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Grandma, if you’ve opened this book...turn away right now. I repeat, do
not go any further...



PLEASE READ...

This is a dark mafia reverse harem standalone which means the main
character will end up with multiple love interests. It may have triggers for
some as it has intense angst, mention of previous non-consent, dark love-hate
themes, scenes of self harm, sexual scenes, and some violence, and is not for
the faint of heart.

Prepare to enter the world of the Cosa Nostra...you’ve been warned.
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I was sold to my enemies. And not just my enemies. I was sold to monsters.
I should know all about how to survive monsters though, I come from a
family of them. We aren't Butchers in name only, after all.

I'm shipped away to New York City to the powerful head of the Costa Nostra,
the Rossi Family.

My first meeting with them is bloody and wild, just like they are.
Lucian, Raphael, and Gabriel Rossi...they own me now. And they won't let
me forget it.

A dahlia has always bloomed best in the light, but they're determined to keep
me in the dark.

The thing they don't realize is that I'm more than what I seem.

It's a race to the ending, me against them.

They want to ruin me. And I'm afraid I just might like it.
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PREFACE

Since the dawn of time, waging war on those who have wronged us has been
embedded in the very fiber of mankind’s true nature. The thirst for vengeance
and retribution has always prevailed over turning the other cheek to one’s
enemies. Creating chaos and bloodshed is preferable to being subjected to
vapid dialogues of peaceful negotiation.

None hold this way of life more sacred than made men.

Honor.

Loyalty.

Courage.

These are the codes of conduct of every mafia family.

However, the same cannot be said when dealing with their enemies.

Through recent decades, in the midst of civil evolution, an ancient war
was being fought. From both sides of the globe, blood was spilled in the
name of honor, while the brutal carnage each family bestowed upon the other
was anything but noble. Soldiers, kin, and innocent lives were lost on all
sides, and the inevitable extinction of the Mafioso way of life was fast
approaching.

In the most unlikely scenarios, six families came together in an
undisclosed location to negotiate a peace treaty. As the leaders of the most
influential crime families in the world, they recognized that a cease-fire was
the only way to guarantee their endurance. Should this attempt fail, then their
annihilation was all but inevitable.

The treaty was effectively simple.

Each family would offer up one of their daughters as a sacrifice to their



enemies. Marriage was the only way to ensure that the families wouldn’t
retaliate against one another. It would also guarantee that the following
successor’s bloodline would be forever changed, creating an alliance that
would continue through generations to come.

Not all in attendance were happy with the arrangement.

The deep scars gained from years of plight and hatred can’t be so easily
healed or erased. However, even the cynical and leery knew that this pact was
their best chance of survival. Although the uncertainty of the treaty’s success
was felt by every mob boss there, one by one swore an oath that would bind
them to it forever.

And as the words spilled from their lips and the scent of blood hung in the
air, they made sure innocent lives would yet again be deemed collateral
damage to their mafia wars—one last time.

Their daughters would have to pay the price for peace.

Whether they wanted to or not.



PROLOGUE



TEN YEARS AGO




LUCIAN

was bored.
And perhaps, we were all going to drown.
There was a fucking hurricane outside, and the whole place was
shaking. Bermuda and hurricane season.

My father had a wicked sense of humor when he set this up, but I could
see the strategy behind it. A little harder to kill everyone when you were in a
hotel conference room.

The wind banged against the shutters, and any minute now we were going
to be showered with glass when the windows finally gave out.

Maybe the storm will take everyone out, and we won’t have to bother with
this fucking treaty.

The bosses were seated around the table, chests puffed up like the
arrogant pricks they were.

Deciding my fate.

And their daughters’ fates.

But I guess this was how the world worked. The ones in power decide the
lives of the ones who were not.

I studied the faces of each man seated around the round table, scenting for
weakness, or blood...or treachery that would spell a knife in someone’s
back.

Preferably my father’s.

Athair looked like he’d spent his years watching the Giants in an old
armchair, a six-pack of beer never far away. Guinness, of course.

The perfect cover for him to slit your throat. I did admire the Irish’s
tactics.

The Firm’s boys had arrived late, covered in blood. I had heard okay
things about Benny, but Danny, he was the sort of asshole who needed to be
crushed.

