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Foreword - Glossary - Triggers



Darling Reader,

Some books need extra love. Some books are written before the author is ready to write the characters’ stories. Some books deserve reincarnation.

BROKEN was originally published as The Vows We Break, HOWEVER it has been completely rewritten, extended, and contains never-before-published scenes. If you loved the original, then hopefully, you’ll love this more polished version.

I took some artistic liberty with the timeline in this novel.

The Algerian Civil War occurred between 26 December 1991 and 8 February 2002. The beginning of this novel takes place a lot later than that.

The ISF existed, and the tale about the monks of the Tibhirine is true—the story was captured in an award-winning movie Of Gods and Men—however, the Algerian Christian Revolutionaries are a fictitious group… Thank God.

My sincerest condolences to those who lost their lives during this terrible time.

Some of the settings and scenery are inspired by my time spent in Rome, which is one of my favorite places on Earth. If you ever have the opportunity to visit the Eternal City, I highly recommend you do so.

It is a stylistic choice for Savio and Andrea to capitalize the Church to reference the main governmental body of the Catholic faith, as is Savio’s choice to capitalize ‘You’ and ‘Him’ when discussing/speaking with God.

As per the Books of Enoch, Nephilim are the hybrid offspring of fallen Watcher angels (egrḗgoroi) and humans.

For a full list of TRIGGERS - click here. (Internal link.)

And to the cast of Fleabag who provided inspiration for the scene that edged us all…

Much love,

Serena

<3


Prologue: Andrea



“I’ve needed you for so long, and now you’re here.” I let my arms slip around his neck. “I’ll be everything you need.”

Partner - check.

Wife - check.

Accomplice - check.

At my vow, his dick hardens against my belly.

“Everything?” he rasps, looking at me like a kid who’s just learned Christmas comes with gifts.

“Yes,” I promise with all the crazy, fucked-up love I’m capable of.

Last night, Father Martin didn’t know me.

Today, he made love to me.

Tonight?

We’ll slay a monster and complete our unholy trinity.

But first…


PART ONE
Genesis 3:5


Ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1
Andrea
THIRTEEN YEARS EARLIER…



Mr. Writer - Stereophonics

Though my dad is demanding to know why I skipped school and that should have more of my focus, I’m utterly fixated on the news.

“Savio Martin, a Franco-Italian, Catholic priest serving as a missionary in Algeria, has been abducted by the terrorist organization Algerian Christian Revolutionaries.

“Unlike the Trappist monks of the Tibhirine, who were beheaded by the Islamic Salvation Front to oppose the presence of foreign ministries in the country, the group’s intent behind the abduction is unclear.

“In a nation ripped apart by civil unrest⁠—”

The news reporter fades away to be replaced by monstrous image after monstrous image of the war-torn nation.

Rubble from destroyed buildings is strewn like Lego blocks on crater-laced roads. Women and children huddle in one another’s arms in search of succor and escape, weeping from agony, from despair, from terror. Dazed men, blank-eyed and desperate, scan for attackers, hyper-vigilant in the face of conflict.

Then, the priest himself, Father Savio Martin, comes into the frame. It’s a small photo of him, and for some reason, in black and white, but my major takeaway is that he’s cute. Which, to my teenage brain, makes it a tragedy that he’s a priest.

I blink at the TV screen, speculating if it’s a sin to drool over a holy man… then I kick myself because, duh.

Fourteen years of catechism have taught me that much.

Then, of course, I feel ashamed. Not only for the priest thing but for the fact all those people are suffering and I’m just thinking about a hot guy. But it’s more than his ‘hotness.’

His smile is kind.

His eyes are beautiful.

He’s beautiful. It’s like his soul is shining back at me.

“Do you think there’s any hope of his release being negotiated by the French government?”

I tug on my bottom lip as I switch my focus between the priest on the TV and the door, where I notice that a nurse is escorting one of the visitors out of the waiting room. I’ve been here longer than most but no doctor has come to explain to me how the boy’s doing.

And that’s exactly what he is—a boy.

After the fifteenth missed call from Dad, I know I need to woman up and answer.

“Where are you?”

I grimace at my dad’s bark. I hate when he’s mad at me. “I’m in the hospital.”

“You’re what?” So, his bark is better than his shriek. “Which hospital? What’s wrong? Send me your location—I’ll be there in five minutes.”

Smiling sheepishly at the floor, feeling his love through the airwaves, I admit, “I’m fine. I swear. It isn’t me who’s… I was just walking to school, Dad. Same route as always. No difference. But you know where the Lithuanian deli is⁠—”

“On Burbank and Greens?”

“Yep. In the alley behind it, I saw a foot.”

“A foot?” he repeats, but he sounds like he’s wheezing. “It was attached to a leg, right?”

“Oh, yeah, but⁠—”

“Lead with that in the future, honey, please. My old ticker can’t take it. I never know with you. The weird stuff you come across...” I can almost see him shaking his head. But there’s no denying he’s right. I do notice more than most. “Okay, so, the foot. What about it?”

“There was a boy passed out in the alley,” I mumble. “He looked dead, Dad, but I couldn’t just leave him there, could I? Don’t you always tell me to help people?”

He blows out a breath. “You didn’t call the police?”

“No, I called an ambulance instead. He wasn’t dead. His skin was this weird shade of blue though. He was breathing but barely. I didn’t dare put him in the recovery position because the needle was stuck in his arm⁠—”

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!”

“I couldn’t leave him when the ambulance showed up,” I wheedle. "He shouldn’t have to travel alone. What if he woke up and was frightened⁠—”

“Of course, that’s where your mind went,” he mutters.

“He looked really uncomfortable, Dad.”

“By the sounds of it, he was overdosing, honey.”

“Why do people want to feel that way?”

“Because they're seeking an escape.”

“I think I’d prefer not to escape and not turn blue in an alley.”

“Thank the Lord for that!”

The next time Judith Foster shoves weed in my face at one of her dumb parties and I feel the early crumbling of peer pressure, I’m going to tell her to go fuck herself.

“So, the hospital’s where you’ve been all morning?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you just tell me instead of letting me worry when the school called? You never skip class. Your attendance was 100%. That’s why Mrs. Jennings contacted me. She was worried too!”

“I’m sorry, Daddy. I-I was trying to do the right thing."

He heaves another sigh. “How much longer do you think you’ll be there? I’m not needed on base for another couple hours so I’ll come sit with you⁠—”

“No, it’s okay. Honestly. I’ll wait around for an update and can probably make it into class this afternoon.”

“Only you, Andy,” he grumbles. “But fine. Just this once. What am I saying? Let’s not make a habit of finding strung-out junkies on the walk to school or I’m going to have to drive you myself.”

“You could buy me a car,” I insert slyly—the Lord loves a trier.

He snorts. “Yeah, not going to happen. If you’re sure you’re all right…”

“I’m fine. Just bored.”

“I’m not sure what I did to deserve a child with such a good heart, but can we try to temper it? What with that guy you brought home for grilled cheese sandwiches last month⁠—”

“Daddy, he was living in his car and hadn’t showered in a week!”

“—and that soup kitchen you spend every waking moment at… Baby, you have college to think about.”

“You taught me to be charitable,” is my stout retort.

“I know, but there’s charitable and then there’s you.” He huffs. “Okay, you stay there until lunch, but I want a message from you when you’re heading to school.”

“Will do.” I check out the time on the waiting room wall. “That gives me another forty-five minutes.”

“In the future, honey, tell me so I don’t worry. I’m getting used to you bringing home strays, but that doesn’t stop me from being concerned. Be safe, you hear?”

“Sure thing, Dad. See you later.”

“Love you.”

I grin at my knees. “Love you too.”

After disconnecting the call, it takes me a few moments to realize a doctor has taken a seat beside me in the waiting room, and though his scrubs are relatively clean, they’re wrinkled.

He has a blue cap on his head, made out of the same scrub material, and it’s wonky, as if he rubbed his hand over it and it resettled at the wrong angle. Elbows on his knees, shoulders dipped, he stares at the screen.

It’s such an informal pose that my heart pounds with unease. Without saying a word, I can sense his weariness.

“H-He didn’t make it, did he?”

“No.” The doctor releases a heavy sigh. “He didn’t. He was underweight and the strain on his heart was too much for it to withstand.”

Tears prick my eyes. “That... sucks.”

“It does. Did you know the boy?”

“No. I promise. If I knew him, I’d have told the receptionist. She didn’t believe me either⁠—”

He raises a hand. “It’s fine if you didn’t. I just thought that was why you stuck around. Not many would for a stranger.

“The police will want to talk to you about him.”

“I don’t know anything. I’m sorry he’s gone though,” I whisper mournfully.

Why did I find him if there was nothing that could be done to save him?

I want to believe we are set on the right path for a reason. I want, so badly, to hold that as the key tenet in my life, but I can’t in this instance.

What was the point of any of this?

Normally, I see someone in need, offer it to them, and their life improves.

But not today.

Nervously, I whisper, “A-Are the police going to arrest me?”

“No, of course not. They just want to understand where you found the boy. He was very young. Too young to die like that.”

I dip my head between hunched shoulders. “I thought he was my age.”

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

The doctor’s chin tips up. “If you leave your address with the receptionist, they’ll be in touch.”

Nerves make my stomach churn. Sure, Dad knows where I’ve been, but I don’t need the cops showing up at my door… “I-I just wanted to help⁠—”

“You did your best.”

“I know you did your best too.”

“I hope I did him justice, but sometimes, it’s never enough.” He heaves an exhausted sigh as he gets to his feet, his hand coming down to rest on my shoulder. He squeezes tightly then mutters, “You have a good heart.”

Before I can reply, he wanders off, and I’m left staring at nothing.

Then the father’s face flashes on the TV screen once more, and I suddenly know what I want.

Once a Catholic, always a Catholic—I may not be as devout as my family wants me to be, but a church will always be a sanctuary of sorts.

Leaping to my feet, I skirt around the uncomfortable chairs I’ve been sitting on all morning and head for the reception desk. I write down the details the receptionist asks for, give her my home number, and, cringing, tell her my address.

Once that’s done, I leave the ER and find the main entrance of the hospital. My mom works here so I know where the chapel is.

When I finally reach it, I sigh with relief once I realize it’s empty. Making my way to the altar, I throw some coins in the box and light a votive. Then, I slink to the back pew and I text Dad:

Me: He died



Dad: I’m sorry, baby



Me: I’m just going to say a prayer for him in the chapel and then I’ll set off for school



It’s not a total lie. I don’t want to say a prayer, just wanted to light the candle, but Dad doesn’t like to think I’ve turned my back on my faith, so this will appease him.

Dad: You did a good thing.



Me: Remember that if the police come around tonight and ask me questions about the boy?



Dad: *rolls eyes* Will do. I’ll warn Mom.



Dad: Take care. Let me know when you’re in class.



Me: :*



As I hit send, a playful laugh echoes around the empty chamber.

My brow puckers at the sound, and I twist on the pew, on the hunt for the source.

You’re not supposed to giggle in church.

I guess it isn’t a law or anything, but it’s definitely not respectful.

Just like not perving on a priest is an unspoken rule too.

The giggle is followed by a moan, and now I wonder if someone’s in pain. When I look around the dimly lit chapel, I see nothing. No one.

A squeaking sound comes next. It’s followed up with a low grunt.

Then the confessional booth starts rocking.

This has to be a joke…

Only, it carries on, and my irritation swiftly morphs into anger.

I might have a slow-burn temper, but the fuse has been lit by the strangers’ lack of decency. Does no one have any respect nowadays?!

The urge to act is overwhelming.

Coughing and demanding they stop isn’t enough. I can’t just let them giggle and get excited over being caught.

They need to be punished.

I narrow my eyes at the confessional booth, which is still moving around like there’s a highly localized earthquake affecting it.

The solution hits me like God himself whispered it into my ear…

A short, sharp shock is what they need.

So, I grab my bag, hitch it on my shoulder, and prepare to leave, my intent to find the security guard who mans the doors and get him to do something.

Only, when I leave my pew, I see it.

It might as well scream at me, “Pull here.”

It’s stupid. I know it is. And, shit, I might get into massive trouble considering it’s 100% illegal, but my slow-to-rattle temper always did make me an idiot.

With a self-righteous sniff, I trigger the fire alarm, and when it blares out a warning and the sprinkler system pops on a few seconds later, my heart leaps into my throat as I think about how crazy I⁠—

Then, Giggler screams.

And not in an ‘I hit the big O’ kind of way.

I stop wondering if I’m crazy.

I just smile.


CHAPTER 2
From the desk of Andrea Jura
COLUMBIA, SOUTH CAROLINA



Dear Father Savio,

The day you were taken, I found a dying boy on the streets.

I called an ambulance.

I sat in the hospital waiting room like I was his family.

And he died anyway.

I’m not sure why God put him in my path if I wasn’t supposed to save him.

Father Gonzalez says that God works in mysterious ways…

Maybe it was so that I’d meet you.

The TV in the hospital waiting room was playing the news and that was how I learned you’d been taken captive.

When the boy died, I did something bad. Something I shouldn’t have done and something I won’t confess to either you or my priest. So, like the good Catholic I am, it ate me up inside and you were pushed to the back of my mind.

I’m sorry for that.

Then our priest mentioned you during Sunday service and he encouraged us to pray for you—I thought I’d do one better.

Write you my prayer because I find that God doesn’t always listen.

So, here it is:

I pray they’re feeding you.

I pray they’re not hurting you.

I pray you don’t die.

I may only be a child in the eyes of the world, but I’m noticing that life is unfair.

Why would they kidnap you?

You’re a priest! You should be safe.

Please, don’t die.

Sending you the strength you’ll need to overcome their captivity, to survive their treatment, to endure until you prevail.

Don’t let them break you.

Andrea Jura


CHAPTER 3
The cell of Father Savio Martin
ORAN, ALGERIA



Dead Man - David Kushner

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been one hundred and seven weeks since my last confession to anyone but You.

These are my sins.

I-I killed a man, Father.

He held a girl down, a mere child, and he was going to rape her. Is it a sin to stop a predator in its tracks? To save their prey?

He is Your child as much as I am, but⁠—

Forgive me, Father, but I don’t know anymore.

What I do know is that I should come to You with a penitent soul. My shame overwhelms me as I prostrate myself before You, spilling words that I have uttered to You twice in my life now. But nothing in these miserable thirty-one years has prepared me for this encampment.

For years, I’ve subsisted in this cell. Scraps for food, enough water to survive, a rotten bed, rusty bars on the walls for a ramshackle window. The ground is alive with insects that feast upon my flesh. Staying sane has boiled down to reading the Bible the rebels left me.

I knew Your Word before, but that is nothing to now.

If someone strikes you on your right cheek, turn and offer him the other cheek as well.

That is Matthew’s guidance, but the rebel in question, Farid, didn’t strike my cheek.

If he had, I would have followed Your gospel.

How am I supposed to love my enemy and pray for those who persecute me when they aren’t my enemy? They are brothers in Christ who are fighting in Your name to spread Your blessings over this land. But, despite their claims, their blessings are not Yours. They are purely self-serving.

I am so lost, Father.

I care not for their punishment, be it a beating or this cell they lock me away in.

Their persecution of my person is nothing in the grander scheme of things. Yet not a word of Your gospel could have prepared me for the crimes these monsters commit.

I rest upon this infested floor, my knees bleeding from their beating, from the insect bites, my heart open for You to read.

My shame is there—I took another life.

I could lie on the floor and let the bugs eat me alive.

Would that show penitence?

Do You need me to repent when my brothers in Christ brought a child of Allah here and tortured her before me because I wouldn’t do as they wanted?

They leave this miserable camp and rain chaos over Algeria. They rape and they torture and they murder—they do not repent. Then, they expect me to absolve them of their sins.

My purpose here is their absolution.

I have said no.

A thousand times, I’ve refused.

I’ve welcomed death with open arms, but my passing wouldn’t serve them.

And so, they brought that child to force my hand.

It didn’t.

Again, I refused, but this time, I broke. I absolved them to spare her.

But I don’t know what to do, Father. Please, guide me.

Show me the path ahead.

I stopped the child being hurt by that one animal, but there were dozens more ready to take his place.

I didn’t save her.

For that, my soul will never find peace because until I understand what You ask of me, I remain adrift. You have put me in this place for a reason, yet I do not understand.

Have You forsaken me too, Father?

I do not hear Your voice.

