana from her head,
blood spreading down her arm from her shoulder, her white
top completely red. God, she’d lost a lot of blood, and if the
bleeding didn’t stop before someone got to her…

No.

Focus here, Zee.

She looked around, trying to gauge their location. It looked
like a small wooden shack, old and unused. The sound of
water nearby alerted her of their closeness to either the river or
a waterfall. The men who’d abducted them left the shack,
leaving the two sisters alone.

What the hell was this abduction for? Was it The Syndicate?
The killer? Someone else? Did they want her or Alpha? Had
Morana’s gunshot been an accident or was she the target? She
didn’t know but she knew they had to get out somehow.

“No,” Zen’s broken whisper brought her eyes up to see her
sister looking behind her, horror on her face.

Zephyr tried to turn to see what it was, but the chair held her
in place.

She heard footsteps behind her, a man’s footsteps, and her
heart began to thunder as she waited to see who it was.



His bald head gleaming in the light from the bulb, he came
into the view, smiling at her, a knife in his hand. “Yo, Zee.”

Hector. Alpha’s most trusted man. It was him.

Looking at the sinister smile on his face, seeing his true
form, Zephyr knew he was the killer they’re been looking for,
he was the man who had tortured and blinded her husband.
Hector.



Chapter 30

Zephyr

HECTOR HAD TO HAVE gone off the deep end.

There was nothing that explained what she was seeing,
nothing that made sense of the man she’d become friends with
to the monster in front of her.

Zen sat still in the chair in front of her, her eyes sharp on
Hector as he walked around them, the only thing giving away
her anxiety being her loud breathing.

Zephyr tried to keep hers calm, knowing it would only make
her sister more anxious if she panicked.

“What the hell are you doing, Hector?” Zephyr asked, as
calmly as she could. They needed to get out, get help. She
didn’t know where Victor was, or if he too was involved in
whatever had happened, or if help was on the way. God, could
she trust anyone of her people?

“This isn’t personal, Zephyr,” Hector gave her a small
smile, the same he’d always given her, his bald head gleaming
menacingly under the harsh overhead light. “It’s just a deal.”



“What deal?” she demanded. What the hell was going on?

Hector circled them again, coming to stand beside Zen. He
took his knife out, running the blade over his thumb. “No one
escapes The Syndicate. But you did, didn’t you, 5507?”

5507? What the hell?

She saw Zen’s breath catch, her eyes flying to Hector with
true fear. It reminded her of when she’d had panic attacks as a
kid.

“Zen,” she called to her sister. “Breathe, Zenny. I’m right
here.” She wished she could get out of her bonds and go to
her, take her hand and tell her it’d all be okay.

Hector continued circling them. “Your luck must have been
golden. You ran away, straight to the cops, and got adopted by
a normal family. You got a new name. All traces of 5507
erased from existence. Did you know what your real name
was?”

Zen swallowed visibly.

“Morana Vitalio.”

Morana?

Wait, Morana had been one of the missing girls. Did that
mean her sister had been one of them and they’d been
exchanged?

What the hell?

Zephyr watched the scene in shock, pieces falling together.



She’d never given much thought to her sister’s past, or ever
wondered where she came from. As a child, she’d just
believed her sister was found by her parents, and that had been
it. Even growing up, knowing her past sometimes affected
Zen, she’d always thought she’d been orphaned by an
accident. This was much, much gruesome than anything she
could’ve imagined. And she knew listening to all of it must’ve
been so much harder on Zen.

“How do you know this?” Zen whispered, her voice
shaking, her dark eyes wide and terrified.

“Do you remember, Zenny?” Hector mocked. “You
remember how you left behind your friend? Ever gave a
second thought to what became of her life while you lay warm
in your bed? Oh, she’s quite in demand now.”

Zephyr saw her sister trembling, and her protective instinct
rose to the fore. She remembered when Zen had been a kid,
scared like she was now, and Zephyr had always fought her
demons.

“Get away from her,” she told Hector, drawing his attention
back to herself. “I’m not a killer, Hector, but you better hope I
don’t get out of these ties. I will murder you.”

Hector laughed, like it was the most hilarious thing he’d
heard. “Zephyr, you were always fiery. As I said, it’s nothing
personal.”

He turned back to Zen. “So, where were we? Yes. You
escaped, and it was all good. The Syndicate didn’t care about
one little girl running away.”



“Then why now?” Zen asked, despite the visible tremor in
her body.