And then there were the Russians, the Cartel, and The Outfit, fucking
bastards. All equally unlikeable.

“We all know why we have come together today,” my father, Carlo
Rossi, announced, gaining the room’s attention. As I listened to him talk



about peace and sacrifice, it was all I could do not to laugh hysterically.

Carlo Rossi was the biggest cockroach in the room.

And someday, hopefully soon, he was going to be squished.

I listened, bored, as the men bickered, the Irish heir adding flames to the
fire as he mouthed off to the Russians. Maybe Volkov would shoot him. I’d
love to get into Hell’s Kitchen; it was the last piece of New York not under
our control.

“We came here to ensure peace and to ensure we can continue our
livelihood. That will not happen if sacrifice and pride cannot be set to the
side,” Carlo continues with less vehemence in his tone.

I really wanted to know who’d written this script for him. He sounded
like a fucking preacher, begging his flock of unruly sheep for repentance.

I tuned out until Carlo started discussing the deal—the blood that sealed
this treaty, if you will.

"We all have daughters, and a woman's reason for being has always been
to use for alliances purposes, so it fits that they are the ones to be sacrificed
here.”

“Once the girls are of age, they must marry the leaders of their family, or
soon to be Dons. This exchange must be done all within the same time frame.
We don't want to have anyone back out because they got cold feet and are no
longer interested in the union. Can we agree on those terms?”

Everyone’s silent, sealing the agreement in place.

“Good. Now seeing as my daughter is only eight and the youngest of the
girls, I propose marriage should only occur in ten years’ time when she's of
age.”

My insides burned thinking about Valentina. She was still playing with
fucking Barbies, for God’s sake. And here we were discussing trading her
like it was nothing.

I listened to the men bicker, all of their daughters different ages, and then
Athair got up and walked calmly to the table where a breakfast spread was set
out. He grabbed one of the large fruit bowls and walked back to the table.

After emptying it, he grabbed a yellow pad of paper and wrote his name
down before dropping it into the bowl.

Simple. I liked it.

"We all pick a name. Should the name pulled out be of our own daughter,
we pick again until we have a new name."

Ten years.



It was blaring in my head like a neon light in Times Square, the names in
the bowl somehow making it all seem more real.

My father almost spits blood when Giovanni from The Outfit picks
Valentina’s name. His face goes purple, and I’'m sure mine looks the same.

They would be the last place we’d want Valentina to go.

It’s the shock of a lifetime when Carlo doesn’t start a fight.

They go around the room pulling names, and then it’s my turn. Carlo digs
in the bowl and picks out:

Butcher

The twins flash their teeth at me, but it’s nothing. I'm too busy
envisioning my life with a woman I’ll hate.

Ten years. Ten years until I’m in prison for life, stuck with a woman
that’s been forced upon me.

Gabriel and Raphael will be so amused.

Carlo coughs, and I realize I’ve just been standing here like a fool for
who knows how long.

“On my blood, I swear to protect and care for the woman who will ensure
the life of the Cosa Nostra. Let her sacrifice bring union to the famigghia,” 1
spit out, the words sour in my mouth.

Because what do these men know of honor?

If they had any, they would know that women don’t last long in our
family.

The Butcher girl was going to be ruined.






DAHLIA

I t was dark.
Isn’t that how all these tales go?
Maybe everything had always been dark for me though, since the
moment I took my first breath as a baby. Always somber. Always sad.

An ache inside of me that the doctors and the medicine could never fix.

I laid in bed that night, listening to the sounds of the party that my parents
were throwing to celebrate some deal that The Firm had managed to enter
into.

There was a nightlight across the room, its light a beacon that I would
stare at every night until finally I drifted off to sleep.

I had always been scared of the dark. Which was a strange thing in itself
since I just confessed to living in it.

But ever since I could remember, I’d needed a light on.

At first, I’d been allowed to have the closet light on, but then my father
had insisted that “no child of his was going to be afraid of the dark,” and
from that moment on, it wasn’t allowed. He’d gone so far as to unscrew my
lightbulb at night so I could “get over my fears.” It was only my continual
screaming at night that got him to allow me a small nightlight. When I was
away at school, I always kept the light on in my room, but here I was, back
home on holiday, the nightlight my only saving grace.