I pray to You but You do not listen.

My will is my own, and yet, the Savio of before is not the man kneeling here today. My sanity is a fractured web, leaving behind a creature I do not know. One that is neither a priest nor a man. One that is a beast who is broken.

I am not truly sorry for my sins, Father.

For that, I can repent.

And I will endeavor to uncover Your reasons for putting me in this prison. I will work out Your plan for me if it’s the last thing I do.

May Your mercy endure forevermore even if Your grace never touches me again.

Amen.”


CHAPTER 4
From the desk of Andrea Jura
FORT STEWART, GEORGIA



THREE DAYS LATER

Dear Father Savio,

I just learned that you’ve been freed!

I first wrote you a note when you were taken captive. It’s tough for me to believe that it’s been two years. That you were forgotten for two WHOLE years. That you suffered for TWO YEARS.

Your plight hurts my heart but, more than that, my soul burns in outrage for you.

How could the Church leave you there to rot?

I saw the state of you on the news.

You’re a broken man.

THEY broke you.

The captors, yes, but THEM. The higher-ups. The bishops. The archbishops. The Pope.

You weren’t protected. They failed you and it makes me hate them on your behalf.

I asked the local priest if there was a way to send you a letter, and he said he’d pass it on… Whether it makes it into your hands or not, I’ll never know.

I wrote you a note when you were first taken. You can find it enclosed—yes, I kept it. I had nowhere to send it so of course, I did. I’m in college now so I came home. I have the worst headache too but I still looked through my stuff tonight because I knew I had kept it and wanted you to have it ASAP.

After rereading it, I’m cringing, but you deserve to see the words. That ‘something bad’ I did was nothing in comparison to what I’d do to avenge YOU.

I’m sorry.

I’m sorry they let you down.

It seems to me that every time I see you, be it in an article or on TV, something shifts in my life. I have to believe that’s for a reason.

The first time I ‘met’ you, I was trying to save a boy from overdosing. (You’ll see that for yourself when you read my note.) Today, I’m trying to save a girl from being abused by her father and the news broke about your liberation.

I’m starting to believe you are a sign that I’m on the right path, but that is a conversation for another time.

Tonight, I pray that you eat well. That you breathe easier. That you sleep and begin the path to healing yourself. You deserve to find peace.

Andrea Jura


CHAPTER 5
From the desk of Andrea Jura
HANOVER, NEW HAMPSHIRE



Dear Father Savio,

It’s Andrea Jura again. Do you even know who I am? I wrote you a letter before but you might not have received it. I asked my priest to send it to you, but whether he did or didn’t depends on how much of the communion wine he drank that day.

I wish I knew if you received my last letter or if you’ll open this one, but even if you ignore them both, I’ll still write to you.

These letters are becoming a quasi-confession of sorts.

Not that I place the burden of absolution on you. I don’t go to church anymore. I stopped a long time ago, when the hypocrisy of it burned me up inside. Your plight only rammed things home, but I’ve been a Catholic for too long—that guilt never fades.

Today is a good day.

I’ve found my calling.

Is this ardency, I wonder, how it feels when you decide to become a priest?

When you ‘become’ your vocation?

My mother is a doctor so she has one, and my father is a soldier—it’s why my letters always come from different places. Or, used to, I suppose. I’m no longer an army brat—I graduated. I’ve seen vocations in action and I’m certain that is what I’m experiencing now, but mine is unlike my mom or dad’s.

I’m certain you’ll think I’m crazy, but even so, you’re the only person I trust with this information. I think this goes deeper than a ‘calling.’

I’m Nephilim.

The child of a Watcher.

I See what others are blind to. Act when others are stagnant. Fix what others broke.

It’s why, whenever I see your face, it’s as if God’s steered me onto the right path.

I am His hand on Earth. Just as you are.

For my charge, I did something bad again.

There’d be no absolution for this sin anyway because I don’t repent.

I ruined the life of my town’s mayor today. There’s a lightness in my heart because he was the worst type of man. He hurt his daughter. Abused her. Destroyed her. But I stopped that.

I noticed when no one else did.

And I brought about his end.

Men like that… they collect. Don’t they?

So, here’s my confession, Father. You can judge whether or not it IS a sin.

I broke into his house.

I stole his iPad.

I gave it to the police, telling them that I found it at the last town hall meeting.

Diana, my friend and his daughter, gave me his passcode. I switched off the need for one. And I said that while I was looking for an identifier, I came across disturbing images of him abusing his daughter…

It wasn’t a lie.

Now, he’s in prison. :)

Diana’s mom knew what he was doing to their daughter, but she isn’t in jail. I made sure everyone is aware that she was complicit in his abuse—a single post from a burner account on our town hall’s social media page achieved that.

Today was, indeed, a good day.

I hope you’re having a good one too.

I wish I could hold you. I know I’m not supposed to say things like that, but I do. You look like you need a hug. My mom’s hugs could fix global warming if she had long enough arms to embrace the earth. I know the power of a hug.

If you ever need one, I’ll be at this address for the next few years…

I pray this letter finds you a little less broken than the last time I wrote to you,

Andrea Jura


CHAPTER 6
Bergkerk confessional
GRONIGEN, NETHERLANDS



THAT SAME DAY

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been three days since my last confession.

These are my sins.

Father, I have killed a man.

The burden on my soul is growing as I endeavor to follow Your path for me.

I thought, after Algeria, I understood Your plan.

But, I realize, that was prideful of me.

Here I kneel, as broken a beast as Farid and his ilk, more blood on my hands, my soul.

I swear to You I was patient, Father.

I waited. I learned. I tried to teach Your word, but my parishioner wouldn’t listen.

The Church has thrown me into this tiny town in the vain hope that I will fade into the background. None of my other placements have worked, despite my striving to fit in and to be the best priest I can be to Your flock. But people are weak and the penances I request of them can be demanding. I am not a popular man, for popularity is not what I seek. It is the purity of their souls that I wish to shield.

The Church says I ask too much of my parishioners. That in this day and age, I should not be so hasty when the number of worshippers is diminishing, but I know no other way.

Keeping sane in Oran depended on my steadfastness.

But despite the harshness of my teachings, I failed.

In the eyes of the Church, to be homosexual is a sin. Yet I do not believe this. I do not believe You could ever view love as a sin. In this harsh, cruel world, love is a divine gift.

I told my parishioner this.

Dirk came to me for conversion therapy, but I could not offer him aid. I told him to open his heart to the man he is. To embrace his true self and to share this truth with his family before he could hurt them with his lies.

He did not return to my church for eight months.

When he did, it was to repent his use of a prostitute.

His beating of said prostitute, to be more precise.

I absolved him.

Father forgive me, but I did.

I believed him when he said he would speak with his wife, that he would be open and honest with his sons at long last.

He lied to me.

I did not see him again for four more months.

Yesterday, he knelt in my confessional and confessed his sins—he killed a boy.

A boy he used.

He was no better than Farid.

He sobbed his way through confession, but his biggest fear was for himself.

His soul was not penitent.

In this, we are both hypocrites. That You do not smite me for this sin as I lay myself prostrate before You tells me that I truly have found my way onto the path You want for me.

I delivered him unto You, Father, for Your judgment.

The boy attempted to blackmail him and he ended the threat.

Another innocent died because I failed You, but I will not fail You again.

I will be swifter to act in the future.

No more innocents will pass on my watch. I will act as Your hand on earth and ensure the safety of Your flock.

My soul is penitent for the acts I must commit, and if my end is in the fiery pits of Hell, then so it must be.

I am not a good man, but I am Your man, and this honor is one I will not take lightly.

May Your mercy endure forever, even if this is the nearest I will ever be to Your grace.

Amen.”


CHAPTER 7
From the desk of Andrea Jura
CHICAGO, ILLINOIS



THREE YEARS LATER

Dear Father Savio,

I failed.

I always write to you when one of my charges is freed. This was supposed to be a happy letter. Another success. But there’s no success to be found here.

Not today.

First, good news because it might stop my heart from breaking—over the years, I’ve shared Diana, Charles, and Li’s stories with you. Well, I have an update.

Diana’s living in Madrid with her husband—they have twin girls. Her father is still in jail and her mother killed herself. The shame of the town knowing she turned a blind eye to her husband’s actions was too much for her to stand. I should probably be ashamed that I’m the reason for her death, but I can’t regret sharing her sins with the world. Not after what Diana endured.

Charles won custody of the kids after divorcing his psycho ex. He also managed to get a restraining order against her.

The last time I contacted you, I’d just saved Li from her stalker who is still receiving psychiatric care in L.A. Li’s living in San Francisco now. She and her girlfriend are talking about moving in together.

They’re all happy because I SAW.

Then, I acted.

But Linda was different…

Normally, I notice something wrong with a charge, I befriend them, I work out what’s breaking them, and then I help them escape their tormentor.

But Linda lost faith in me.

When I got her away from her husband, I told her something that made her look at me differently, Father.

Maybe you’ll believe me, or maybe you’ll think I’m as crazy as she did.

What I showed her made her leave my house, where she was safe, and he was waiting to snatch her up.

They found her body today, Father.

And that’s on me.

“Only God can help me now,” were her last words to me before I failed her.

Maybe I AM crazy.

But I told her my truth: I have wings.

They’re there, Father. I can feel them. When I look in the mirror, I see THEM. They’re huge. Bright gold feathers that drag me down, so I’ve had to work out at the gym to counteract the burden on my back. It took a while, but I can hold them high.

I trusted her as much as she trusted me so I showed them to her.

That was when she feared me.

ME.

Who saw what no one else did. Who helped her escape.

But now she’s dead and it’s my fault because something turned her away from me, and if my wings don’t exist, then what are they?

When I felt their weight, it seemed as if my vocation was a gift. I never told you that was the reason why I came to believe I’m Nephilim. They are why I witness what others fail to see, why I act when they remain unaware, and why I need to offer help when everyone else ignores them.

I thought I was Nephilim, a Watcher, but this changes everything.

Every step I’ve taken held this belief paramount.

Am I sick?

I’ve fluttered through life, moving around like the nomad I was raised to be as an army brat, so I come across many people.

I chose a career that didn’t tie me down—I wrote a book. Found an agent. Now, I’m a bestselling author.

But if I AM sick, did I just remove myself from those who know me best? Who might have noticed my deterioration when I didn’t?

I know what I have to do, but, Father, for the first time, I’m scared.

Even as I write this letter to you, I feel them. The feathers are like silk against my lower back. They’re, ha, heavenly.

I can’t have made them up

I’ll have to be brave, I suppose. As brave as I was the night I showed them to Linda. Only, that went downhill so fast I still feel whiplashed.

One moment she’d been pacing back and forth in my apartment, here in Chicago, anxiously muttering about how her lawyer husband had warned her he could get to her ANYWHERE.

The next, I showed her my wings to calm her down. I wanted her to know that she was safe, that we were on this path together.

That was when she fled from me. More scared of me than him.

And he killed her.

I want to

I have to go. My head is aching terribly. If ever there was a silent nudge to go to the doctor’s, I suppose this is it.

I will be brave, but I hope this isn’t the last letter I write to you,

Andrea Jura


CHAPTER 8
From the hospital bed of Andrea Jura
MONTEREY COUNTY, CALIFORNIA



NINE WEEKS LATER

Dear Father Savio,

I might die tomorrow.

I have emergency surgery scheduled to have my wings cut off.

Well, that’s not what they’re saying.

They’re targeting a cyst that’s making me see things. Allegedly. I still call BS. But I wanted you to know just in case you never receive another letter from me.

I also needed you to know that you’re the reason I’m going to fight to survive.

I saw yet another article about you with an updated picture. I knew they broke you—how could anyone endure what you did and not be broken? But it’s worse than that now.

I can see the fractures in your soul as if your pupils were bleeding into your irises.

It’s as clear to me as the sun in the sky.

I’ve Seen you, Father.

I’ll heal you.

But first, I have to heal myself.

It’s been a decade since first we met… and you’ve been quite rude, ignoring me for so long. I’m not the type of person you can ignore, Father. You’ll learn that soon enough.

I hope you’re as excited as I am to meet.

Your Watcher,

Andrea Jura


CHAPTER 9
The church of St. Peter’s confessional
GENEVA, SWITZERLAND



“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been two weeks since my last confession.

I expect no absolution, Father. As always, I bear my sins like the albatross around my neck that they are.

The archdiocese doesn’t know what to do with me so they’re sending me to Rome.

I’m not upset at the prospect. It’s picturesque here, but it just makes me more aware of how wrong I am. Frau Sutter, one of the ladies who cleans the church, complained about blood on the confessional wall. The whip helps some days.

The Church can’t condone my actions, but they also can’t chide me for them either, not when I reasoned that it’s tied to my devotion to You. To my service of You.

Hence the move.

It’s not, of course. It’s about survival.

Yet another ‘suicide’ mars my work for You, and the Church believes being closer to the Vatican will help me. I’m not sure how, but neither am I going to argue.

Italy—a fresh start?

Do I deserve one?

As always, there is no atonement to be found here. Not when it makes my heart feel lighter, my soul less of a burden to bear. A child might be motherless tonight, but he is in a foster home with food in his belly and the bruises on his back healing. No more ‘uncles’ hurting him to supplement that hideous mother’s income. No, he is free from her now.

The memories, of course, he won’t be free of.

I know that better than anyone.

That’s why I do it. I just hope he doesn’t choose the path I took. The whipping doesn’t whitewash the past, but it stops me from committing the worst sin of all. Though, maybe ending this miserable existence isn’t that, not when I know I’ll end up in hell no matter how this life of mine concludes.

The worst part is the whip is less painful than the night terrors and the flashbacks. The doctors call it PTSD, but for me, it’s just a living nightmare.

My path might be unorthodox, but knowing I make a difference keeps me going.

The irony is, of course, that Farid and his men also worked under the guise that their actions honored You. They broke me and, in turn, made me as evil as them.

No, there’s no absolution for me, Father, but maybe Rome will be different. Maybe… No. I’m ridiculous to hope that there can be any peace for a monster like me.

May Your mercy endure forever, even if this is the nearest I will ever be to Your grace.

Amen.”
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CHAPTER 10
Savio



Everybody’s Changing - Keane

When the plane touches down in Italy, I can breathe again.

Behind me, the impatient folk traveling to the Eternal City attempt to jostle me aside as I stand on the top step of the airplane, sucking in the scent of jet fuel as I absorb where I am.

Rome.

More than that, home.

An attendant shoves her way forward. “Father? Is everything okay?” she inquires politely, even though I see the strain on her face as the grumbling passengers’s restlessness mushrooms.

“Forgive me, my child,” I rasp and begin my descent.

Crossing the tarmac, I head for the bus that will take us to the terminal. I sit and wait for it to fill. When a woman hobbles on, her hand shaking with fatigue as she maneuvers a walking cane, I climb to my feet and let her take my place.

She smiles at me, her eyes tired but relieved as she sags onto the uncomfortable seat, murmuring, “Grazie, Padre.”

“You’re more than welcome,” I tell her in English, hearing the accent beneath her words.

“You’re American?”

“No. French.”

“Your accent⁠—”

“I spent a few years in the States.”

I’ve been all over the world as the Church tries to find a place to fit me in. Sometimes, I only spent weeks in a parish before I was moved on.

In all honesty, I’m surprised they’ve tried so hard.

But I know they’re attempting to save face.

If they force me out, then I could only imagine the press.

For some reason, the media is interested in me and my past. I’ve been featured in several articles, and someone is even writing a book on the subject. I’ve had film offers, too.

I’d never say yes to such a macabre project, but they’re my saving grace.

The journey to the terminal takes place in silence—the faint jostles have pain creasing the woman’s expression so I leave her in peace.

Once we arrive, I help her off the bus. “Can you manage on your own, my child?”

She pats my hand. “My daughter’s waiting for me past Customs.”

“I can take you there,” I offer.

“Do you have luggage?”

“It can wait.”

Her genuine smile soothes something in me. “I’ll be fine, Father. Thank you. You take care of yourself. Say a prayer for me, hmm?”

“Willingly.”

Watching her limp off, I head to the carousel, collect my suitcase after an interminable wait, then start the familiar walk to the termini.

I traversed this path often as a boy when my parents would bring me on trips here, but it’s my first since I took holy orders.