“Because you got on the radar, sweetheart,” Hector touched
her sister’s cheek, and she flinched. “You should’ve laid low,
but with your bleeding heart at SLF, seeing how pretty you’d
become, they wanted you back. One of them, in particular,
wants you bad before he puts you to work.”

Oh hell, no.

Zephyr struggled against her zip cuffs, trying futilely to
escape.

“My deal was simple,” Hector continued. “I deliver you to
them, they help me take down Alpha.”

Zephyr stilled, her mind reeling. “Alpha? You’re his
friend!”

“And his second,” Hector nodded. “We were born on the
same streets, to the same life. He got everything, and I got the
second. No,” his voice changed, the ugly on his face coming
out. “I want this city, I want the power. And the only way to
take it? Get him out. And the only way to take him out? By
people more powerful than he is. The Syndicate went through
me so many times, it was easy to make a deal.”

“And the murders?” Zenith asked, her eyes on the knife in
his hand.

Hector chuckled. “Just for fun. There is nothing better than
seeing the hope strangle in their eyes. Fucking whores,



thinking they’re better than this life we’re born into. They’re
not.”

Another circle.

“I went to them with Alpha’s name, telling them he would
help them out since they wanted to leave, and like faithful
idiots they followed me, trusting his name and his word.”

He circled them again.

“I took them to an alley, held them down, raped them. Told
them it was the price for freedom, and oh, they let me. For
freedom, they did.”

He laughed, and Zephyr felt the ugliness in his soul creep
out of every pore, nausea filling her stomach as he recounted
each horrific detail with such glee.

“And then, I slipped my knife into them right here,” he
whispered, putting his hand to her side, making the vomit rise
up.

“There’s nothing like fucking them as they gasp for life.
Makes them so tight.”

“You’re sick,” she gagged, breathing through her nostrils.

“I am,” he grinned, getting in her face. “But when they die,
I am their god. I am inside them, outside them, leading them
from this life to the next.”

She was going to throw up.

He pulled back. “But it was nothing like the feeling of
knocking out the Finisher and carving him open while he lay



there, helpless and drugged, unable to remember a thing that
happened to him.”

Zephyr emptied the contents of her stomach to the side,
shaking with the rage that filled her body. This monster had
destroyed Alpha, her, and countless other women. She’d met
the women he called whores, spent time with them, befriended
them. Alpha’s mother had been one of them. They were people
and he’d slaughtered them like they were worthless.

She swallowed, focusing on her sister. Okay, they had to
find a way out. She knew no one might be looking for her for a
while, not with Morana injured unless she somehow managed
to get help. Even if they were looking, they might not find
them soon enough. They had to rely on themselves.

“But before I hand you over, Zenny,” Hector licked the edge
of his blade. “I need to have a taste, after waiting so long.” He
took the knife to Zen’s top, ripping one side off her shoulder.
She gasped, and Zephyr struggled.

“Get the fuck away from her, or I swear to god—”

Her threats went unheard.

He untied Zenith, pushing her down on the floor, and her
sister was paralyzed, like a deer in the headlights.

Zephyr held her stare, sobbing but keeping it together for
her sake. “Fight him, Zen. He’s weak. He’s a fucking coward.
You’re stronger than this. Fight him, baby.”

Her words broke whatever daze her sister had been in. It
triggered something in her. Zephyr saw her look change,



determination filling her face as she began to push back,
catching Hector off-guard. Seems he wasn’t used to women
fighting back, especially not if he blackmailed them with their
freedom.

Zen somehow wiggled out from under Hector’s grip and ran
to the chair she’d been tied to. Picking it up, she smashed it
over his head.

He went down.

Breathing heavily, she took the knife from his side and ran
to Zephyr, slicing through the zip ties with trembling hands.
Free of her bonds, Zephyr jumped up and hugged her, feeling
Zen’s arms tight around her, both their bodies shaking.

“Let’s get out of here before he wakes up.”

She tugged her sister out.

They both ran through the shack, out onto the abandoned
pier, trying to figure out where to go. There were no lights, no
boats in the area, no sign of life.

“That way,” Zen pointed to the road. “This is where Alpha
came to meet the guy. There’s a road there. We might find
help.”

They both started to run toward the road, both panting,
Zephyr’s muscles sore and aching, and she doubted her sister
was in any better shape. Chests heaving, both breathing hard,
they kept going. Almost at the turn, a shot rang out.