A small creak sounded in the room. I flinched at the noise, my eyes
desperately searching the darkness to see what monster was waiting in the
dark corners of my room. I watched in terror as the door to my closet inched
open, the sound of its creaking scraping down my spine, and a massive form
stepped out from its depths.

I opened my mouth to scream, just praying that the music wasn’t too loud
and that someone would be able to hear me before it was too late.

“It’s just me, pet,” my uncle’s voice whispered in the darkness.

I trembled beneath my blankets, sliding farther away from him until T hit
the wall, because I knew even at eight there was no good reason for my uncle
to be hiding in my closet.

His footsteps were soft as he ambled towards me, his features becoming



clear as he walked into the nightlight’s purvey.

“Please get out,” I hoarsely begged, not sure what to do. My Uncle
Robert was my father’s right hand. A skilled killer whose name was
synonymous with The Firm.

My father would never believe me over him.

“Don’t be afraid, Dahlia,” he whispered as he reached my bed.

I whimpered and pulled the covers up closer to my chin.

I cried when he slid into the bed with me, his hands traveling over my
skin.

I shattered into a million pieces when he first stroked his finger across my
knickers. The darkness that lived inside me spread through my veins, until
any light that had been trying to survive was extinguished, leaving me an
empty husk.

But I didn’t cry after that.

Or the time after that.

Or the time after that.

I didn’t cry ever again.

Twelve Years Later

“Bollocks,” T murmured as a busy passerby shoulder-swiped me as they
walked past, the white chocolate mocha in my hand going flying all over the
pristine white blouse that I'd mistakenly chosen for this flight. For some
inane reason, I'd thought that getting all dressed up before my eight-hour
flight made sense.

Not that the man waiting for me at the end of the flight would care if I
was dressed up or not. He probably wouldn’t care if I showed up in a paper
bag...or if I showed up at all.

Butterflies swarmed inside me just thinking of what lay ahead. I’d
stopped in the middle of the walkway to assess the damage, so it wasn’t a
surprise when someone knocked into me again, spilling the rest of my drink.

“Fuck,” I griped as I finally did the sensible thing and scurried out of the
way of the thousands of people milling around in the Heathrow airport today.
I’d never been in a public airport before. I’d always been on a private plane
courtesy of the wealth of my father, Trevor Butcher. But he was gone now,



and my brother...along with my new fiancé had apparently thought that
commercial was the way to go.

For a moment, I imagined melding into the crowd and setting off for
some exotic locale to be lost in. I imagined golden beaches, and drinks with
the little umbrellas in them...or maybe an idyllic lake setting where I’d spend
my days on a dock, watching wisteria grow over my bare feet, writing the
next great novel which would never see the light of day.

I would have thought them all foolish to send me on my own. A girl even
an ounce braver than me would be running for the hills, desperate not to
marry a perfect stranger. After all, they didn’t know the nightmares that
waited for me here in England were far worse than anything I could
comprehend waiting for me in New York. They didn’t know how close I’d
been to trying to get away...permanently.

Or maybe they did. My stomach clenched at the thought. Maybe they saw
the ruin in me. Either way, my warped, damaged self somehow held some
loyalty to “The Firm”...so here I was, the obedient daughter to the very end.

I shook my head, trying to push away the memories and images that
seemed to be permanently etched into my mind.

That was all behind me now. This was my fresh start. I threw my now
empty cup away and looked around to see if there were any airport shops I
could get a new shirt from, since my bags and belongings were all either
checked already or shipped to New York ahead of me. I wandered through
the airport, glancing at the stores, searching for anything that might sell
clothing, until I stopped and turned around, not wanting to get too far from
my gate.

See...the perpetual good girl to a fault.

I weighed my options as I spotted a shirt sporting the Union Jack in one
of the gift shops. Which was worse, meeting my future husband with a brown
stain that resembled shit all over my shirt...or wearing that?

Union Jack it was.

My hand reached for the shirt at the same time another hand did, and our
skin brushed against each other, until I yanked my hand away like I’d been
burned.

I turned my head to apologize, but my words got lost at the blond Adonis
standing next to me.

Everyone was looking at him. It was impossible not to. He was beautiful.
Like Chris Hemsworth and Henry Cavill had merged into one being and then



been touched by Midas.