Drifting onto the various moving sidewalks to reach the train station that’s annexed to the airport, I notice there’s a TV screen overhead airing a talk show. While I don’t take much notice of television, not since I’d become a bizarre celebrity thanks to my ordeal, the news splashed on the screen catches my attention.

There’s no sound, but I don’t have to hear it to understand it. I speak Italian, French, and English fluently, so the headlines are no issue.

‘Bestselling author survives perilous brain surgery.’

I wouldn’t have thought that would be headline news until there’s a montage of her books, titles even I’ve heard of.

Then she flashes on the screen.

The woman is beautiful in a way that takes me aback because her face is so open. It’s almost childlike but there’s nothing else about her that is.

She has wide eyes, and the pale green orbs are candid, as if she’s looking straight at me and seeing all my flaws. Yet there’s no judgment to be found there.

Only acceptance.

Aware I’m projecting, I take note of the freckles on her nose. They splash onto her cheeks too, which are high, tapering into a soft, pillowy mouth that makes me think things no priest should. She wears no lipstick, no makeup either. She’s wholly free from artifice.

Her button nose is cute, and her wide, slightly furrowed brow makes her look, of all things, curious. As if she wants to understand everything.

The sandy blonde hair that dances around her shoulders in bouncy waves makes me feel like she’s moving. Running toward me even though, in these pictures, she’s still.

I swallow when I see clips from movies that have been produced from her stories.

Then, there’s a discussion on what she’s fighting—a cyst in her brain.

My stomach tightens at the thought of that beautiful head, a brain so filled with tales and stories that captivated the hearts of millions of people around the world, being cut open.

The hosts of the TV panel appear to be dissecting her as much as the surgeons have—wondering if, after the surgery, she’ll be the same.

I find myself sending up a quick prayer to God, hoping that she will.

Andrea Jura.

I savor her name for a second before I’m spit off the moving sidewalk and have to shuffle onto the next one.

For what feels like miles, I follow her journey.

And each time, they flash her image between segments. Andrea at an award ceremony, on the red carpet. Shots of her in a city as she goes about her business.

On every occasion, she’s alone.

And, God help me, that pleases me.

I bite the inside of my cheek when I make it to the termini at long last, and it’s strange because there, where I purchase my ticket, I see a sandwich shop and a newspaper stand.

Her face is on the front page.

I find myself collecting a paper to entertain myself with on the hour-long trip into the city from the airport, and as I travel, I read more about this Andrea Jura.

When I finish the paper, I could toss it away.

But I don’t.

I keep a hold of it and don’t throw it out until, weeks later, I hear on the news she’s in recovery.

As relief for this update on her well-being fills my heart, I purchase one of her novels in a libreria and open my soul to the wonder of her written word.

My shame knows no bounds when her stories fill up every waking moment of my day. Whenever I’m not in church, I read her books, feeding the black and white of my life with the color of her imagination.

When, one week, I consistently choose Revel over the Bible, I know I have to stop, that my obsession must fade.

But even as I try to throw her books away, I can’t.

I leave them on a shelf behind my desk in the church where I’ve been placed, tucked amid seminal texts.

My dirty little secret.


CHAPTER 11
From the hospital bed of Andrea Jura
MONTEREY COUNTY, CALIFORNIA



ELEVEN MONTHS LATER

Dear Father Savio,

Did you miss me?

I can’t help but wonder if you ignore my letters or if they’re gathering dust in some mailbox that never gets checked or if they end up straight in the trash.

I’ll know soon enough.

I’m coming to Rome. Yes, you read that (or ignored that) correctly.

I know it’s been eleven months since you last heard from me, but I had to resist temptation. It was… difficult. The treatment wasn’t easy, and all I wanted was to talk to you, but I prevailed.

While I’m healing, only to you will I admit there’s something not right.

My sense of smell is strange. My mood swings. I can’t run anymore, not without feeling nauseated. I know while I’m with you, I’ll need to find a gym because my strength is severely depleted.

‘London’s Burning,’ my current WIP, hasn’t had a single word added to it in months. The harsh reality is my publisher’s losing patience.

Writing is something else I’ve lost along the way to good health, but I’m trying to get it back. Despite the ability to write being like a muscle, no gym will help me regain those skills.

One of the hardest parts of my recovery has been staying put for almost eleven months. The butterfly in my soul has almost perished, but Rome will revive it. It has to, or I don’t know who I am or will be.

No one understands. They never have and they never will. My parents tried and Diana too. But, before I was just an oddity. A strange waif who drifted around the country, seeing too much, saying too much, BEING too much. Now, they lay the blame on the cyst.

With that part ripped out of me, they have nothing to excuse me for except the surgery, which will make them question if I’m still sick. Ultimately, that’ll mean a longer stay in the clinic.

Never again.

Another reason I’m traveling overseas—they won’t be there to watch over me.

They raised me to be independent. While I understand and love them for their care, they’re suffocating me.

Oh, how childish I sound. But it’s more than that. My whole life is a lie to them. One big delusion.

I need space. Distance.

Can’t get much farther than Rome.

Of course, my nomadic heart selected that destination for a reason…

Eleven months of silence and you thought I’d forgotten?

Never.

I used the months in self-imposed purdah to learn about you. You’re my next charge. You need me, and I need you. You’ll understand me, and I’ll understand you.

You are the bone of my bones.

One day soon, I’ll come to visit you in your parish in Rome—yes, I know where you live. (Not that that will come as a surprise when this letter shows up at your door.) I’ve studied the many articles about you, watched the trajectory of your career, and even asked Charles, my charge, who’s an ethical hacker, to give me your file from your archdiocese. My, you do move around a lot, don’t you?

You’re like me, but I get the feeling the reason for that is different…

It might also be why you never receive my letters.

Hopefully, you won’t move on again until I get to meet you.

The doctors said the cyst needed to be cut out, but it was as much a part of me as my green eyes... they’d even told me it had been in my head for over two decades, gradually getting bigger and bigger until it started affecting me around the age of seventeen.

I don’t think it’s a coincidence that I came across ‘the boy I failed’ or that you were taken by those animals that year.

I know what you want to ask but daren’t…

The weight of the wings isn’t there anymore, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel them. I haven’t lost my calling, either.

YOU are my calling, Father Savio.

I realize that now.

You will too.

Yours,

Andrea Jura


CHAPTER 12
From the desk of Andrea Jura
BORGO PIO, ROME



PRESENT DAY

Dear Father Savio,

I’m going to find you today.

At long last, we’re standing on the same soil!!

Rome is beautiful. I haven’t had a chance to explore much, but I already know it’s what I need—a new leaf. A fresh start. Fewer people to hover over me… Though, I’m surprised by how many Italians are aware of who I am. In the airport, I noticed it first. Even the agent managing my apartment recognized me. Annoying. I think I’ll have to wear sunglasses and a hat to shield my face.

Will you recognize me, I wonder? Do you know my name? Have you read one of my books?

It’s funny how you’ve been a part of my life for so long while being totally unaware of who I am. (Either that or you’re just rude.) I’m beyond ready for you to know me as well as I know you.

You can’t be freaked out by how much I’ve gleaned about you over the years. I have a whole file on you now. It’s like a patchwork of different screenshots. Articles here, reports there. Small church newsletters, some pieces you wrote in seminary where you spoke about your relationship with your faith.

Diana knows I’m intrigued by you and she gives me a hard time about it, so I know this collated folder may be a touch unusual. But it was created with the best of intentions.

During my treatment, I needed a way to connect with you without writing to you.

I couldn’t put you through my passing if you do read these letters. I couldn’t put you through, one day, never receiving another because I was dead.

You’ve no idea how much of a lifeline you’ve been to me. You broke up the days and nights of pain I’ve endured. Thoughts of you helped me make it to the finish line.

This letter is a touch obsolete, but I’m going to send it anyway. Maybe I’ll be with you when you tear open the envelope… Maybe I’ll be sitting in your lap…

I can only hope.

I’m still unsure of how to bring about our initial meeting.

Perhaps I should stop by for confession… Do you want to hear my sins, Father?

I’ve often wondered if hearing confession is tedious. I doubt mine would be… Savio.

Yes. Savio.

Now that I’m in Rome, I think we should be on a first-name basis, don’t you?

I’ll be seeing you soon, Savio.

Yours,

Andrea


PART TWO
Deuteronomy 1:9


You are too heavy a burden for me to carry alone.
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CHAPTER 13
Savio



Drops of Jupiter (Tell Me) - Train

“Now, my children, don’t forget about the food bank. We’re running low on stock, so any donations will be most appreciated.” As expected, I lose their interest, but I persevere, gaze drifting from pew to pew. “We’re helping a side of our community which is suffering greatly now thanks to the drop in tourism⁠—”

That’s when I see her sitting in the back corner.

She didn’t come for communion because she wasn’t waiting in line for the sacrament.

I’m not sure when she arrived.

The church is small in size, but the cavernous nave is dark, and the altar is bright thanks to its south-facing position.

If I’m in a pool of light, I can’t see the back of the church without difficulty.

So, she’d either watched the service or sneaked in.

And yes, I use that word on purpose.

Sneaked.

She doesn’t belong here.

Every instinct in my body screams at me that she doesn’t as her presence alone is a temptation I can’t face.

She’s. The. Woman.

Andrea Jura.

The latest the gossip rags had on her was that she was still being treated. But that’s a lie for here she is.

In. My. Church.

And she’s watching me.

Looking at me with those eyes that struck my soul over a year ago through a TV screen.

I freeze as they drift over me. The wash of heat her path leaves behind has my hands tightening around the lectern to the point where the edges dig in, the metal sharp enough to sting.

The arc of lightning striking between us, the self-inflicted pain, has my body reacting shamefully.

I want to ignore her, want to completely cut her off, but I can’t.

I’ve sinned many times in my life, but the one vow I haven’t broken, one that means something to me, is that of rejecting the sins of the flesh.

But she represents so much more.

Arousal? Lust?

Hatred?

Fear?

Repugnance?

Curiosity?

No, fascination.

She doesn’t look like she did back on the TV. Her hair is short, and considering she had brain surgery, I guess that fits. And while it remains that beautiful shade of sandy blonde, it’s somehow darker thanks to the new cut.

A part of me wants to scrub my hand over her head, to feel the curls against my palm, but another part of me wants to avoid her like she has the plague.

A slow smile curves her lips—it’s jarring. Enough that it breaks the connection between us, even as my brain fixates on her presence.

Blurting out the final words of my sermon, I try to shove my inappropriate thoughts of her aside, but only forcing myself to leave the pulpit and wandering to the first pew, shatters the strange spell she ensnared me in.

Each step reinforces how pitiful my imagination is.

Why would Andrea Jura have a connection with me?

Lara Ricci grabs my hands as I reach for hers. Her bony knuckles squeeze my fingers. “You look brighter this afternoon, Father.”

Do I?

Why?

Because Andrea Jura is here?

“Thank you, my child.” Taking note of the bruises under her eyes and the bright yellow of her skin, I glean that today is not a good day. “And you?”

“I’m well enough to attend service.”

I tut. “You’re always well enough to attend service.”

She grins, her wizened face puckering into a semi-toothless smile that always makes me wonder why she doesn’t have false teeth. Unlike a lot of my parishioners, she’s wealthy. A chauffeur drops her off at church so she never misses a service.

Her fingers are frail in mine, and every day, they seem to grow more brittle.

We both know she doesn’t have long left on this Earth, but neither of us mentions it.

Her soul will soon be liberated, a fact she takes comfort in.

I’m glad she has the security of her faith.

In truth, being around people like her, good people, has re-instilled some of my own beliefs.

Rome, this past year, has surprised me by being a salve.

But I’m still going through the motions. The only time any of it makes sense to me is when a service ends and I walk down the aisle of pews and greet the worshippers.

It amuses me that, during my time here, numbers have increased despite the fact I fulfill more of the traditional canonical hours than ‘recommended.’

The Church doesn’t know what to make of that, and neither do I, in all honesty.

Every other parish I’ve been assigned to has ended in disaster. No one has particularly liked me, and I haven’t particularly liked anyone there.

Here, I fit.

Strangely, I’m home. Not because this is the capital of my faith but because this is my father’s homeland. I was born in my mother’s, and now I live in the land that forged Giuseppe Martin.

This is where I have roots—I’d just never been here long enough to let them take to the soil before.

I give Lara’s hands one last squeeze. “I’ll send your chauffeur for you.”

Her eyes twinkle. “Thank you.”

She refuses to walk down the aisle with her mobility aid so she uses her driver as a cane instead. Her stubbornness amuses me, especially when she sits on the front pew where her family’s name is engraved.

The Chiesa di Santa Cecilia is in her blood in a way that it isn’t in mine, yet I’ve found a home here. Some days, that’s enough.

Others, such as today, with the weight of Andrea Jura’s regard, I feel the lack.

Continuing on my path, I come across Carlo DiRittano. As usual, his expression is sheepish and he’s fidgeting under his dad’s firm hold on his shoulder.

“What did you do, Carlo?” I chide, knowing he’s here, midweek, for a reason.

The DiRittanos come every Sunday, without fail, but rarely during the week.

Carlo has ADHD and he keeps acting out, so their attendance on a Wednesday means he’s ‘misbehaved.’

“Nothing, Padre,” he mutters glumly before he stares at his feet.

His sneakers squeak over the ancient stones, and his toe digs into them, kicking a loose piece of gravel that someone has traipsed in after the cleaners came.

“He’ll be waiting to give confession,” his father promises, and I cut him a look, wanting to shake my head but refraining.

It isn’t my place to parent the boy, nor to parent the parents, but I truly do think they are too hard on him.

Coming from a man who believes sinners should pay with their lives? That says a lot.

What would you expect from a boy his age, though, when the doctors prescribe him medications and they refuse to give them to him?

Though the tut is silent, I move on, greeting worshippers whose faces I’ve come to know, whose names trip off my tongue like they’re old friends.

But as I approach the last pew, my heart pounds as if I raced down the aisle. My palms grow clammy. Perspiration dots my upper lip. And that’s nothing to…

What on earth is happening to me?

I can feel her attention. Wherever the touch of her eyes lands, it burns.

The pain is excruciating.

The pain is delicious.

“Lead us not into temptation,” I rasp under my breath, the prayer a silent susurration. “Deliver us from evil; For thine is⁠—”

“Padre?”

I jerk in surprise at the soft voice and twist to see Junia Lorenzo staring at me with concern.

As usual, the faint lingering of bruises mars her cheeks.

Her husband is someone I’m keeping my eye on. He’s dancing on the knife’s edge and he doesn’t even know it.

Neither does she.

Junia’s gaze is limpid as she studies me worriedly. A gentle woman, too good for that bastard of a spouse, I grace her with a kind smile even though my body almost rebels. “All is well, my child.”

It isn’t.

Nothing is well.

Andrea is there and she is watching me and I want to press my mouth to those faintly smiling lips, want to run my hand over that silken hair, taste that⁠—

No.

Balling my hands into fists until my knuckles ache, I move on, lest I cause any more curiosity. Despite the incessant urge to watch Andrea, I forge ahead, not stopping until I’m at the doorway.

The intense cold from inside the church is brisk, and bracing. Outside, though, it’s still technically winter, but the sun has been hot, so I know Lara’s driver must be melting in his formal suit and cap.

When he sees me, he dips his chin, eyes darting over the small crowd as he makes his way inside and helps his mistress back to the car.

Standing by the door, I give my parishioners thanks for their attendance as they leave and wish them well until the next time we meet.

Six wait for confession.

My gaze darts over the pews, taking note of the familiar faces, and while Junia remains behind to deal with some flower arrangements, her husband stays seated.

Inwardly, I sigh—I hate my time with him.

And she is still there, sitting relatively close to the confessional too.

But she’s American, and from my experience, they never speak other languages.

The booth is far away enough for me to have no fears over privacy, but the beast inside demands to know why she’s here, in my church.

As far as I can tell, she seems to be doing nothing.

Just sitting.

Perhaps I imagined the intensity of her regard because her eyes appear almost closed. I’d go so far as to say she’s napping.

Is that because of her illness?

For a second, I wonder if I should go over and help her, but I’m hesitant to do so.

I don’t want to approach her.

I really, truly don’t.

And I know that’s the exact opposite of being Christian, but getting close to her would be like shoving my hand into an open fire.

So I step away from the flames, refuse to look at her, and pretend she isn’t there.

I sense her as I pass, even though I do my best to ignore the temptation she represents—and trust me, I’ve become pretty adept at ignoring things, people, as well as situations that make me uncomfortable.