Flinching, Zephyr increased her speed, only to feel her
sister’s hand slip out of hers.



She stopped running to see what had held her back.

And everything inside her froze.

Zen stood at a spot, looking down at the blood on her hands,
a large dark patch forming over her stomach. She looked up at
Zephyr, her eyes wide, her beautiful face pale and scrunched
in pain, right before her legs crumpled.

“No.”

Everything stilled.

Zephyr fell down on her knees at her side, pulling her sister
into her arms. “No, no, no, no, no! Zen. Look at me, just
breathe with me, you’ll be okay, it’s nothing. Shhhh—”

Sobs wracked her as she felt her sister trembling, similar
tears on her face.

“It’s… it’s so cold, Zee,” her sister’s teeth chattered, her
body shivering violently.

Zephyr gathered her tighter into her arms. “I’m here, baby,”
she hiccupped. “You’ll be okay. Everything will be okay. Help
is on the way.”

Zen gave a quivering smile, her eyes going slightly hazy.
“Liar. I love you, Zee. You’re… the best… sister… I
could’ve… hoped… for.”

Zephyr shook her head, her hands finding the blood coming
out of her sister’s stomach. “Don’t you say goodbye! Zen.
Please. Stay here.”



Zen’s hand came to her face, bloody and shaking, her eyes
fluttering close.

Zephyr shook her, voice breaking. “Zen. Zenny. Hang in
there. Stay with me please. We’ll get out of here.”

They wouldn’t. The place was abandoned, there were no
cars on the street and no way to contact anybody. Helpless, in
pain, Zephyr screamed, holding her sister to her chest, not
knowing what to do.

Zen was just unconscious from the blood loss. That was it.
Somehow, they’d get to a hospital and everything would be
okay. Someway, she’d find a way.

Something moved in the periphery of her vision. Zephyr
looked to see a man emerging from the shadows, his face
hidden under his hood as he bent down next to them.

“Where did he go?”

She recognized his voice, the same man who’d given her the
envelope in Tenebrae.

Hope blossomed in her heart.

“Please help her,” she begged him, her voice a mess with
her tears. “Please. I’m begging you. Please. Please. Help my
sister.”

She saw a gloved hand reach for her sister’s neck, checking
her pulse.

Of course, it would be there. Slow, but there.

“I’m sorry.”



No.

No.

No.

No.

She shook her head. “No.”

Shaking her sister, Zephyr checked her pulse. Nothing.

“Zen, baby, c’mon answer me. Zen. Zen!”

Agony nothing like she’d ever known before stabbed her
heart, splintering it, scarring it, a piece forever gone with the
sister she’d loved more than life. Zephyr wailed in her pain,
sobbing and sobbing and sobbing, until everything went black.



Chapter 31

Alpha

HECTOR HAD GONE MISSING.

It was a good thing or Alpha would have sliced him up and
strung his insides around the city. The rage he felt simmered
inside him, tempered only by the pang of loss as he looked
down at Zenith’s body in the morgue. Though he’d known her
briefly, his sister-in-law had been a light, and he could feel the
loss left by her absence.

“It’s her,” he identified her for official purposes, his voice
gruff, and walked out of the room. His eye burned, the itch
behind his eye patch intensifying. He fisted his hands and
inhaled deeply.

He fucking hated hospitals. They brought back ugly, ugly
memories of his childhood, of the time he’d spent trying to
save his mother. But he couldn’t be anywhere else at the
moment, not with Zephyr inside sedated, not with Morana in
trauma recovery from blood loss, not with Zenith, beautiful
Zenith, gray in a freezer.



In a single day, his world had tilted upside down. His closest
friend had been his biggest enemy, his family had gone
missing, and this loss…

Morana had somehow, even injured and losing blood,
managed to call Tristan long enough to tell him what had
happened while on her way to the hospital. Alpha had seen the
usually aloof man completely go feral on his way to the
hospital, while he himself had turned the city upside down
trying to find his wife and her sister. And then he’d gotten a
call from an unknown number, an accented voice telling him
they were at the hospital too.

One day she’d been at the hospital, and he’d killed more of
his men in that duration than he had in years. Anyone who’d
been found associated with Hector’s crimes had been
eradicated. Victor had been found knocked out in his car,
completely oblivious to what his brother had done. He was
perhaps the only one more enraged than Alpha was.

A car screeched to a stop. Alpha breathed out through his
nose, watching as his in-laws rushed out of the vehicle he’d
sent for them, both their faces confused and horrified and
disbelieving of the storm that had swept their lives.