And that description wasn’t an exaggeration.

It was his eyes that caught me first. They were the color of a thousand
dancing waves, the exact color of pictures I’d seen showing the Caribbean.
Or maybe not the Caribbean. They seemed to change the longer I stared.
Maybe they were more like the hot blue flicker of a flame, burning my
insides until a warm, achy feeling overtook me. Something I'd never
experienced before, not even with Leo.

The color was startling against his golden features. Golden skin. Golden
hair that reminded me of a field of golden wheat in the peak of the summer,
right before fall hit and it was ready to harvest. His aristocratic nose would
have had Prince William weeping with envy. And those lips...I knew a
thousand women who would give their left ovaries...or both ovaries...to get
a pair.

“I’'m sorry, what did you say?” I asked, realizing that the beautiful
stranger had just spoken.

He looked at me, amused and unimpressed at the same time.

I blushed furiously under his gaze, feeling like an errant school girl who’d
never seen a man before.

I quickly yanked my gaze back to the offensive-looking shirt in front of
me, wondering idly why this perfect creature would be wanting anything to
do with this shirt.

“I was saying we seem to have the same taste in horrible clothing,” he
said with a practiced grin that melted my insides. His accent was American,
and the timber of his voice was like honey, like he’d been biologically made
to attract a mate in any way possible.

I could only imagine his scent. I resisted the urge to lean forward and try
and capture it.

That would be too much, right?

He looked amused again and I belatedly gestured to my ruined shirt, only
then realizing that not only was it stained... It was also see-through. When I
quickly crossed my arms in front of my chest to try to hide the fact that my
nipples were standing at attention, I almost missed the flash of heat in his
gaze, followed by a surprised expression that looked out of place on his face.
I'm sure a guy like him had seen a million boobs.

And with that thought, I turned my attention back to the shirt, dismissing
whatever errant thoughts I’d had about him.



But a piece of me wondered...could a man like him make me feel?

"I'm sorry if I offended you. I'm sure the shirt would look amazing on
you," he said quickly, blinding me with another perfect grin.

"I know why I’'m buying this blight of patriotism, but why are you?" I
asked, examining the expensive-looking black dress shirt and slacks he was
sporting, the dark color making his golden appearance even more noticeable.

He brushed his hand through his hair, almost sheepishly. "It's a thing I do.
Well, a thing I collect," he explained. "I try to get a trashy t-shirt from every
country I visit."

"How many do you have?" I asked, giggling at the thought of this
veritable god having a closet somewhere stuffed with corny t-shirts. I tried
picturing him in one, but my mind couldn't quite wrap around the thought.

He chuckled, probably at the look on my face. The sound reverberated
right through me, stoking the flames inside that I was trying desperately to
suppress. I didn't want to jump the man after all, and I was really close to
that.

"Fifty-three?" he mused, stroking his lips with his thumb as he thought
about it...I found myself strangely jealous of that thumb. "Well, I guess fifty-
four as soon as this piece of art is paid for.”

"Well, your reason for buying this shirt is far better than my clumsiness."

I rifled through the shirts, looking for my size. Once I found it, I turned
around and almost dropped it when I found him staring at me intensely, all
the earlier lightheartedness completely gone. He was studying me closely...
clinically, like he was tearing off the layers of my skin to see what was
inside.

I hoped he didn’t venture too far down, he would only be disappointed
when he got to my insides and found there was nothing but empty space.

What did it say about me that this small glimpse of the darker side of him
only made me more attracted?

"Well," T began awkwardly. "Enjoy your shirt,” I finished lamely,
wanting to slap myself in the face for not being able to come up with
something wittier.

"I hope you can find another coffee before your flight,” he said
charmingly as he reached past me and began to look through the shirts.

I was far more reluctant to leave his side than I would've liked as I headed
towards the cashier stand to pay for my shirt. The bored-looking clerk
quickly rang up my purchase, snapping her gum loudly as she did so. I forced



myself not to wince. I'd always hated the sound of chewing. Chewing gum.
Chewing food. It all drove me mad. Just another one of the little
idiosyncrasies that set me apart from the rest of society.

I grabbed the shirt, not bothering to have her bag it since I would just be
putting it on, and strode towards the exit, furtively looking around to see if I
could get one more glimpse of him. He was still by the shirts, and he didn't
turn around when I strode past him.