I instantly fail.

Lord help me, she’s magnetic.

Andrea Jura is impossible to evade.

Her scent hammers into me. Sweet and light—like her. I want to roll in it. Bathe in it. Glory in her⁠—

NO!

The bizarreness of my situation has me hiding in the confessional. After seating myself, I take a deep breath, the burden on my back lighter once I push my spine into the ungiving wooden wall behind me.

Today, I even find comfort within the booth that’s as much of a prison to me as the cage back in Oran. Its shadows provide me with a sense of security as I go about my afternoon chore.

It’s here where I find the sinners, and it’s here where I loathe the calling I’ve taken.

I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I must.

If they prey on an innocent, I can no longer sit idly by and wait for them to escalate. I’ll accept no more blood on my soul.

Unless I’m the one shedding it.

A tap sounds at the door, and I grow tense, expecting to hear her voice after I rasp, “Enter.”

“Thank you, Father.”

The voice is sweet. Young. Innocent.

Well, his parents would disagree, but I don’t.

My lips curve of their own volition as I greet Carlo and begin the Sacrament of Confession. Relief settles on my spine, allowing me to relax. Something he exacerbates with:

“I didn’t mean to.”

His morose start has me grinning, and I take a second, close my eyes, and force my voice to behave—even if I find his antics hilarious, his parents don’t.

“Let me decide if what you did is a sin.”

“Mama said it is. That’s why I’m here.”

Carlo, not unsurprisingly, doesn’t appreciate being dragged to church every time he misbehaves.

He’s only twelve, and his parents are older. He was a late baby, and they never seem to know what to do with him. His mother often wails about the sins she must have committed for him to have been born with ADHD.

Tone deaf is an understatement.

“Tell me. Let me decide,” I coax.

“It was an accident. I never meant for all the glue to get wasted.”

Glue? “Start at the beginning.”

“My teacher’s a bitch.”

I sit up straight. “That’s a sin right there, Carlo. Did you just use profanity under God’s roof?”

Glumly, he mourns, “I just made it worse for myself, didn’t I?”

“You certainly did.”

But I make a mental note to talk to his father on Sunday. Carlo, who’s always a cheerful boy even if he’s due to confess, is having issues with his teacher.

“She was picking on me. Trying to make me look dumb in front of everyone. So I knocked over the glue on her seat, painted it so she wouldn’t notice, and then let her sit on it.”

My brows lift as I try to ascertain what kind of testament that broke which required him being dragged to church on an afternoon, and then it clicks.

“You were suspended?” That’s the only reason I can think he’d be here mid-week.

“Yes. For two days.” He huffs. “But she’s mean, Father.”

“I can imagine, but did you have to be mean to her? Is that what you’ve been taught, Carlo?”

“No, we have to turn the other cheek, don’t we, Father? Even if someone sucks.”

I clear my throat to obfuscate my laugh. “We do. But it isn’t the end of the world, Carlo. Don’t tell your mother or father this, but I was suspended when I was a boy too.”

“You?” He sounds so stunned that, on this occasion, I can’t hide my amusement.

“Si, I wasn’t always a priest.”

“I knew that. But... what did you do?”

“I’d get into fights.”

“Why?”

“Does there have to be a reason?”

He hums under his breath. “I think so. I mean, did you like fighting?”

“Sometimes. Sometimes I was very angry, and the only way I could stop feeling like that was if I hit something.” Sometimes I grew tired of being bullied, and had to defend myself…

“Why were you angry?”

“My teachers weren’t very nice to me either.” They never listened.

“Why not?”

“They just weren’t. They thought I was the troublemaker because, in class, I got bored really quickly.”

“I know how that feels,” he commiserates. “I find it hard to concentrate.”

I could only imagine. “Maybe speak with your parents about it.” Surely then they’d realize that was why the doctors gave him medicine in the first place.

“I hate school,” he mutters.

“Only six more years of it,” I reply, trying to cheer him up.

“That’s a long time. I mean, I’m twelve. That means I have to do half my life again of school.” Another huff escapes him. “Life sucks.”

“It can suck sometimes, but I’m sure there’ll be a lot of times you have fun. You have friends there, don’t you?”

“Yes. But I can see them at home.”

I smirk at his logic. “Carlo?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know why your parents brought you to me?”

“Because they say you’re the only one who’ll make me listen⁠—”

I never expected him to say that, and despite myself, I’m actually touched.

And, God help me, choked up—this cheeky little boy finds as much camaraderie in me as I do in him.

“Well, be that the case, you know why you have to atone, don’t you?”

“I guess.”

“That doesn’t sound very sure to me.”

“I didn’t mean to⁠—”

“Don’t lie in God’s house.” I purse my lips. “You know very well you meant to. Why would you do it if not?”

“I-I suppose.” His voice is small now.

“Are you sorry for what you did?”

“I’m sorry I wasted all that glue,” he grouses. “And I’m sorry I’m here.”

“Well, that’s a start,” I retort, amused again, and then, because I have others waiting outside, I give him his penance.

When he heaves a huge sigh, like I made him atone by walking the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela, my smile widens.

And, mood buoyed, I see the next two people and manage to forget about the woman and Lorenzo who’s waiting outside.

Until, of course, he enters, stinking of garlic and cheap wine.

Suddenly, she’s at the forefront of my mind, a better subject to focus on than Paolo Lorenzo and the shadow of sin around him.

“I did it again, Father.”

And just like that, my mood sinks and Andrea Jura fades into the background.

Even as I cringe at his confession, I know that my time to act is approaching.

Lorenzo just tugged on a tripwire, and it doesn’t even register with him.

But he’ll learn soon enough.
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CHAPTER 14
Andrea



I Follow Rivers - Lykke Li, The Magician

His church is smaller than I expected, quainter, and more comforting than the ones back home. There’s no sharp lighting here, just shadows and candlelight, some electric, some natural.

My eyes don’t hurt in the chapel, nor does my head ache. The scents are ones I’m familiar with, ones that represent my childhood if I’m honest. I used to sing in the choir, even though I hated singing in public—Mom always asked me to and teasingly said my voice buttered her up for when I brought home my ‘projects’ which almost always resulted in a visit from the police.

The scents of incense, and even the beeswax candles on the altar and polish on the pews, all represent a homecoming to me.

And that this is his church is like a warm embrace I didn’t know I was lacking.

Having seen him in the flesh, I know this is meant to be.

He’s beautiful but hard. Cold. His eyes are obsidian in color, whereas before they were amber that the sunlight hit at sunset.

That first time I saw him, the picture of him fresh out of seminary flashing onto the TV, he’d been open. Hopeful. Like he knew he could make a difference and, so badly, wanted to try.

Now, he’s the exact opposite.

My fingers ache to stroke along the scars on his right cheek, to soothe the furrow of his brow. I want to trail a path over his square jaw and rub my nose against his.

I can’t.

Yet.

“Get out and go home. I won’t be back until late,” a man snarls at the woman who was arranging flowers. She cowers in the face of his anger. “Do not leave the apartment until I’m back.”

She tilts her head to the side, shielding her already bruised cheek as if expecting to be hit again. “B-But I-I have errands.”

“Stay. Inside,” he growls.

Throat bobbing, she darts away like a frightened rabbit.

As I narrow my eyes at the disgusting display, my cell buzzes.

Diana: What are you doing? Remember we agreed that I wouldn’t tell your folks where you are so long as you checked in with me



For the threat to count, they’d have to believe she actually existed. Still…

Me: I checked in with you last night!



Diana: It’s tomorrow now. Duh.



I look around the church and hedge my bets.

Me: I might be heading in for communion



Diana: Excuse you



Diana: HAVE YOU FOUND GOD AND DIDN’T TELL ME?



Me: I never lost God. I lost faith in the Church. *sniffs*



Diana: You’re the most confusing person ever



Diana: WHY ARE YOU GOING TO CHURCH THEN?



Me: Because



Diana: TELL ME



*Four minutes later*
Diana: YOU THINK I WON’T GET ON A PLANE TODAY? I’m on VACATION, Andrea. I can be there in two hours.



Diana: YOU UNDERESTIMATE THE LEVEL OF CRAZY GOING ON RIGHT NOW WITH MY HORMONES



Me: All right, all right. Making babies turns you nuts.



Diana: Damn straight



Me: Father Martin has a parish here



Diana: You’re finally going to meet him, huh? Your obsession?



Me: I’m not obsessed.



Diana: Yeah. Okay



Diana: You know they say you should never meet your idols…



Me: He’s not my idol



Diana: If You Say So



Me: Ugh



Me: You suck



Diana: Jason can confirm I suck really well



Me: I’m flipping you the bird so hard right now



Diana: ;)



Diana: I’m slow - this is why you discharged yourself against your doctor’s advice, isn’t it?



Diana: To meet him



Diana: I should never have sent you that damn article about him moving to Rome. Grr.



Diana: Here was me thinking you were a responsible adult!



*Three minutes later*
Diana: Fine, don’t answer. But… tell me how it goes.



Me: I might be here already



Diana: WITH HIM?



Me: Sheesh, I heard that shouty voice.



Diana: What’s he like?



Me: He cares



Diana: About?



Me: His flock.



Diana: Isn’t that his job?



Me: Pfft. You know as well as I do that not all priests engage with the parish or give a damn about the community.



Diana: True



Me: He speaks with the parishioners after a service.



Diana: Like they matter?



Me: Yes.



Diana: Did you talk to him?



Me: No. But he saw me. I think he might have recognized me.



Diana: Lol, Ms. Imposter Syndrome



Me: Shut up



Me: I can’t believe they recognize me here



Diana: You were a big news item for a while, honey



Me: Yeah, but it’s still crazy.



Me: I was hoping for more, tbh



Diana: More WHAT? He’s a priest, babe. What do you expect him to do?



Ican’t tell her what I expected. I just know that the link I’d hoped for didn’t…

Ugh.

Did it?

He stopped talking mid-sentence when he saw me. After that, he seemed to go out of his way to avoid me.

Me: I’m nervous.



Diana: Why? Being back in church? I know your mom and dad weren’t happy when you stopped attending services.



Me: I went with them during the Holidays!



Diana: That’s pretty much the bare minimum lol.



Me: Are you in a mood or something?



Diana: You come to me for the harsh realities of life, babe. :P If you want someone to lick your ass, then look to one of your fans.



Me: Why do I talk to you?



Diana: See above



Me: He’s strange



Diana: Who? The priest?



Me: Yes. It’s like he’s going through the motions.



Diana: I guess the whole rigmarole gets a little tiresome after a while. My priests were always alcoholics when I was growing up.



Me: No, this is different.



Me: His words lack feeling.



Istruggle to describe my read on this man who, as she called it, has been my obsession for years now.

Me: It wasn’t just feeling. His service lacked faith



Diana: Like, he was robotic?



Me: Yes.



Diana: Maybe that’s because of what he went through? I know his time in Algeria was a while back but that kind of thing doesn’t heal overnight, does it?



Me: You know too much about him



Diana: *rolls eyes* Because you talk about him all the time



Me: *sniffs*



Me: He could have sought clerical dispensation if he wanted to leave. He’s certainly not settled in a parish for long



Diana: Do I want to know how you learned that?



Me: No.



My cheeks flush.

Diana: A part of me has known for a while that you’ve stalked him.



Me: I’m not a stalker



Diana: Sounds like it to me



Me: I mean him no harm



Diana: I’m sure you don’t



Diana: How are the wings?



Me: They’re okay.



A soft laugh from the booth whispers through me, making me shiver as my attention leaves my conversation with Diana. It’s so wrong while under God’s roof, but my nipples peak, and I close my eyes, relishing the husky sound.

I know it isn’t something he does often.

Of the many lines on his face, laughter didn’t cause one of them.

Strain, pain, fear, and rage did; he exudes each emotion. They flood out of his pores, making me wish I had the right to soothe him.

But I don’t.

Yet.

The boy who shuffled in after his father pushed him toward the booth seems to make Savio smile. I watched their interactions earlier and noticed he refrained from grinning.

Saw that he purposely ignored me as he crossed over to the confessional.

He just strode in like I wasn’t there.

It hurt.

A lot.

I’ll forgive him in time for not recognizing what I am to him. That he recognized something means more than he can even imagine right now.

A few laughs have escaped him since the kid went into the booth, and I can see the boy’s father grumbling under his breath every time he hears Savio’s amusement.

But when he shuffles back out, his father’s shoulders slump like he’s tired and in desperate need of a good nap, and then to wake up and for this day to be over.

I heard what the kid did—messed with his teacher’s chair. Seems tough to bring him to confession for something like that. Hell, I did much worse over the years and my folks were always a safe space. Sanctuary.

Guilt unsettles my stomach.

Knowing I just abandoned them to go on, what they’d consider, to be a wild goose chase breaks all the trust that’s grown between us over the years of my childhood and adulthood.

They wouldn’t understand.

Nobody would.

Diana barely does and she forgives me a lot for my crazy because I was the only one who saw what her father was doing to her when the whole world thought he farted gold dust.

That’s why I have to do this.

As I sit there, listening to the sacrosanct confessions that spill from people’s lips, I know it’s wrong to eavesdrop, but technically, I’m not.

I’m listening to him. Not to them. They don’t interest me.

Not until something shifts in Savio’s voice.

It goes from soft and almost caring to hard. Cold. The chill is enough to make me shiver.

It has me tuning into the confession, but it’s difficult to hear because the guy is speaking so softly that I have to strain my ears. Maybe it’ll give me a headache later, but it’ll be worth it. I crave knowledge where Savio is concerned—I want to know what makes him tick.

“I didn’t mean to.”

That’s like a running theme in confession, I think.

We never mean to do something, yet somehow, it happens. Sins occur, and souls get tarnished.

And now, this guy’s crying.

That’s when it registers that the bastard who terrified his wife is the man confessing.

“What happened, Paolo?” Savio bites out.

“S-She wore such a short skirt.”

Inside, I just die.

I know where this is going, and my heart pounds like I’ve been running a race.

At the moment, I can’t run anywhere, though. Never mind take part in a race. My body grows tense as I enter ‘flight or fight’ mode.

I’ve heard this story from the other side of the fence so many times that I recognize what I’m about to hear, and it sickens me before he even continues with his confession.

“Short skirts are not a crime,” Savio growls, and those words just fill up my metaphorical cup.

“If she dresses like a slut, what else am I supposed to think of her? She shouldn’t tempt me.”

A tense silence seems to charge the air, one strong enough to make the hair on the back of my neck stand on edge.

“You dare use that word in my confessional?”

His words aren’t what I expected, but I wait for the guy’s reply with bated breath.

“Forgive me, Father⁠—”

“No. I won’t forgive you.”

The man falls quiet, then, his tone more modulated, states, “She⁠—”

“Before you carry on with that sentence, she can do whatever she wants, it is you who sinned. It is your sins I want to hear, not hers. And if she did sin, I’m sure she’ll come here and tell me herself. She can ask for forgiveness and I can grant her absolution.

“What she did has nothing to do with your actions, Paolo. So, before you utter another word, before I toss you out of this booth, you will stop right there and reconsider your confession. Coming to me without laying bare your heart makes this a waste of both my time and yours.”

The strength in his voice, the passion, they whoosh into being, making tingles shoot down my spine.

Where at the lectern he was wooden and almost lifeless as he invoked his sermon, now, he’s alive.

I withhold a gasp, trying not to be turned on by his strength, by the way he stated everything that needed to be said.

The sinner here is this Paolo schmuck.

Not the woman who dared to wear a short fucking skirt like that’s a goddamn crime.

Tension throbs through me as I wait for the bastard’s next words, and I can almost feel the jerk’s mind churning, trying to figure out how to make this right, how to say what he wishes to confess without making himself look too bad.

But there’s no prettying up what he says next:

“I took her.”

Three words.

A lie.

Took.

Euphemisms don’t cut it.

RAPE.

Me: Diana?



Diana: Yup?



Me: If I tell you something, you can’t hate me



Diana: Don’t think I could ever hate you, babe. You saved me a long time ago and you’ve been saving me ever since. (Even if you are a stalker. :P)



Me: You’d have saved me if the situation was reversed



Diana: I’d like to think that I would but I’m not so sure. You’re a very brave woman, Andrea. I’m lucky that you forgive me my weaknesses and love me anyway



Me: You’re family



Diana: I know. So, come on, confess your sins, haha



Diana: You wanna fuck the priest, huh?