“The police said,” Zephyr’s father swallowed. “Is it true?”

He wished he didn’t have to do this. Alpha nodded.

A palm struck his face, the slap heating his cheek. Her
mother. He took it quietly.



“It’s all because of you,” she slapped him again, crying.
“You destroyed our lives. I’ll never forgive you. All because
of you!”

Zephyr’s father held her mother back, and she turned to
him, sobbing uncontrollably.

Alpha couldn’t even imagine the pain she must have been
going through, losing a child she’d loved so much, the other in
the hospital. It was one of the reasons he stayed silent, and
didn’t tell her that The Syndicate would’ve come for Zenith,
with or without him. She had been marked from the moment
she escaped them. It was still hard for him to wrap his head
around the fact that she had been one of the missing girls, had
been the real daughter of Gabriel Vitalio.

Fuck, it was a mess.

His in-laws went upstairs to where Zephyr was being kept,
and he leaned against the wall outside, looking up at the stars,
trying to understand where everything had gone wrong. Was
her mother right? Could Zenith have been alive had she not
come under Hector’s radar due to his proximity or would he
have found her regardless through SLF? How many other
people were hiding through the organization that he didn’t
know about? Was running it worth the cost of innocent life?

“Hector has gone underground.” The voice from his side
startled him slightly.

Shadow Man.



Fucking moved like a shadow. But Alpha owed him now.
“Thanks for bringing my wife back.”

There was a pause. “Will she live?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t help her sister.”

“Me too.”

Another pause. “You should’ve sought me out sooner. I
would’ve led you to him.”

Something in his tone made Alpha’s eye twitch. “Why were
you following him in the first place? What’s your interest?”

A lighter flickered, showing just the line of the hand holding
it. He didn’t think the guy would answer.

“He broke my toy.”

Vague.

“Go to your wife, Finisher,” the man said. “And brace
yourself. It’s just begun.”

With that ominous warning, before Alpha could say
anything else, the presence from his side was gone.

Rubbing his chest, Alpha went inside to the private room
corridor.

Zephyr was in one of the rooms, and since her parents were
visiting, he stayed outside in the corridor. Dante sat there too,
on one of the hospital chairs, leaning forward, his elbows on
his knees, his face somber. Amara was at the compound with
the kids, not wanting to leave them alone for too long in a new



place or bring them to the hospital. Tristan stood against
another room’s door, his eyes never straying from the glass
that let him look at Morana inside.

Alpha had seen her, strung up with tubes going into her
body, not looking good. But the doctor had reassured them that
she’d make a recovery.

His wife, on the other hand, would never recover. He had
seen first hand how close the two sisters had been, and just
remembering Zenith’s warmth made his throat tighten with
emotion. The world was a darker place without her.

“You okay?” Dante asked him. Alpha didn’t know. He was
still in a rage, juggling with both betrayal and loss, and
knowing he’d have to push it all aside to be there for Zephyr
when she woke up.

He shrugged, folding his arms across his chest, looking to
Tristan. “I’m sorry Morana got hurt in my city.”

He saw the other man’s jaw clench but he didn’t say
anything, just stared inside where the girl lay.

Zephyr’s parents came out of the other room. Her mother
looked at him with such hatred he felt it in her bones, and he
didn’t blame her for it. Her father stopped at his side. “Send
Zephyr home with us to recover. We have one daughter left,
and we don’t want to lose her too.”

Alpha tamped down the urge to refuse immediately. He
didn’t want her to leave. He never wanted her to leave. Tasting



the fear of the last day, tasting what a life without her could be
like… she gave him meaning. She was his lifeblood.

“If she wants to come to you, I will bring her. You have my
word.” It cost him to say that, but he did, not knowing what
she would need, if she too would blame him for the loss.

Her father gave a nod, his face moving with emotions, and
took her mother with him.

Dante slapped him on the shoulder, his eyes serious. “Men
in our world don’t find love, brother. Don’t let it go. Whatever
you need, I’m here.”

It moved him, Dante offering that. And he would need help,
with his second gone.

He inhaled deeply and entered his wife’s room. She was
asleep on the bed, after having been sedated, her face tensed
even in her unconscious state.

Alpha sat down beside her, taking her small, soft hand in
his, and felt his eye burning, wet sliding down his face into his
beard.