That was really okay, though; the backside of him was almost as good as
the front.

As soon as I stepped out of the store, it all came rushing back. Where 1
was going. The fact that technically I was an engaged woman... It would take
a minute to get used to that. I waited for the rush of guilt to hit me, since I'd
spent the last two weeks after finding out about this whole arranged marriage
trying to wrap my mind around the idea of becoming a stranger's wife.

Nope. Nothing. Not a flicker of guilt that I was just lusting crazily over a
stranger.

My mum would be so disappointed, God bless her distracted, oblivious
soul.

Rosemary Butcher was a lot of things, but oblivious was probably the
most apt description for her. Oblivious to my father's sins, oblivious to my
brothers following in his footsteps, oblivious to her daughter's pain.

I stepped into the bathroom stall, thinking of how excited she’d been for
me as we said our farewells. She’d thought that this was the most amazing
thing that could have happened to me. It would've been amazing if she was
actually right.

But Rosemary Butcher was never right.

About anything.

I shook my head and pulled off my blouse, trying to push away the
memory of that last hug she'd given me before she'd “spotted out for tea.” It
was amazing how someone could love you so much, and at the same time,
not see you at all.

I should've just stuffed my shirt in my bag. I'm sure someone could have
gotten the stain out, but instead, I impulsively threw it into a trashcan in the
stall. I tore off the tag to the Union Jack shirt and slipped it on, immediately
realizing that I’d somehow managed to get a size too small. I blamed it on
being distracted and cringed as I pictured showing up to New York in a skin-
tight t-shirt sporting the Union Jack flag.



Deciding I didn’t have a choice but to buy another size, I peered into the
trashcan to see if I could grab my blouse so I could take this one off and
exchange it.

Of course, I muttered to myself, when I saw that I’d managed to throw
the blouse right into an open diaper filled with poop.

I guess I was about to be the proud owner of two Union Jack shirts.
Maybe there were better ones in there that I could find.



A s soon as I stepped out of the bathroom, an announcement blared out
from above me that “flight 41182 to JFK” was about to board.

Nausea burst into play inside of me. The butterflies from earlier
turned into veritable fireworks, threatening to send the sandwich I'd eaten an
hour before all over the floor.

I looked longingly towards the store, a part of me obviously noting that
the scorching hot stranger I'd met there wasn’t inside, and then I hustled to
my gate like the good girl I was.

I probably had time, but since this was my first time traveling
commercial, I didn't want to risk it. I had no idea how much time there was
between announcements like that and the plane actually taking off.

I sighed in relief...or misery, when I saw that the gate doors were indeed
still open, and there was a line in front of them to get on the plane. I double-
checked that my tickets were still in my bag. Looking around, I saw that
everyone else had their tickets on their phone, but I was terrible at
technology, and it felt much safer to have tangible tickets rather than
something on my phone that could disappear with my clumsy fumbling.

Plus, I wasn't quite sure that the paper tickets would work on my phone.

Part of being a member of The Firm meant that there were a million
firewalls on my phone to prevent hacking—not that there was actually
anything interesting on my phone to be hacked. Pa had always gone on and
on about security though.

My thoughts scattered as the line moved forward, and then it was my turn
to give the tickets to the gate agent. My hand was trembling as I handed her



the tickets, but she didn't say anything. She just shot me a polite, tight smile
and nodded at the guest behind me to hand her their tickets. I rolled my
shoulders back, becoming aware once again of just how tightly the shirt
stretched across my chest, and started down the gangway...or at least I think
that’s what it was called.

The walk felt a mile long. I wondered if that’s how prisoners felt when
they were walking the plank—that it stretched on for miles...yet wasn’t long
enough.

Except then I thought about what I was leaving behind, and some of my
anxiety disappeared. Every step meant I was farther from him. And even
though my brother, Benny, had cast my uncle out as soon as my father died,
for reasons unrelated to me, in my head he was still right behind me.

My fingers itched for a razor-blade at the thought.

I don’t do that anymore, I reminded myself as I finally got to the entrance
of the plane and stepped inside. That was another part of my fresh start. I
didn’t make myself bleed so I could stop feeling.