Me: Maybe. But that’s not it.



Diana: What is it?



Me: I’m sitting near the confessional and I can hear someone’s confession



Diana: Oops. Split with the deets



Me: The guy… he’s a rapist



Diana: Oh, Jesus



Me: I want to help her



Diana: Of course you do. But fuck, can you?



Diana: Imagine being in the priest’s shoes. He can’t go to the cops, can he?



Diana: This is why I left the Church.



Me: Me too



Me: He’s locked down. I can hear him. His voice is like ice.



“You repented your sin two weeks ago, Paolo. A similar sin. You learned nothing when you sought penance.”

“No, I⁠—”

“Nothing. You’re escalating.”

Me: He’s so angry



Me: My heart’s pounding



Diana: You need to not overexert yourself!



Me: How am I supposed to calm down? There’s a rapist here, whining about how she wore a short skirt to tempt him, Diana!!



Diana: I think I’m going to be sick



“I-I tried, Father. The temptation⁠—”

“Temptation is meant to be fought,” Savio snaps, and once again, fire zooms around my veins.

While the excess of energy should tire me, it doesn’t.

It brings me to life.

“I-I tried.”

“Not hard enough.”

“I-I can’t⁠—”

“You can and you will.” A harsh breath escapes him. “She’s your niece, Paolo. She’s fifteen years old. What on Earth is the matter with you?”

Me: God, it’s even worse. She’s fifteen and his NIECE



Diana: FUCK.



When the man starts sobbing, I’m not surprised. He’s painting himself as the one who’s being wronged here. She tempted him. She made him do it. He was innocent, blah, blah, fucking blah.

Hatred simmers inside me as I think of my last charge, Linda. Of how she passed away at the hands of a man who vowed to love her. I think of this poor girl, whoever she may be, being molested by a man who is supposed to love her like she’s his daughter.

Blood of his blood.

Flesh of his flesh.

Sickness pools in my gut, but instead of making me want to puke, I feel anger.

It vibrates inside me, just as it does in Savio.

I’ve never felt this way before.

In the past, I only wanted to help.

I wanted to get the person I was helping away from their abuser.

This is different.

This is...

I suck in a breath.

Violent.

Temptation poisons wherever it touches.

Clenching my eyes closed, I wait for his next words, dreading them even as I know to brace myself.

“I never meant to⁠—”

“But you still did.” Savio’s ire is real. Just like mine. It seems to choke us, even as it floods us with life. “Do you feel repentance for what you did?”

His sudden about-face has me jolting in surprise.

Me: He’s going to absolve him!!!!!



Diana: That’s his job



Me: I shouldn’t have told you. Are you okay?



Diana: No, of course, I’m not. But, fuck, you can’t keep this stuff to yourself. You’re weaker than you want to admit, Andrea. Let me help you for once



Me: I don’t need help with this



Diana: Don’t lie. You can lie to your parents who love you and think you’re their miracle, but you can’t lie to me. I know what you’re doing there even if you don’t want to admit to it



Me: You have no idea what I want



Diana: You want the priest



Diana: He’s one of your, what do you call us? Charges



“Yes, I do. I truly want redemption. I’m sorry, so sorry.”

“They all say that,” I hiss under my breath, even though neither man can hear me.

Me: Why do men always beg for forgiveness when they haven’t earned it?



Diana: Because the world is run by men and they’re taught that giving the bare minimum is more than enough



How right she is.

I tip my chin up, silently pleading for Savio to condemn this evil bastard. The only weight a priest can truly throw around is the refusal to absolve someone. He can’t go to the police, can’t do anything to make someone truly ‘behave.’ But he can refuse to let them atone.

It’s what always pissed me off about the mob and stuff. Maybe it was all in the movies, but the idea that a priest would condone murder never sat right with me, and it told me the human beneath the cassock was on the take.

“I want to stop this,” Paolo whispers. “I don’t understand why I do it. Why I need—” Savio says nothing, and Paolo’s gulp is audible. “I hate—. I-I tried to kill myself yesterday, Father. Anything to avoid these feelings, these thoughts⁠—”

I blink at that, taken aback. And the anger whirls from me. Not because his niece’s abuser doesn’t deserve my anger, but because now I’m confused.

When Savio sends him on his way with a few token Hail Marys, I’m even more confused.

What just happened?

How did we go from a fury so strong it made the church vibrate with it to a penance so weak, that the kid earned more time on his knees than Paolo did?

For a second, I falter.

I doubt.

But then, I ponder the darkness in Savio’s eyes, think about what I saw in them, and then I think about his file.

All those suicides…

When Paolo retreats to a pew, almost flinging himself on his knees, his shoulders shaking, I wonder if it’s an act. Then I ask myself who he’s playing the role to… God?

Savio sure as hell isn’t watching, and he’s the only one Paolo thinks knows his dirty secret.

Diana: What’s happening?



Diana: You can’t go silent on me!!



I roll my eyes.

Me: The bastard’s been absolved and he’s on his knees as we speak.



Me: A lady just went into the confessional. She covets her neighbor’s lasagna recipe



Diana: Talk about a contrast



Me: Yup. I’m going to go. I’m fine but I need to think



Diana: There’s nothing to think about. You can’t do anything there, babe. You don’t have any contacts with charities or whatnot. But stay in touch. I’m here if you need me



Me: I know <3 Love you



Diana: Love you too xo



At that very moment, like God’s hand is on my shoulder, Paolo clambers to his feet.

When my shoulders itch, my wings making themselves known to me, I get to mine.

He’s a slender man, but his belly’s large. Rotund. He slips his sunglasses on, and I know why too—his face is red from crying. He also hunches his shoulders, hiding his expression by dipping his face under the upturned lapels of his coat.

I find it interesting that even though it’s warm out, to the Italians it’s freezing.

Here I am, sweating in a thin anorak and scarf the second we make it out of the church and into the sun, and he’s huddled in his coat like we’re in the middle of a blizzard. And he isn’t the only one. I pass a woman wearing fur!

Being outside the church, after what just happened, feels… off.

As if the world has changed, or I have. I’m not sure which.

More uneasy than ever, I follow my instincts which urge me to watch Paolo.

We pass the Vatican, which I still gape at as I wander by. The lane toward it is packed with people, and the coffee shops and stores that line it are heaving too.

Beggars are almost ornamental on doorways, sleeping on pieces of cardboard, pleading for food even as they sleep amid the tumble of life.

It’s strange because they aren’t even actively busking. They just sleep. Like they know they’ll be ignored.

One thing that has astonished me so far is just how many homeless people there are.

So close to the Vatican, maybe that makes sense. They come to where they believe they will get help. And yet, there doesn’t seem to be much of it.

It feels wrong.

Wicked, somehow.

There’s so much affluence in this boulevard, and yet, so much poverty too.

As I follow Paolo over the Ponte Vaticano, which necessitates us avoiding a tangle of traffic that’s crossing the River Tiber, I pass a priest dressed like Friar Tuck, and then a nun who’s wearing a full-on toga.

It’s perplexing how many different priests and nuns I’ve seen, each of them wearing a slightly different ‘uniform.’

Like how the thick hemp rope the friar wears around his waist is a stark contrast to the flimsy fabric of the toga-wearing nun.

Even as I wonder if they’re cold, if drafts go up their skirts because they’re the only locals not wrapped in a million layers, we finally make it to the other side, leaving the Vatican area and heading into Rome proper.

I mean, it’s all Rome, but once you cross the river at this point, the atmosphere changes.

As we amble down a few back alleys, I’m not surprised when Paolo stops at a restaurant.

He’s the kind of man who doesn’t look like anything impedes his mealtimes.

His belly is proof enough.

Although, by the time I’m done with my visit to the city, maybe I’ll have a food baby too. The pasta here? Yum.

When I slip inside the restaurant, I tuck myself in at the back.

It’s small, dark, a touch cramped, and there’s a TV on in the background. It’s also full—I’m lucky to get a table. Though it’s at the back of the restaurant and I’m halfway in the kitchen.

When the server comes, I barely look at her as I order a tonic water. She purses her lips when I decline the menu, but promptly delivers my drink to the table.

Paolo orders a bottle of chianti and a board of antipasti. As he eats, he watches the news on TV. I can’t tell whether what I witnessed back in the church was bullshit or if he’s finding solace in food.

Because, yes, he is the one in need of solace.

Fury has my hand trembling as I lift my glass to my lips for a sip.

I can see him quite clearly—the bar is free from artifice. The décor consists of small tables, uncomfortable, rickety chairs, little red-and-white check tablecloths, and a small shot glass with a tiny flower propped in it. The bar is scrubbed oak, scored with time, and the register is vintage too.

It’s not the kind of place a tourist comes to. This is for the locals, and that’s why, when I see Savio walking into the establishment, I nearly choke on my drink.

He’s a local?

I mean, technically, he is. But this place is more than a decent walk from his parish. I know he’s French Italian, but he was born on the Côte d’Azur, not Rome. Still, the waitress seems to know Savio, and when he sits beside Paolo, who tenses at the sight of him, she brings over a glass of what appears to be water to their table.

I’ll admit, whatever I expected next, it didn’t happen.

I thought they’d discuss what Paolo had confessed, that there might be an intense discussion.

Instead, they chat.

Over the news.

And even though that anger is back to churning inside me as doubt collides with it, I watch on, growing more and more astonished.

Savio pours the man wine and even buys another two bottles. Barely touching his own glass the waitress brings for him, he helps Paolo get wasted.

Why?

Hell knows.

Still, I watch in bewildered amusement as Paolo bursts into song.

When the entire bar joins in, my lips twitch despite the bizarreness of the situation, and I hum along even though I have no idea what song they’re singing.

About two hours after they first arrived, Savio declares, “Right, time to get you home, Paolo.”

“You’ll need to carry him. He’s sbronzo.” Drunk. The waitress frowns at Paolo. “It’s not like him.”

Savio shrugs. “He had bad news today.”

Her face softens with sympathy, but I grow tense at what I know to be a lie.

Savio curves his arm around Paolo and, together, they wind through the spaces between tables. I wince as Paolo nearly topples one over before Savio finally gets him outside.

Leaving cash to cover my bill, I quickly follow.

It astonishes me to realize that, in the time I’ve been in there, the sun has set.

But as I peer overhead, there’s no denying the indigo sheen in the sky. Or the dampness in the air, the chill that pervades now that the sun has disappeared, making me huddle into my anorak with a wish for the heavy coat Paolo’s wearing.

I watch as Savio wends a path through the streets with as much ease as he had the tables in the small taverna.

“Come on, Paolo, there’s no need to despair,” he chides. “Things will get better.”

Huh. I’m close enough that I know Paolo hasn’t said a thing.

“I promise. Stop talking that way,” he tuts. “Listen to me, we’ll get through this.” Then, just before he shoves Paolo down an alley: “You want me to leave you here? Are you sure? Fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Unless Paolo lives on the streets, which I doubt, because his clothes are too nice and he’d been able to afford to eat in that restaurant—and nothing is cheap here—then Savio just tossed him into that alley like he’s trash.

Which he is, sure, but still...

I hurry along, cringing at the sound of my boots tapping against the cobbles before I look around the corner. Paolo’s too drunk to even realize what’s happening, but in the morning, his head is in for a world of pain after all that cheap wine he drank at the bar.

A part of me wonders if Savio intends to beat the shit out of him, but when he grabs Paolo and drags him so his back is to the wall without kicking him, I’ll admit to being disappointed.

And more confused than ever.

What on Earth is happening here?

In the inky shadows, I struggle to see, and I squint a bit until I hear the metallic click of a switchblade.

Taken aback, I surge forward.

The closer I move, the more I see. Paolo is slouched over, butt to the ground, legs splayed before him, his eyes closed, head bobbing like it doesn’t belong to his neck.

But Savio, crouching over him, has his sleeves pulled high with leather gloves on his fingers where they’d been bare before. He’s shoved Paolo’s cuffs high up on his forearm too, and that switchblade?

Aimed at the soft flesh of Paolo’s wrist.

I watch as he pushes the blade into the man’s forearm, and I freeze as what were suppositions cement into place and the reality of this priest’s dual nature reveals itself to me in full force.

I know this is my second ‘flight or fight’ moment of the day. A true ‘kill or be killed’ decision. Except, this isn’t my life on the line.

It’s Paolo’s.

He confessed to raping his niece.

He said she tempted him.

Temptation doesn’t go away.

You have to move temptation out of your life.

Even as I see Savio’s reasoning, something in me feels edgy. Like this is wrong. The violence that brewed inside me coagulates to a point where I have no choice but to grab his shoulder.

And I do it in the nick of time.

Paolo moans at the first whisper of the blade digging into his flesh, parting it like Moses and the Red Sea.

Savio flinches, his head snapping to the side so he can stare at me. When our gazes connect, my heart pounds, and just like at the church, the wildfire of our connection soars between us, but he freezes it with ice.

“Stop,” I rasp.

He jerks at my words and then leaps to his feet. The knife’s pushed into his pocket as he begins to walk backward, running from me.

From me.

Not to me, like he should.

I frown because doesn’t he know I’m not his enemy?

I’m here to help him.

Initially, I’d wondered about the unusual suicides I’d read about where he was posted, his frequent moves to new parishes—something the Church does when they have a problem priest they want to tuck away… Now, I have my confirmation.

Paolo moans again, making me jolt in surprise. When he surges forward, suddenly wide awake, I rear back in time for him to puke between his legs.

Though I grimace at the sight, I walk away, cautious with each step I take, not wanting to alert him to my presence. Sure, he’s as drunk as a skunk, but I don’t want him to think he got here by any foul means.

Though his retches make me gag, the stench a thousand times worse thanks to the super-sniffer nose that was a ‘gift’ after my surgery, I force myself to focus on Savio.

He’s all that matters to me.

I’d love to run after him, but I don’t. Not only because I physically can’t, but because he’s fast.

By the time I make it out of the alley and onto the main street just beyond, I don’t see him anywhere. He’s blurred in with the rest of humanity.

But he can’t run from me.

Not forever.

I won’t let him.

He’s mine.

Sins and all.
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CHAPTER 15
Savio



Use Somebody - Kings of Leon

Sweat slicks my palms, coating my temples as I dart through the masses of people whose workday has just ended and toward my church.

Vespers calls me home, but how can I carry on as though nothing happened?

She saw me.

She saw what I was about to do.

Paolo is only alive because she stopped me.

The second I make it across the river, I find myself braking to a halt. A tourist screeches, “Whoa!” at me, like he thinks I’m going to crash into him, but I’m always aware of my surroundings. Always.

Except where she’s concerned.

I didn’t hear her.

Didn’t feel her.

The hair on the back of my neck didn’t stand on edge at her presence, making me aware she was in the alley with me.

My throat tightens at what that might mean.

I shoot the tourist an apologetic, “Sorry,” before swerving around the irate man, who’s glowering at me like I tried to do to him what I was about to do to Paolo, and head for my church.

I have a service to lead. But she saw me there. She’ll know where I’ll be.

What was she doing in that alleyway?

Will the police come for me?

There’s no proof.

There never is.

She saw me, but it’s my word against hers, isn’t it?

She just had brain surgery. Who are the cops going to believe? Me? A priest? Or a...

I feel guilty even thinking it.

Just because she was sick doesn’t mean she’s addled, or that her wits aren’t there.

I scrub a hand over my face, somehow finding myself in the middle of a crowd yet feeling utterly isolated.

But then, there’s no real difference, I suppose. Aren’t I always alone?

No one sees the real me.

No one wants to.

And even as the melancholic thought crosses my mind, I recognize how things were different when she looked at me after this afternoon’s service.

Somehow, she didn’t see me as a priest.

She saw me as a man.

God, it’s been such a long time since that’s happened.

When I pass the doorway of a small store where one of my flock lives, I cling to Gianni’s familiar face. He refuses to wear shoes, has feet blacker than soot, and stinks worse than a sewer, but his smile is genuine.

Honest.

As usual, he’s there, touting for a coffee.

It’s frigid in the shadows, and I’m not even sure why he refuses the boots I offer him, but despite being in the middle of a crisis, I hover by his side.

“Gianni, come to the church. I have another pair of boots for you.”

He grins at me, and his teeth are somehow perfect. In stark contrast to the mouth of the wealthy parishioner, Lara.

Odd how life works sometimes.