He let everything crash down on him, everything that had
been building and building in the last day, last month, last
decade, being in the hospital and the memories it brought,
losing his friend to betrayal, realizing he had been the one to
blind him, forgetting Zephyr and still not getting those
memories, losing Zenith and almost losing his wife,
everything crashed on him and there, holding her hand while
she slept, he cried in a hospital after twenty years.



Pre-epilogue

Zephyr

SHE WOKE UP IN the hospital, her first memory that of Zen
throwing a pillow at her, laughing with a wide smile that lit up
her eyes, telling her not to get herself killed. The next memory
crashed in, Zen on the ground in her arms, a trembling smile
on her lips, the light leaving her eyes.

Zephyr stared up at the ceiling, blinking, tears falling down
the side of her face, unable to give thought to the hole in her
heart. Sometimes, grief was like that—thoughtless, wordless,
soundless. Sometimes, it was inexplicable, being pumped out
by a cracked heart, infusing in the blood that went to every
part of the body, mixing with the cells until it became as
regular as breathing.

She looked to her side, to see her husband looking at her
with quietness, the loss she felt in her bones reflected in his
single eye. She clutched his hand, holding tightly, and he gave
her his strength, letting her take whatever she needed.

After a few moments of letting herself grieve, she croaked
out. “Is she…”



The look on his face was answer enough.

Tears slid down her face. “Was she… did she escape The
Syndicate?”

“Yeah.”

Oh god, what had she endured? Her baby sister.

“Do my parents…?”

He gave her a nod.

Zephyr felt her nose twinge, her lips quivering. He got up
from the chair and came to her side, pulling her up into his
arms, and the floodgates opened again. She sobbed into his
chest and wept, her wails leaving her body in the remembered
pain of holding her sister’s body, seeing her last breath, and he
held her through it all, his strength a rock against the storm
within her.

***

They had the funeral after a week.

Her baby sister was laid in the ground, Zen’s family and
friends and colleagues and all the lives she’d touched with her
light, attending the event. Morana sat on the side, her arm in a
sling, with Tristan at her side, and seeing the other woman just
made her question so many things about her sister, and
Morana probably knew, because there was a pain in her eyes
every time they looked at each other.



Her parents clung to her, but barely spared a glance at her
husband. She knew they blamed him, but knowing what she
knew, it wasn’t his burden to carry. Zenith had escaped
something evil, built a good life for herself, and it had caught
up to her. Alpha couldn’t have seen it coming. No one could
have, except possibly Zenith herself. Her sister was gone, and
her secrets with her. They’d never know what she’d run from
and what she’d left behind.

The funeral had taxed her, in more ways than she’d ever
been. It felt like her lungs weren’t getting enough air, and no
matter how much she tried, they felt tight and heavy and short
of breath. The only time she felt she could catch a breath was
when she let herself fall into her husband’s arms, and he held
her, letting her borrow all his strength.

Taking a sip of her wine, Zephyr sat on the deck, looking
out at the forest laid out beyond her, all three dogs around her
chair. Since she’d come back home, they’d sensed her grief,
and all of them, even Baron, had been near her with their
compassion since.

She heard everyone’s voices inside, talking about The
Syndicate and how to proceed, and she was torn. One part of
her wanted to know everything, wanted to know what her
sister had run from, and get her vendetta against the assholes
who had hunted her down. For the first time in her life, Zephyr
felt capable of taking another life. They had told her Hector
had escaped, and she knew if she saw him again, she would
kill him.



Another part, the larger part, didn’t want to know anything.
It wanted to remember Zen as she’d been, with her big heart
and beautiful soul and selfless way of loving. She didn’t want
to know if her sister had done something bad to escape
whatever hell she’d been in. It didn’t want to know why
someone had hunted her down the way they had. Her baby
sister had been the first person she’d loved unconditionally,
and she always wanted to remember her as that.

But she also wanted the truth. As much as she wanted to
hide, this was her world now, and it had taken her sister, and
she wanted to know the facts.

Pushing to her feet, she padded in, the dogs on her heels.

Dante and Amara sat on one couch, Tristan and Morana on
another, and her husband sat alone on the armchair. His
golden, powerful gaze came to her as she entered, and he held
out his hand, calling her to him. She quietly walked to his side,
settling as he pulled her on his lap, sipping her wine.

“Where are the kids?” she asked, looking around and seeing
the absence of chaos.

“Upstairs, sleeping,” Amara answered in her soft, husky
voice. “Leah is staying with them.”