I wondered how long it would take to not crave the feeling of release as
dear to me as water was to a desperate man.

There was a smiling flight attendant at the entrance handing out antiseptic
packets, and I nodded my thanks as I took one. I wondered what I looked like
to her. If I appeared as pale and out of sorts as I felt. Or if I just looked daft.

“I like your shirt,” she said with a smile and an American accent. Which
of course made me immediately think of the stranger in the store. There had
been a few American students at my boarding school, and I’d always been
fascinated by their accents...as fascinated as they were with mine.

I smiled in response, knowing she really didn’t mean it—because really,
who would?—and I turned to go farther into the plane. My jaw dropped. I
was sure that this airline was far nicer than most because the first-class cabin
had what looked like little square pods lined up down the aisle. I could see
the tops of people’s heads and not much else inside of them. I’d been
imagining myself squished in a middle seat like in the movies with some
drunk guy leaning his head on mine and snoring loudly as he drooled.

At least I would have some privacy. My rich mafia boss fiancé had
sprung for first-class...the gentleman. Excuse my sarcasm.

I examined my ticket then started to scan the seats for 10C. Someone
bumped me from behind, obviously not believing in personal space, and I
walked a little bit faster down the row.



From this angle, I could see into most of the seats as I passed, since most
people hadn’t put up their privacy screens yet. The brown leather seats
matched the outside of the pod and were at least three people wide. There
was a tray off to the side and tons of space in front of the seat, I assumed so
you could make the seat into a bed. Flight attendants were walking along the
rows of first-class with trays laden with bubbly-filled glasses.

Getting drunk sounded good about now.

I found 10C and slid in gratefully, tossing my bag to the ground with a
sigh and sinking back into the surprisingly comfortable seats.

“It’ll do for eight hours,” a familiar voice commented from next to me,
and I shot up in my seat, heat flushing through me as the screen separating
me from the pod next to me slid down.

It was him. The beautiful stranger from the shop.

Maybe the heavens really did love me. Or they hated me. I guess I would
find out in the next eight hours as I did my best to shield this guy from the
full force of my awkwardness...and darkness.

Not that I assumed he would want to talk to me for eight hours. If
anything, having him next to me would distract me from what awaited me at
the end of the flight.

10C was located in the center of the plane. The seats on the sides of the
plane were solo seats not connected to anyone else, but the ones in the center
of the plane were side by side with another pod.

Not that I was complaining.

“You’re not much of a talker, I take it,” he commented, breaking me out
of my head where I seemed to spend most of my time.

“I’m a talker. I love to talk,” I spit out, wanting to find the nearest acid
bath and jump in as soon as my word vomit came out.

He didn’t seem to be put off. Instead, he leaned forward over the
partition. “Well, that’s good to know. I wouldn’t want to have to sit the whole
flight in silence.” He winked at me, and I swore that my knickers melted.
They just melted right off. I bet if I looked at the ground, there would just be
a puddle of melted fabric.

I resisted the urge to take a look.

“So, is New York your final destination?” he asked, clearly better at
conversing than I was.

“Yes. New York’s going to be my new home, actually.”

He smirked at that answer, like it delighted him or something.



“Do you live in New York?” I asked, not sure if I wanted him to answer
yes. I didn’t even know what my new husband looked like. Although I’d been
assured by my brother Benny that “he didn’t resemble an arsehole” and he
wasn’t an old man, I was still picturing a decrepit man in a wheelchair a la
Anna Nicole Smith.

It might be torture to know that the Adonis next to me was walking the
streets in the same city where I lived.

Don’t get me wrong, I’d tried to find pictures of Lucian Rossi aka the
future “Boss” of the famed Cosa Nostra, but he’d somehow had zero web
presence. No Facebook. No Instagram. No TikTok. I’d found one mention of
someone at a society event with his name, but of course, there was no picture
attached.

“Yes. I’ve lived there my whole life, actually,” he answered, doing that
thing where he brushed his lips with his thumb. He was studying me again,
and I once more had the urge to put on extra layers of clothing...just so he
wouldn’t find me lacking...or find out the truth.

“Champagne?” a flight attendant asked from next to me, making me jump
in my seat as she pulled me from whatever spell my seat neighbor had
weaved around me.

“Yes, please,” I murmured as she handed me a glass. I took a big gulp,
trying not to choke on the bubbles.