“My feet are fine, Father.”

I scowl at them. “How they’re still attached to your legs, I don’t know.”

He winks. “Never had a Father be so concerned about my feet before.”

“That’s me, I have a fetish,” I tell him dryly, making him cackle.

The homeless around here aren’t used to me or my humor. They laugh, but they’re always taken aback, and I can’t blame them.

The last priest was severely lacking a personality. He also needed shooting for the state he’d left the soup kitchen in. It was critically underfunded, and the food bank was just as sparse. I’ve spent most of my days here seeking ways to improve both, but it’s hard going.

I might be at the center of the Catholic world, but somehow, these people are more forgotten than most, and I’m only one person. I can only do so much.

Giving Gianni five euros, I tell him, “You’d better come by later. That coat is threadbare.”

“I don’t feel the cold, Father. I told you.”

I’m not sure how he doesn’t, but he’s always perpetually cheerful, so I figure he isn’t lying. I’m miserable when I’m cold. Would he be so cheery if he weren’t telling me the truth?

“If you say so,” is my dubious retort.

“Give it to someone who needs it.”

He shoves the note back at me, pushing it into my hands when I don’t take it. I know he’s involved with some shady dealings that I don’t approve of and would prefer to give him honest money than have him rely on the criminals who take advantage of the homeless.

“It’s okay, Father,” he reassures me, but he fails when he lies, his eyes flashing with the mistruth that has him avoiding my gaze for a second. “I got enough from another tourist. You give it to someone who needs it. I heard Riccardo lost his tent last night—someone tore it and kicked the sh… I mean, beat him. Pretty badly, too.”

“Let me at least buy you a coffee,” I argue, knowing there’s no point in wasting my time convincing him to keep the money.

The irony is, that these men and women are more generous than most priests I know.

Gianni’s eyes sparkle. “I can never refuse a coffee.”

“The usual?”

He nods, and even though I need to oversee Vespers, I head into the small coffee shop and grab him an espresso.

“Father,” the waitress greets. “I have some spare rolls from this morning for you.”

“Thank you, Elisa.” I accept the bag she hands over the counter, as well as the coffee. “I kept a book bag back for Adriano.”

Along with re-stocking the food bank, I’ve worked on creating a depository of other items that people need—anything from clothes to old kitchen appliances.

Her eyes widen at my words. “You did?” She releases a relieved sigh when I nod. “Thank you. This month is tight⁠—”

I shake my head at her—she’d already told me as much during her confession, expressing her worries about not being able to afford the items her son needed for school—and chide, “You don’t have to tell me that. I know you wouldn’t ask if you didn’t need it.” I smile at her to lessen her embarrassment, then, whisper, “Thank you for the rolls.”

She wriggles her shoulders uneasily—peering behind her in case her boss is watching. “They were just going to waste.”

“I know. Thank you.” Before, they’d have gone in the trash, because my predecessor had never thought to ask the local businesses to give us their perfectly comestible waste. Some do it willingly, Sandro Rossetti, Elisa’s boss, makes Scrooge look generous.

When I retreat from the counter, I hand Gianni his coffee. “Want a roll?”

He grins—like usual. And his smile is always infectious enough to make my lips curve. Even after what happened with her. “Please.”

“Are you sure you did well today?” I ask, handing him some bread. “You don’t need⁠—”

“I promise, Father. Give it to Riccardo. But thank you.”

Knowing not to press because his pride won’t let him accept the money, I nod. “How’s the head?”

Some bastard hit him this past week. I didn’t think it was because of his ‘work’ but you never could tell.

“I get some pain now and then.”

“Tell me if you need Ibuprofen.”

Knowing he’ll dismiss any advice I might give him—he doesn’t approve of chemicals—I raise my hand in farewell, and retreat to Santa Cecilia.

With the bread in my hand, it’s almost easy to forget what happened thirty minutes ago, but I can’t.

I half-expected the police to be waiting for me when I arrived, yet they weren’t.

No one is.

The church, though small, has a building behind it, a new annex. I go in there, pass the meager stores of food, and leave the bread in the industrial kitchen where volunteers shout me cheery greetings. The annex, which consists of a kitchen and a large pantry, joins the church to a community hall.

It’s my predecessor’s contribution, and I helped with the fundraiser for it when work stopped before completion due to a lack of funds.

Entering my office, I quickly change after I wash up, knowing there’ll be questions if I appear different than usual, and head on out to the chapel.

Vespers is ridiculously quiet, but the evening services usually are. Lara and only a handful of others attend. We go through the motions in the deathly silent church, and for once, the rigidity of the rites calms me down.

I didn’t expect that but I suppose there’s comfort in repetition.

When Lara hobbles from the church, her chauffeur propping her up, I watch her go, then glance about the pews.

I almost expect her to be there, waiting for me. Except, she isn’t.

Why isn’t she?

And why didn’t she call the carabinieri?

Why aren’t they here—sirens blaring, flashing their fireworks through the stained-glass windows?

The question plagues me as I close down the church for the night. I’m supposed to lock the doors, and I do, but it’s always begrudgingly.

What’s the point in locking down a church that’s supposed to be open at all hours of the day? The hearth of faith beckoning and welcoming any lost soul in the night?

That disturbing chore complete, I wander over to the presbytery where I live. It’s right beside Santa Cecilia, and the thin, narrow building houses only four rooms—a kitchen/living room, a bathroom, and two bedrooms.

I currently live alone, but visiting priests sometimes lodge with me.

Once inside, I head straight for the kitchen.

Preparing myself some tea, I ponder my next move when the edginess of being denied surfaces, making my hand shake as I spoon the tea leaves into a cup.

Although the temptation is at war with the surprise of being caught, the sin eater has not been nourished tonight.

I close my eyes as the kettle hisses out the warning that it’s boiling. The sharp sound pierces me to the quick, but I let it.

Despite his pleas to the contrary, Paolo is escalating.

His sobs told me as much. His shame and his pity are intertwined because he knows he’s weak—that he’ll fall again and again—so he blames his innocent niece.

Now, however, my hands are tied.

He’ll be wary of me. When he wakes up where he did, Paolo will question why he was there, why I took him to that alley.

Even if he doesn’t remember me joining him at Carlucci’s—the bar Junia complains is his regular hangout—someone on the staff will mention it and that will trigger questions.

I struck him with my blade too—a small nick but it’s enough to draw suspicion my way.

I can shove aside the questions with answers that will appease, but will he trust me again?

Doubt spears me, and I regret being caught before I managed to do the deed.

The notion surprises me.

As it stands, I’m not in trouble. It’s her word against mine, but if there’d been a body then that would have changed things dramatically.

I rub a hand over my face as the kettle carries on whistling, and the truth hits me.

I’m getting worse.

Exactly like Paolo.

Panic starts to crowd me.

How can I not care that I might end up in jail?

How can I not care that⁠—

I throw the kettle across the room when it won’t stop whistling. The smashing sound, the destruction as plastic and metal burst apart, tearing at the soldered seams, and the hiss as boiling water collides with the cold stone floors and the painted walls, make something inside me quiver.

Fuck, I need to let this poison out of my system.

I eye the flame of the gas stove. The strange desire to hold my hand over it fills me.

But that will be noticed.

People will see the burn and notice the scars.

They will question and I can’t afford the luxury of answering.

So I remove temptation by switching the stove off and shuffle out of the kitchen to ascend the rickety stairs that are so steep, in the dark, you could fall up or down…

When I make it into my bedroom, a simple room with no ornamentation save for a crucifix above the bed, white sheets with a colorful patchwork quilt that was left behind by my predecessor, and books on the shelves that line one wall where the window is open to let in the frigid night air, I walk toward the dresser.

The bottom drawer houses the box I need.

My throat’s full, stomach’s churning, muscles tense, and my whole body vibrates with so much feeling that I don’t even know how I’ll expel it all.

Then I open the box.

And inside, the bloodstained, steel-spiked leather reveals itself to me. The one thing I keep purposely dirty.

My turbulent heart rate slows at the sight, in acceptance of what I must do, from the poison I know I must milk from my system. Shrugging out of my black suit jacket, I remove the trappings of my clerical uniform, and when I’m bare, pick up the lash.

My fingers tighten around the knotted handle, and a sweet serenity slithers inside me as, with a flick of a practiced wrist, I let it fly.

The pain is excruciating.

The pain is delightful as the barbs take hold and tear at my flesh.

How I pray infection will take hold.

How I pray this will be the end.

But there’s no physical release just freedom. A freedom I never felt when the French government liberated me from Farid and his rebels.

More importantly, I find peace.

Even if it’s only momentarily.

My brain vacates itself.

I’m nothing.

Not sensation.

Not feeling.

Not fear or hope or anything.

I’m meat.

Bones.

Blood.

Free.
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CHAPTER 16
Andrea



Thinking About You - Edwin Raphael

The taxi pulled up outside the church just as he was closing the doors and locking them.

Fortuitous.

Or maybe serendipitous.

As I sit there, watching him leave the church entrance and walk over to a narrow building at the side of the street, which he subsequently unlocks, I learn where he lives.

Fortuitous, indeed.

Paying the taxi driver, I climb out of the car, wincing a little when my head aches as I stand too fast.

A sigh rumbles from me because I’m so beyond tired of my body not behaving as it should. Pre-surgery, I was fine. Now, mentally, I’m strong, but physically, I’m frail.

And I hate that.

I’m Nephilim, dammit. Watchers aren’t weak.

But there’s nothing I can do. Only time will heal me, only time will take some of my issues away. Maybe a few will always hover around, but I can deal with that so long as I return to a semblance of ‘normal’ working order at some point.

Impatience and drive got me out of rehab ahead of the doctor’s schedule by months, but my obstinacy can only do so much, and that’s clear as I hobble across the street.

For a second, I stand outside, watching as lights flicker on through the windows on the second floor.

I feel...

My hand shakes as I rub my eyes.

I didn’t expect to be so unconfident in my next steps, but seeing him in the flesh, learning of his darkness, and sensing how on edge he is, is so much more than I expected.

Am I ‘good’ enough for Savio?

My brow puckers at the thought of all my failings, all my scars, and if they’ll serve him. Save him.

My zealous need to be with him, to cement the connection I’ve felt since I was seventeen as his life brushed up against mine, even only on the tattered edges, is what pushed me through my recovery.

But nothing has happened how I imagined it would.

I thought our eyes would meet and he’d feel the sparks.

That those sparks would trigger a connection, and he’d want to speak with me. Would want to be with me too.

Maybe I’m crazy without the cyst doing anything to help me.

Maybe I really am insane.

And if I am, should I be here? Should I just leave him alone?

The thought whispers through my mind at the same time as I hear a slight grunt.

After dark, I’ve noticed how quiet Rome is. Especially on certain streets.

I think it’s because it’s wintertime. In the summer, I could imagine the streets always bustling with life, but at this time of the year, it’s quiet. Only a few cars rumble along the streets, and only tourist spots like Borgo where my Airbnb is, and where there are plenty of restaurants, have more people gathering, but even then, nothing like through the day.

It’s that peace that helps me hear the grunt.

A slapping sound.

Faint.

Like a murmur in my ears.

I strain to hear it again, wondering what it is, then the grunt is louder.

And the whistle is louder still.

It’s rhythmic. A blunt thwack culminating in a high-pitched hiss.

When the source of it registers, I almost retch. Then, shoving my fatigue aside, I rush forward on shaky legs. I tried to walk across the river, back to Borgo Pio on foot, but my body wouldn’t let me. And even now, after the drive, I still feel weak, but for him, I’ll push myself to the limits, because this has to stop.

He has to stop.

I slam my hand on the doorbell, not letting go, my heartbeat back to roaring, the sound whooshing in my ears as I wait for him to answer.

I refuse to let him ignore me.

There’s a dull thudding sound from behind the door, and I think he’s running down the stairs. Then I receive confirmation when he yanks it open. I see he’s wearing a shirt that looks like it was just pulled on with only a few buttons fastened.

The sneak peek at his chest, of his defined pecs, has me momentarily diverted before I cast him a look and see his face is pale, white even. Sweat beads on his forehead, and there’s a strange light in his eyes.

A fever.

God, I want that fever breaking over me.

I stare at him, and he stares back.

From my position on the doorstep, he could slam the door in my face, but I shove myself forward, pushing past him and walking into the building.

As he closes the door, I see his back, the black shirt soaked in places, and though I know, seeing is believing.

I push forward, grab the hem of his shirt, and lift it, exposing raw gouges along his spine. Thick train-track lines of flesh.

Blood has pumped to the surface of his skin, revealing all the scars from previous mistreatment.

I can’t stop myself.

I push my hand against his spine, even though I know I shouldn’t, and when he hisses, I whip my fingers away as he twists around to glare at me.

He froze at my touch, but that was nothing compared to my reaction as I stare at my blood-covered fingers.

So much of it.

So much blood.

My throat grows thick, and I flash him a glance, studying him and seeing for myself the very moment when the fever in his eyes dies.

I’m not sure what replaces it, but unlike before, there’s nothing ice-cold about the link between us.

He Sees Me.

At last.

I raise my hand, and let my tongue flicker along my finger, watching as his pupils turn into tiny pinpricks.

His nostrils flare in response, almost like I’d flicked my tongue along the length of his cock.

The taste of his blood comes as no surprise. Metal. Iron. Flat. Dry.

But it sings inside me as my body and his collide in the simplest way imaginable.

I watch as he gulps, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and for a second, I know I’ve robbed him of words.

I’m glad.

I want him to be affected.

I need him to feel this as much as I do.

This madness can’t affect only me. He needs to be infected with it too.

My heart, for the first time since I saw him, is finally on an even keel. As if, because he’s been stunned, because he’s in shock, I can be calm.

And I am.

“Dirk Benson. Maria Santiago. Lucas Reisling. Sara Cinnabar. Jose Gutierrez. Paolo Lorenzo… almost.”

He flinches at each name.

“I’m a writer,” I tell him. “I had nothing but time on my hands this year. You’re lucky no one else connected the dots. Especially if you’d added Paolo to the list.”

His mouth tightens. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His stony reply has me smiling. “Don’t you? Each one was a parishioner in your church. Each one died from an unusual suicide. Is that why you moved so often? I wondered but didn’t have confirmation until tonight. Does the Church know and they cover it up?

“It’s the makings of a mystery novel. Or an angel of death...”

“I don’t prey on the innocent,” he snaps, before he brakes to a halt, teeth grinding as he realizes the imprudence of what he just admitted.

I’m not sure why he thinks he can deny it. After all, I saw him with a knife in his hand and Paolo’s wrist vulnerable to the blade he wielded. There’s simply no avoiding what he was doing. No ignoring it.

“What did they do?” I question. “What makes you do this to yourself? Do you self-flagellate after each one? To atone?”

I don’t say ‘after each murder,’ even though that’s what it is.

Instead, because I know something deeper is happening here, because I know I wouldn’t have been led to him if he didn’t need my help, if he wasn’t on a righteous path, I wait for him to answer.

When he doesn’t, I muse, “Let me see. Paolo abused his niece.”

“You heard his confession?”

Our conversation had taken place in English thus far. But at his sharp reply, I murmur, “Si. Ogni parola.” Every word.

“You speak Italian?”

“I do.” And I carry on in that same language. “He confessed to⁠—”

“‘Taking’ her,” he scoffs. “Rape is the right word for it. He won’t stop⁠—”

“I know he won’t. Unless you help him.”

“How can I help him? He’s perverted. Wicked,” he snaps, tone seething, eyes dancing with a light that exposes the chasm in his sanity. “He needs to be stopped.”

“There are other ways.” I nuzzle the edge of his shirt aside, exposing his pec, and press my finger to his chest. Blood stains his flesh with the whorls and loops of my fingerprint.

Staring at it, then looking into his eyes, I see them dilate as he rasps, “What do you want?”

My answer is simple. “You.”

He rears back, but with the door behind him, he can’t go far.

“What do you mean?”

“I want you.”

“I’m a priest.”

“Aren’t you also a man?” I counter instantly, pressing my palm to his chest where I can feel his heart pounding. “A man with weaknesses. A man who sees weaknesses. What did they do?”

My urging, the reply I gave him, astounds him—his heart tells me the truth.

The darkness in him recedes somewhat only to surge forward. Onward, onward. Like a tidal wave that— “They were murderers. Rapists,” he hisses. “Evil that needed scourging because the police never even looked in their direction. Children were murdered, and hurt, women butchered. Men killed and violated⁠—”

“And all of your victims were beyond redemption?”