Zephyr nodded, a seed in her doubting if Leah was
trustworthy. If any of them except her husband were
trustworthy. She didn’t know if she could trust anyone
anymore.

Alpha rubbed her back, soothing her tumultuous thoughts.



“She was Gabriel’s daughter,” Morana swallowed, her eyes
visibly misting, coming to lock on Zephyr’s. “She was the real
me. And I always wondered what happened to her, you know?
If she was okay. And even though she’d gone, I just want you
to know I’m really glad she had a good life, that she had you.
She was loved, and she knew that.”

Zephyr felt her throat tighten, her grip flexing around her
wine glass. Alpha’s arms squeezed her softly, reminding her
she wasn’t alone.

“That day, when you were staring at her…” Zephyr trailed
off, remembering that day so vividly.

“She seemed familiar,” Morana completed, leaning into
Tristan’s side. The man hadn’t left her alone since she’d been
discharged from the hospital.

“The Shadow Man,” Zephyr shared. “He was there that
night. He came after… I don’t remember but I think he
dropped us at the hospital.”

Her husband nodded. “He was following Hector for his own
reasons. That’s how he knew about the murders, I think.”

Dante quipped from the other couch. “I’ve put Vin on
Hector. We’ll know who he made the deal with soon.”

“His brother is already looking for him,” Alpha mentioned.
Victor, she’d been told, had raged after finding out what his
brother had done. He had gone hunting him down. Hector was
a dead man.

“Is Vin trustworthy?” she asked.



“Very,” Amara replied, surprisingly.

“The Shadow Man warned me this was just the beginning,”
her husband informed them all. She heard Morana’s breath
catch, Amara swallowing at the ominous words.

Silence fell over them, all of them consumed by their own
thoughts.

Restless, Zephyr stood up, going back to the deck, the dogs
again at her heels, not leaving her alone.

She looked out at the view, everything looking dark and
bleak, and wondered what the future would bring them.

A presence came behind her, before strong arms wrapped
around her. Zephyr sunk back into the embrace of her one-
eyed beast, the only solid, real thing in her topsy-turvy world
right now. Through the days, he’d been her mountain, solid,
impenetrable, immovable. She had raged upon him, knowing
he wouldn’t be shaken by an avalanche of emotions.

“We’ll be okay, won’t we, handsome?” she whispered
softly, almost fearful to hope for better.

His arms tightened around her, a kiss on her head. “The
gray won’t be forever, rainbow.”

No, it wouldn’t be.

Hector was in the wind, The Syndicate was only beginning,
The Shadow Man was unknown, and the future was uncertain.

But in the arms of the man she’d loved for years, would
love for years, Zephyr felt herself being able to breathe.



The gray won’t be forever.

***

I hope you enjoyed the journey in the Dark Verse with Alpha
and Zephyr. They have another bigger epilogue that falls after

the timeline of the last book in the series. As a continuous
series, this is their happily-for-now. You will see them and the

rest of the characters in the final book.

Turn the page for a glimpse at Book 5.



Bonus Epilogue

Him

HE SAT IN THE shadows watching her.

The strobing lights in the auction club went over the stage,
three women in translucent robes standing in the center. He
didn’t look at the ones on the sides, his heterochromatic eyes
on the one in the middle. He studied her, the way she blinked
at her feet, her face dead to the world. The only sign of her life
remained her hair, hair that had grabbed his attention since that
first time.

He pretended to sip his drink, wondering who there was
going to die by his hands tonight. They all knew never to bid
on her, a trail of bodies of her suitors sending a loud message.
Yet, someone always did. Someone always tempted their fates.
And someone always died. Last time it had been a sniper
bullet through the brain, the poor shit’s blood splattering
across her pale skin. This time, he’d make it more personal.
Maybe douse them in gasoline while she watched.

As though feeling his gaze, she looked up. Her eyes swept
the crowd of well-dressed men, going straight to the shadowed



corners, knowing that’s where he stayed. He liked that.

He saw the moment she saw his silhouette, a mix of hatred
and betrayal etched on her face for everyone to see. Her hands
fisted at her sides. His obsession deepened.

A man from the front bid on her and won. Her flame hair
whipped behind her as she left the stage.

He followed, knowing who he would kill tonight.

She was his toy to play with after all.

***

Untitled - A Dark Obsession Romance, the final book in the
Dark Verse series, releases May 24th 2022.

Preorder here.

https://tinyurl.com/darkverse5
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