“Sir?” she whispered in a voice that had somehow transformed from the
professional tone she’d used for me into one that would suit her well if she
was a phone sex operator.

Jealousy clawed at my insides, and I frowned at myself for being so
weirdly proprietary about a man I didn’t even know.

I didn’t get jealous. Leo had tried that in an effort to get me to care, but
he’d soon learned that I just didn’t. I didn’t get attached. I didn’t get upset.
And I didn’t cry.

So, this was new.

“Why not?” he answered with a wink so sexy that I swore I heard a soft
moan come from the flight attendant’s lips.

Hussy.

He took the flute from her, and I cocked my head as I studied his
movements. The practiced, charming smile was there, but there was a certain
blankness in his eyes as he thanked the woman. It wasn’t the warm look he
gave me, not even the cold one I’d witnessed for a brief moment in the store.



It was just blank...

Intriguing.

She didn’t seem to notice, judging by the way she was panting next to
me.

I took a moment to check my phone while she tried to small talk him over
my head.

I miss you.

Leo’s text should have done something to me, given me a pang of
longing...regret. But I’d just used him as a distraction. A place to lay my lips
for a moment when the memories became too much. He was a fool for
believing it was anything more.

I didn’t answer his message, and after checking to make sure there wasn’t
anything from my mum, or my brothers...which there wasn’t, I threw my
phone in my bag.

An announcement rang through the cabin, and the Captain began
speaking, forcing the flight attendant to drag herself away from my side as
she moved to ready the cabin.

I was sure that she’d be back as often as possible.

“Why the move?” he commented, dragging my attention back to his face.

I opened my mouth, but the words I should have said didn’t come out.
“Just needed a change,” I answered, and his eyes glimmered as if my vague
answer amused him.

“We all do sometimes,” he responded, once again brushing his lips with
his thumb. This close up, his lips looked so soft. I wondered if they would
feel that soft against mine.

The plane began to move then, and I gripped the edge of my seat,
working to relax myself as I prepared for takeoff. I let go of the seat long
enough to drain the rest of the champagne that I’d set on the side tray. I set
the flute down sharply as the plane began to pick up speed.

“Not a fan of flying?” he asked, his hand reaching over to brush mine.

“I love flying, actually,” I whispered, the plane shaking as it raced
forward. “It’s just the takeoff I hate.”

His fingertips brushed soothingly against my arm

“What’s your name?” I asked in a choked voice, figuring that I should
probably get his name at this point, since he was touching me...

Not that I minded his touch. The surprising roughness of his fingers was
doing a nice job of distracting me. A more sane person probably would have



politely pulled away, but I’d learned early on in life I was far from sane.

“Raphael,” he said softly. I found myself smiling even though the plane
was taking off...because of course he would be named after an angel. It was
the most fitting name I’d ever heard for a person.

“You’re laughing at me,” he mused as his fingers kept up their
maddening stroke across my skin.

“Just a little,” I giggled a little crazily.

“Evidently, I came out with a full head of blonde hair. It was sticking
straight up. My mother inanely thought it looked like an angel’s halo, hence
Raphael.” He shook his head, “Mothers do seem to do that, don’t they?
Romanticize their young.” Raphael smiled, but it looked a little pained.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“It’s just an amusing thing that we do as a society, give our children
names at birth when we have no idea who they’ll become,” he responded.

I cocked my head at his statement, the takeoff completely forgotten. “I’ve
never really thought about that.”

“I’ve shown you mine, now you show me yours,” he said.

“What?”

“Your name. I don’t believe I’ve gotten that yet.”

“Dahlia,” I answered, a faint flush rising on my cheeks. For some reason,
it seemed intimate to give him my name, even though that was the normal
thing that people did.

“Any story behind that?”

“My mum was a romantic as well,” I said with a laugh. “She grew up on
a farm in Lacock...that’s a blink and miss town in southern England if you
didn’t know...and evidently there were flowers everywhere. Dahlias.” 1
shrugged. “It’s not a very interesting story.”

“I like it,” he answered, and I realized that he was still touching my arm.

He must have realized the same thing because he withdrew his hand,
reluctantly it seemed. Or I was probably imagining that.

“Oh, look, we’re in th