My question confuses him enough for him to whisper, “Of course. I wouldn’t have taken their lives otherwise. A life for a life. And they weren’t victims⁠—”

“I’m ex-Catholic—you don’t have to go all Old Testament on me for me to know what you’re talking about.”

“Ex?”

“I lost faith in the Church. As much as you have.” My head tips to the side. “You’re not a priest anymore. You wear the collar, you go through the motions, but your heart’s not in it.”

“And how would you know that? After watching me for one service⁠—”

His sneer doesn’t hurt my feelings. “Priests don’t kill their parishioners.” Christ, do I need to spell it out?

“Some parishioners are beyond redemption.”

“And are you?” I query, hurting at his wooden tone.

“I’ve been beyond redemption for a long time.” His eyes are stark before he shutters them with his lashes. “Call the carabinieri if you must⁠—”

“I have no desire to call the police. You did no wrong⁠—”

“I took lives. Whether or not it is Old Testament, that isn’t the law of the land.”

“No, it isn’t, and thank God for that,” I say dryly. “Still, I see no need to call the police. I’m not here for that. I didn’t track you down for that.”

“Then why did you?” His eyes opened again when I uttered ‘track you,’ his curiosity clear, but what he reveals with that look stuns me.

The striations in those obsidian orbs seem to fluctuate, flickering and surging with dark browns and golds. It’s impossible, a trick of the light, I know, but still, it affects me. Makes warmth flood me in response to his visceral reaction.

“I already told you why.”

“You can’t want me.”

“Why can’t I?”

“I’m a priest.”

“You’re not a priest.” I cup him through his pants, making him jolt in surprise. But it’s too late—he’s hard. “See? You’re a man. My man.”

“You’re crazy,” he breathes, his hand darting to mine. He shoves at my wrist, but my grip tightens around his cock. A hiss escapes him as he grinds out, “No.”

Because I have no need to force anything, I back off. Even move a few feet away.

“I was just reminding you of what you are,” I tell him calmly, and ignoring his scowl, I retreat, wandering deeper into the building where I find a kitchen with a dinner table and a tiny sofa.

The light’s on like he forgot to turn it off, and I spy a busted kettle on the floor.

What happened between then and now?

I move over to the kettle and bend down to pick it up, but when I do, my knees buckle and I almost slam into the floor.

He’s there.

Like I knew he would be, even if I hadn’t anticipated falling.

My damn body, letting me down again—I’m growing tired of it not knowing what my purpose is.

His arms sweep under mine as he catches me before I can collide with the tiled ground. Within seconds, I’m sitting at the table, on one of the small stools that circle it.

He’s crouching in front of me, and his expression is concerned now. The rage has gone and his worry is a balm to my soul.

“You’re ill⁠—”

“I’m not sick,” I counter, unsurprised that he knows about my illness. I feel like everyone does.

His knuckles hesitantly rub over my crown. “The first time I landed in Rome when I was transferred here, I saw on the news that you’d been operated on.” His jaw works. “You have beautiful hair. An angel’s hair.”

The admission, torn from him as it is, sinks into me like stones slipping through water. Not only his choice of words but that, on his first day here, he saw me on TV.

Fate... yet again.

Could it be more obvious?

Our first face-to-face meeting.

My tongue feels thick in my mouth. “I am an angel.”

I’m not sure why I say that. I never intended to, but the words slipped out, just like everything else I’ve said or done tonight.

He frowns, then his fingers trace along the part of gelled hair which I use to control how much of the scars are visible. That he touches me in such an intimate spot doesn’t seem to register.

It isn’t the touch someone gives a stranger, and while I know that’s because we’re not strangers, he doesn’t. Yet he touches me like he knows me.

Because he does.

He just doesn’t realize it.

“The cyst?” he asks simply.

“The cyst.” I tip my chin up. “They say it caused delusions.”

“But you don’t?”

“No, I know my purpose. Even if I’m the only one who does.”

“Are you physically well since—I mean, should you be out and traveling if…?”

“I discharged myself.”

“Why did you do that?”

“Because I’m as well as I can be. But the truth is, being in the hospital would have been detrimental to me. I’m a nomad. I travel around a lot. Being stuck in there was sucking the life out of me.”

“If you needed to be there, then you shouldn’t have left,” he chides, and I shiver when his fingers collide with a scar.

It isn’t sensitive.

If anything, it’s still numb, but I can feel him. Touching me.

Finally.

I tip my head toward him, letting the curve of my skull rest on his hand.

“I’m as well as I can be,” I repeat.

“You almost collapsed⁠—”

“I tried to keep up with you. I failed,” I tell him dryly. “I exerted myself too much. Plus, before that, I followed Paolo.”

“You did? Why?”

“Because his response was strange to his penance. I was angry at first. So angry with what he said. With your absolution.” I blink at him. “I’ve been friends with a lot of victims of domestic violence over the years, and I knew how his niece had to be feeling.”

His voice throbs with emotion: “I will not let her be abused again just because no one will listen to her⁠—”

“The police have to help.”

“With what? Something he could deny? Something she hasn’t even confessed to me?” His scowl makes a reappearance. “Why would she speak with the police when she won’t talk about it in confession? Not once has she mentioned his actions to me.”

I gnaw on my bottom lip, hating that he’s right.

But I’m also torn because I felt the bloodcurdling rage earlier. The loathing for a man who could be self-piteous when he was the abuser consumed me as much as it did Savio.

“I don’t hurt people who don’t deserve it,” he breathes, hand trailing over the curve of my head onto my chin, across my throat, and along my shoulder, down my arm to my pulse point.

When he bares my palm to his gaze, noting his blood there, his fingers trail over the divots and curves.

It’s absentminded.

Like his thoughts are elsewhere and his fingertips represent him wandering through his mind, meandering between his thoughts.

I’m not about to complain, not when his touch is a thousand times more magnetic than I’d ever imagined.

All of a sudden, the body that had never responded to the cute guys in high school, college, or at the frickin’ gym, is flaring to life as if a police siren has just started flashing.

Every part of me—body, mind, soul, and heart—flutters in response to his attention. I feel like a flower, a bud that has been tightly furled in the dark, slowly opening and blossoming now that the sun is kissing its petals.

Only, Savio isn’t the sun.

If anything, he is the dark.

The moon?

Maybe.

Even that projects a faint kiss of light, and some flowers bloom only at night…

I focus on his scarred knuckles as he traces patterns on mine and whisper, “Even Adam had Eve.”

He stills. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He doesn’t look at me, so I tip his chin up to ensure that he’s staring straight at me. “You know what it means.”

“I don’t know you. So how can I know what you’re thinking?”

“You do.” Where it matters. “You know me.”

He shakes his head. “This is crazy. You’re⁠—”

“No. I was crazy,” I admit. At least, in the eyes of the world. “But not anymore.”

He’d been crouching in front of me, however, my words have him flooding the space with energy. He surges upward and backs away from me.

“You can run from me, but you can’t hide,” I intone softly, glancing at the blood on my fingers. Then, I make my own vow to him: “I’ll do what I must to keep you safe. Even if it’s from yourself.”
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CHAPTER 17
Savio



Undiscovered - James Morrison

She’s insane.

That’s the only way I can accept what she’s saying.

At my silence, she continues, “Is it true what they wrote in the articles? About the rebels who held you?”

Tension fills me. I didn’t expect her to speak about my past. No one ever does. It’s there, a big shadow that looms over everything, but it’s avoided by all—be they my flock or the higher-ups in the Church.

“There were many articles written about them. How am I supposed to know which one you mean?”

She ignores my defensive retort and clarifies, “The authorities said they found dozens of women’s and girl’s bodies buried on the compound when they finally infiltrated it.”

My throat feels too tight, too thick to swallow. Air doesn’t penetrate my lungs as I’m transported back to that time, to that place.

To the heat.

The stench.

The terror.

The pleas.

Fingers touch me, bringing me back. Grounding me. I stare at them, at the soft palm that’s free from calluses but stained red from my lifeblood.

Her palm brushes my chest like she has the right to touch me there, and par Dieu, if I hadn’t felt the same way when I rubbed my hand over her hair.

Insanity—I’ve hovered near the precipice before but I’ve never felt so close to the edge as I do now. Perhaps we’re twins in that?

“They were all raped before they died,” she says huskily, stepping closer to me once she’s back on her feet, not allowing me to move away from her.

Not allowing me to hide.

“Yes. All of them,” I rasp, shuttering my eyes like I wish I could shutter my mind to the memories.

In front of me.

My jaw clenches at the memory.

Sixty-six women.

All butchered in front of me.

Sixty-six victims were used as leverage to force me to absolve souls who deserved to rot in hell.

“It’s amazing you’re still in one piece,” she whispers, eyes wide at my revelation.

But she’s wrong.

I’m fractured into a million pieces. I’m not whole. I haven’t been since Oran.

People have suspected, but they never come out with it. That’s the only joy to nobody discussing my past.

“God sent me to you,” she rasps. “To help you.”

She’s unhinged.

“He gave me wings to fly to you.”

Disturbed.

“You need help.” It’s all I can think to say.

“No. You do. You need mine.” Her smile is wry, crooked. God help me, it’s charming too.

Once upon a time, she’d have been my type. Exactly what I went for.

But that was before.

When those troubled times had been like a fairy tale in comparison to my current circumstances.

“You need help,” she repeats, “and if you don’t let me in, then I’ll find someone who will.”

The words are strained, uttered like she doesn’t want to say them, but feels as if she has no choice.

She already admitted that the illness she suffered had affected her mind, and for the first time, I sense a threat from her.

Not when she spoke of the bodies that litter my past, not when she spoke of my crimes... I didn’t feel the threat then.

But now, I do.

“What are you talking about?” I rumble, wary with the nascent belief that she just cornered me and I didn’t even notice until I was denied an escape.

“Prison is penance. This life you lead, it’s a prison in itself.” She shakes her head. “I know what you fear most, and I’ll feed it to you if you don’t let me in.”

Despite myself, I bark out a laugh.

She’s a pocket rocket, barely comes up to my chin, has blonde spikes for hair on one side, short curls on the other, a face that puts Grace Kelly’s to shame, and a body made for sin—the purest of them all.

Her threatening words should be ridiculous, but somehow, even though I laugh, something uneasy settles inside me.

She means it.

And while she’s addled, while I know the police would believe me where Paolo was concerned, she already mentioned five names who were my victims.

“Trapped inside your own mind with nothing to think about and nothing to do other than focus on your past, and because of that past, you’d never go to jail,” she states with a humming lilt that, once again, makes me question exactly what kind of lunacy has walked into my life. “We both know that.”

My jaw works as her assertion hits home.

An institute.

Locked doors.

Medication.

A subsistence of dull nothingness until I’m finally embraced by Death and the Devil gets his hands on me at long last.

She’s right—I couldn’t endure that. Wouldn’t.

“So, what is this? Blackmail? To what end? What do you want from me?”

Her smile sends chills down my spine. “Everything. Nothing less than that will suffice.”

My nostrils flare when she slips her arms around my waist, and somehow, she avoids the areas that were bleeding, that are raw from my ministrations.

Her front collides with mine, branding me with a heat that seems to penetrate my bones.

That sinks soul deep.

I barely refrain from shuddering in response.

I have no idea what to do, no idea what she wants, but I know she’s a threat to the one thing I have left—my vows.

The words spill from me. “Eve didn’t threaten Adam.”

“She tempted him with knowledge,” she whispers, and God help me, she sounds so... authentic.

As if she believes what she’s saying.

Did she suffer brain damage during her surgeries? Would the hospital, her physicians, have let her discharge herself if she were still ill?

“What kind of knowledge do you tempt me with?”

“The oldest knowledge in the book,” she teases, eyes sparkling.

Disgust flares inside me. “I won’t break my vows.”

“You’ve broken every other,” she counters easily as if she knows there’s no use in arguing.

Only, I get the feeling it has nothing to do with how staunch I sound, but because she knows that all men fall into temptation eventually.

To her, it’s only a matter of time.

Damn her.

I pull away, but her hands flatten on my back. Except this time her fingers touch my wounds, and I tense, pain spearing me.

It’s messed up, but my cock hardens as the agony fucks with my nerve endings, and I know she feels my erection. She can’t not. We’re standing too close together, our bodies brushing, my dick nestling against her stomach—she has to feel it. She has to.

My response, however, doesn’t trigger satisfaction or smugness. No, it triggers pity. And that fucks with my head some more, especially as she sadly whispers, “Oh, sweetheart, they really did mess you up, didn’t they? Pain doesn’t have to equal pleasure. Pleasure can just be that. Pure and simple. A gift, not a curse.”

I can’t answer that, can’t say a word because there’s nothing to say.

She’s right.

Again.

Her forehead pushes into my chest. “I can guide you, Savio.”

“Guide me where?” The words are guttural as acceptance hits me.

She’s right.

Again.

“Back toward the light. To where you need to be.”

Pain of a spiritual variety tangles with the physical. For a second, I’m speechless with the agony of knowing she’s wrong—of knowing that I want her to be right.

“Only God can guide me there; only He can bring me home,” I murmur brokenly.

“You don’t listen, do you?” she chides. “He gave me wings. We’ll go there together, but not before we follow his plan first.”

Her fingers tighten about my waist, pulling at my wounds. I clench my eyes closed, wincing even as the glorious agony screws with my head in the best imaginable way.

“I need to clean your back,” she muses, her tone gentle. “I shouldn’t have touched you, but I couldn’t help myself.” She tuts, annoyed at herself, not me. “Where’s your first-aid kit?”

Like I’m a lamb being led to the slaughter, she untangles her hands from my waist then guides me to the stool she’d been sitting on after she’d fallen over.

I had proof right there that she wasn’t one hundred percent fit. And yet, aside from all these ramblings of wings and angels and God’s plan, she seems lucid. But then, so do I.

I blink at her as she repeats, “Where’s your first-aid kit?” Then, when I point to a cupboard below the sink, she sighs.

And even though she’s messed with my sanity to the point where I don’t know what’s up and what’s down, I watch her carefully as she opens the cupboard and takes a step back so she can look inside without bending first.

I wonder how many other adaptations she’s having to make in her regular life to transition into this new phase, one where she’s a little less mobile than I sense she’s used to being.

It’s more proof that she’s not as stable as she might seem.

That golden hair just looks like it’s styled into an edgy cut. Her face is thinner than the last time I saw her on TV, but that could be down to some fad diet.

She appears normal. Inside that beautiful head, she’s anything but, and that makes her dangerous.

Just as I appear to be normal.

But inside my head, her danger calls to me. Like a moth to the flame, my only desire is to feel warmth after being forsaken for so long…

Have I finally been found?
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CHAPTER 18
Savio



Your Star - The All-American Rejects

“You’re not the first person who thought they could help me.”

The words fall from my lips despite my inner cravings.

“No.” Her tone’s absentminded but it’s not a question.

She knew that already.

“You must have been a child when I was taken captive.”

“Just turned seventeen. You didn’t get them, did you?”

“Get what?”

“My letters?”

My brows lift. “No.”

She just hums.

“What letters? You wrote to me?” Annoyed when she doesn’t answer, I clench my jaw. “Where did you send them?”

“Whichever parish you were in at the time. The archdiocese I contacted seemed willing to help an old member of your flock who wanted to keep you updated on their travels…”

“You lied,” I grouse, my tone disapproving.

“How else would I have found your addresses? Not that they were all that helpful in the end. You didn’t get any of them. So who’s the worst liar in this scenario?”

My nose crinkles at her silent ‘so there.’

“What about the fallen parishioners?” I ask, keeping my words careful.

“The ones you murdered, you mean?” is her bland retort.

“Did you visit the towns⁠—”

“Of course not,” she grouses, finally turning around so that she can shoot me an eye roll. “I read the local newspapers. Funny how no one else noticed the connection. Though, perhaps, they were glad to see the backs of whoever ‘killed themselves.’”

My jaw works when she uses air quotes, yet she fails to take into account how obsessive and unhinged she is.

Exactly what I need in a savior…

Absently, I watch her, noting her struggles to bend down. Though I should help her, she’s not going to fall like she almost did earlier. It’s just awkward.

She holds her head by locking her shoulders in a hunched position, but I can tell it’s as if her skull is too heavy for her neck.

When she leans over, she snatches the green case the kit’s in. Upon straightening up, she rests against the sink after she dumps it on the side, and I watch as she takes some slow, deep breaths. A hand lifts to rub her temple.

I’m not the only one with a headache, then.

I’ve been in Rome for almost a year, and the day I arrived, she had her surgery. I can’t imagine what she’s been through in that time, the pain and the medical interventions she’s had. How she’s standing in my kitchen at all is a miracle⁠—

“Stop looking at me like that.”

The words are hissed out, and for the first time, I sense she’s angry with me.

Because the difference is jarring, I keep my tone gentle: “How am I looking at you?”

“I’m not ill,” she rumbles by way of an answer. “I’m getting better.”

Well, that’s not a lie, even if it’s a case of her stretching the truth.

“Take off your shirt,” she orders when she turns to face me again.

She sounds clinical now, making the contrast in her nature sharper than before.

She said she wanted me.

Everything I had to give, nothing more, nothing less. And not as a priest, as a custodian of her faith, but as a man… The question is, can she handle it?

Almost murdering someone didn’t frighten her off, so maybe the state of my body will.

Hiding a laugh at my gallows humor, I unbutton my shirt. As the cotton fabric falls aside, she steps behind me so she can tend to my back.

No one has seen it before.

Ever.

And I never thought anyone would either.

“How do you clean it when you’re alone?” is her only question.

There’s no shocked gasp. No horrified squeal.

If anything, her tone’s loaded with chastisement.

That shouldn’t make my erection reappear, but it does.

“Sometimes, I don’t bother.”

I can feel her tension despite the two feet that separate us. “You want it to get infected?”

“If only. It never does.”

“How is that possible?”

“God’s will?” I suggest bitterly, bowing my head.

“Do you want to die?” she asks, the words soft.

Sad.

She hurts for me.

Not because she pities me, but because she doesn’t like what I’m telling her.

She doesn’t want me to feel that way.

Is anything about this night even happening, or is it a dream sequence gone awry?

Maybe that would make more sense.

“Not always,” I hedge.

Her answer isn’t forthcoming, but then, I guess there isn’t much to say to that.

Not even in dreams that take the shape of pocket pixies who cup cocks as a greeting and lick blood off their fingers.

Yet again, my body stirs at the memory. I know, point blank, that image will be in my head—dream sequence or not—until the day I die.

The clasp on the kit rattles as she opens it, making me tense as I hear her set up her station.

“Seriously, though, how did you clean the wounds when you bothered?”

“I’d douse a towel in rubbing alcohol and lay it on my back.”

“Jesus, that must have been painful.”

“Are you supposed to use profanity in front of a priest?”

Anyone else, I’d have reprimanded them. But she isn’t anyone else.

“You’re not a priest,” she mutters absently, and before I can reply, she presses an alcohol-soaked gauze to a wound.

A growl escapes me as the astringent makes contact with the raw flesh, and my limbs lock as I process the pain.

Par Dieu, it feels good.

Not as much of a release as when I make the lash marks, but good nonetheless.

She’s thorough, God help me. More thorough than I usually am.

She cleanses everything, and at my side, where she placed the bottle of alcohol on the table, I watch as the level slowly depletes from three-quarters full to nearly empty.

Only then does she murmur, “Damn.”

“It’ll bleed for a while,” I assure her, knowing that to be the case from experience.

“I don’t know how it’s possible, but it looks worse cleaned up,” she whispers, and something in her voice has me glancing over my shoulder at her.

I see her tears. More, I see the trails that pour down her face. Three single track marks, almost symmetrical as they course over her cheeks. Too many to be fresh. Meaning she cried as she tended to me.

Lord, she’s glorious.

Those tears are beautiful, and I want to taste them because they’re mine.

They fell for me.

I twist on the seat, with such a lack of care that it pulls on my wounds. Letting my hand cup her cheek even as my thumb strokes along the silken curve of her skin, I gather some droplets while I stare into her eyes.

Misty green, they penetrate me, making me feel like I could lose myself in them. As if they’re a welcoming fog that would provide shelter rather than lead me into danger.

The sight and the thought stirs me to release her and to bring my thumb to my mouth.

The salty liquid is almost floral on my tongue. Like a wine’s bouquet, it seems to react with my saliva, making her fundamentally collide with me.

I swallow at the same moment she does.

“Why are you here, diavoletta?”

Her nose scrunches. “I’m not a pixie.”

“No? You feel like something from a dream.”

“I’m not. I came here to help you.”

“Why? People don’t help random strangers.”

“You’re not random. I’ve known you since I was seventeen. I sent my first letter to you then, and I must have sent a dozen more.” Irrational anger at not receiving them filters through me, but it’s stymied when she gnaws on her bottom lip. I want to bite it. I want to— “I know you think I’m crazy. Maybe I am.” A smile appears on her lips, and it’s sheepish and shaken and self-deprecating. It makes me trust her regardless of her admission. “But I truly mean you no harm.”

“I already figured that out. You shouldn’t threaten a man like me.”

“I’m not a sinner.” Her chin jerks up. “I know I’m safe.”

“Everyone sins,” I tell her, knowing it to be true.

“Not me.”

“You blasphemed.”

“Not my religion anymore.”

“Semantics.”

She grins, and despite myself, I grin at her in turn. “I’m an author. I have the lexicon to outtalk you at the best of times.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

“Give me a chance and I will.”

“And what was grabbing my crotch if not a sin?”

Her nose crinkles, but before I can call her out, she clucks her tongue. “You’re making your back bleed.”

“As I said, it’ll do that for a while. Every time I move, it’ll tear open the wounds.”

“That sounds excruciating.”

I hum with perverse delight. “It is.”

“Savio,” she whispers, cupping my cheek, mirroring my earlier gesture. “You have to see how fucked up that is.”

“It’s the only way I know how to cope,” I confess, and the words are a weight off—whether it’s my shoulders or my soul, I’m not sure.

She sighs and her breath brushes my face. It’s faintly minty, like she’s been chewing gum. Her eyes turn sad, and though I understand why, I hate that I did that.

I hate that I made those happy eyes turn sorrowful.

“Let me help you, Savio.”

It’s the first time in too long that I’ve been called my name by anyone other than my parents.

“Only God can help me now,” I counter, believing every single word.

Something flares in her eyes.

Thumb settling in the small space where a dimple used to form, she breathes, “Then what do you have to lose?”


PART THREE
Revelations 16


Go, pour out the seven bowls of God's wrath on the earth.
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CHAPTER 19
Andrea



Cry - James Blunt

Diana: Where are you?



Me: What are you… my mother? :P



Diana: No, I’m just worried about you.



Me: You won’t approve lol so it’s best if I keep you in the dark.



Diana: Now, I really am worried.



Unsurprisingly, she patches through a call.

For a moment, I hesitate to answer, but knowing her concern is genuine, I huff and hit the ‘connect’ button.

“Talk to me, Andrea.”

I grimace at her tone of voice. It’s half-kicked puppy and half-terrified.

“I’m fine, Diana.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not!”

“How can you be fine? You discharged yourself from the hospital months early⁠—”

“I get headaches easily,” I attempt to appease. “But aside from that and needing to take it carefully when I walk, I’m okay. I promise.”

Her heavy exhalation blows in my ear. “Why won’t you tell me where you are? I have to assume you’re not in your Airbnb.”

“You wouldn’t approve and I don’t want to lie to you.”

“You can tell me anything.” She tuts. “You should know that by now.”

A wicked smile dances on my lips. “I’m in the presbytery⁠—”

“The WHAT?!”

“Sheesh, calm down,” I chide, tugging my phone away from my head. “If I didn’t have a migraine, then I would now, Diana!”

“Fuck. Sorry. I just… What are you doing in a presbytery, Andy?”

“What do you think?”

“Now is not the time for joking!”

“I think it’s the perfect time.”

“Did you faint?”

“No.” I snort.

“Then why are you in a presbytery?”

“Father Martin let me stay here.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to.”

She groans. “What are you doing?”

“Tempting a priest.”

“That’s sooooo wrong.”

“Life’s for living.”

That earns me another groan. “I swear you’re more trouble than Isabella and Erica—” Her kiddos. “—combined. Tell me what happened.”

Now, I hedge for real. “He hurt himself. Neither of us felt comfortable leaving him alone.”

More like I clutched at my head when a throbbing pain attacked my temple and he offered me a bed for the night.

Not his bed, but that will come with time.

Savio is mine.

I just need to show him the way.

“My God, you’re in his house,” she hisses. “I don’t believe you!”

“I know. It’s… nice.”

“Do priests sleep naked?”

A laugh escapes me. “Diana!”

“Oh, you. This is your fault.”

“How is it my fault?”

“You opened the doors to dirty thoughts.”

“Should I tell Jason to buy a cassock so you can play naughty parishioner and priest⁠—”

“The next time I see you, I will hit you.”

I grin. “You really are into corporal punishment, huh?”

“I’m going to hang up if you’re not careful!”

Though my grin widens, I merely say, “I don’t know if he sleeps naked but he should. I saw beneath the cassock⁠—”

“Holy shit!”

“Holy something. He’s gorgeous.” Scars and all. There are many of them, though. So fucking many.

“How did he hurt himself?”

Anxiety hits me. “You want to know?”

“Of course.”

“It’s bad.”

“Oh… Private?”

“Yes. But you’re right. We have few secrets between us.”

“Aside from the massive headaches you were having and the wings you thought you had.”

“I’ll be the one hanging up if you⁠—”

“Fine, fine. Sorry. Okay, what happened?”

“He was whipping himself and I knocked on his door and stopped him. He was bleeding so I helped tend his wounds.”

“Crap on a corndog!”

“Yeah.” My fingers tangle in the coarse sheets. Nothing luxurious here. Just basic fabric that makes sackcloth look silky.

“The monk in The Da Vinci Code did that. I thought the practice had died out.”

“Self-flagellation isn’t encouraged, but how would the higher-ups stop it?”

“It’s sick.”

“Yeah. He is, I guess. The years haven’t been kind to him. Remember I told you about how Linda’s ex dipped her hand in bleach to punish her for flirting with a partner of his at his law firm?”

“Yes.”

“The father’s back was worse than that. He went hot and heavy with the whip. There was a lot of blood.”

“God.” She clears her throat. “Didn’t it scare you?”

I choke out a laugh. “That he’d come after me with his whip? No. He’s more of a danger to himself than he is to me.”

“Oh, Jesus, you really are going to try and fix him, aren’t you?”

“You know me too well,” is my dry retort. “He needs me, Diana. As much as you did.”

“H-He’s safe?”

“I’m telling you he’s more of a danger to himself than to me. It was self-harm⁠—”

“How do you know that?”

“I just do.” With my body aching from the day’s adventures, I can’t withhold my yawn when it breaks free. “He wouldn’t classify it as that but it is.”

“You should get some sleep.”

“It’s been a crazy day,” I admit.

“Sounds like I’m only hearing the half of it.”

I just chuckle. Tiredly. “The worst part was cleaning his back.”

“I’ll bet. I’m not sure how you do it, Andrea. You have a good heart.”

“Nah.”

“Yes. I wouldn’t be here, right where I am now if it weren’t for you.”

I know that.

We both know that.

“He’s farther along the path than I expected. Farther than even you were.”

“Wow. You expected him to be fucked up?”

“You know what he endured as well as I do.”

“True, but… would the Church let him be a priest if he were that bad?”

“They shield pedophiles, Diana,” I grumble. “What do you think?”

“Ugh,” she whines. “You’re not encouraging him to resign so that you can be with him, are you?”

I can’t stop myself from cackling. Though she’s right, I just say, “You think I have more power than I do.”

“No, I’ve seen you at work. You’re half-guardian angel, half-bulldozer. People think because you’re blonde and beautiful that you’re a pushover. But they’re the ones who get railroaded into doing whatever you want them to.”

“You make me sound despotic!” I cry.

“Only when it comes to someone you care about.”

Though I purse my lips in annoyance, I confess, “I want to have sex with him.”

“Didn’t think you wanted to gaze adoringly at him for a lifetime.”

“Diana!”

She sniffs.

“Sex isn’t a salve. Plus, I’m probably shit in bed so it’s not as if I even know how to help him.”

“God, I wonder if he’s a virgin too.”

“Maybe. He wasn’t exactly a baby when he entered the seminary though. Still, if any man needs an orgasm, it’s him⁠—”

“Andrea!”

I smirk at the wall that separates me from my man. “He oozes testosterone, Diana.”

“If you did get him between the sheets, he’d be so ready to explode, you wouldn’t have to worry about being inexperienced,” she says wryly. “Not that it’d be much fun for you.”

“I’ll take one for the team this time.”

“Big of you,” she drawls. “Sex isn’t a cure—you were right about that.”

“I know.”

“You sure about that?”

“Yes.” I huff. “Man, he’s gorgeous. His pictures don’t do him justice. Even covered in blood, he was fine⁠—”

“Weirdo.”

“Don’t yuck my yum. He must work out a lot.”

“Sounds like you.”

“I’m not muscly. Not anymore.”

“Give it time, honey.”

Though I pout, I accept her words as the fact they are. It’s already a miracle that I’m lying under his roof. My muscles will come back eventually.

“He had those veins running down his biceps⁠—”

“Yum, but equally, wouldn’t they be pumped up because he was whipping himself, so eww?”

“Stop being rational.” He’s not mega stacked but plenty enough for my overactive imagination.

“It’s a failing of mine. Why on earth he puts himself through that⁠—”

Before I can tell her that I don’t get it either, I hear a shout.

Immediately, I bolt upright, ignoring the dots dancing at the peripheries of my vision.

“What was that?” Diana demands.

“You heard it?”

“Yeah.”

“It sounded like a nightmare. I should go see if he’s⁠—”

“Don’t check on him! What if he dreams he’s back in…”

“Oran,” I provide when she doesn’t finish the sentence.

“He could think you’re his captor. He might hurt you.”

“I can’t let him suffer.”

“Andrea!”

“I’ll be fine.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Sure I do,” I tell her as I carefully clamber out of bed.

There’s no way I’m letting him deal with this on his own. A part of me must have anticipated this happening because why else would I be awake when my head aches like a piledriver’s hammering it into the ground and my eyes are burning from staying open?

With his past, nightmares are to be expected.

And all this time, he’s been dealing with them alone.

Another shout makes itself known to me and, hurriedly, I tell Diana, “I have to go. I’ll call you in the morning.”

I don’t let her get a word in edgewise—just disconnect the call and drop my cell on the bed.

Savio needs me and there will never come a day when I’m not here for him.

No one knows better than Diana that I protect what’s mine.

And he is—mine.

The sooner he accepts that, the better.
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CHAPTER 20
Andrea



Everybody Hurts - Jasmine Thompson

Unfortunately for me, my heart has different ideas than my brain.

The second I stand in my rush to reach his side, blood surges behind my eyes, turbocharging the spots dancing in my vision. Lightheaded isn’t the word.

I’m supposed to practice gentle exercise to increase my mobility, but in the past few days, I’ve done a lot of walking. There’s been stress too, and I’m supposed to stay calm.

Oops.

Pressing the back of my hand to my forehead, I scramble onward, rushing out of my bedroom and barging straight into his.

My first impression is that this place is no home. It’s another cell. Plain, unadorned. I know men like to keep things simple, but this is so bare it’s representative of his soul.

There are no pictures on the dresser or nightstand, none even on the bookshelves that line one wall.

It’s just a simple room.

Spartan.

Miserable.

He’s tossing and turning on the one luxury—a double bed.

He has to be enduring excruciating agony from the pressure of his back colliding with the sheets, but he doesn’t seem to care.

The anguished sounds escaping him, the noises he makes have a different variety of pain filling me. If I didn’t already know of the many types of agony a human being can experience, I’m looking at proof of it.

But Diana was right about one thing—he’s violent in his slumber. At this moment, my body isn’t equipped to handle that.

He doesn’t just whimper or make mewling sounds in his sleep—he thrashes. Half the sheets are off the bed, torn from the mattress. His feet kick, his arms flail like...

I close my eyes when reality hits.

Because, dear Lord, he’s trying to get loose.

I bite the inside of my lip to take some of the pain away, to release it, and the revelation hits me. Suddenly, I understand far too easily why Savio finds solace in pain.

But while I have no idea how to help him, I know I have to stop him. I can’t let him stay in the prison of his mind.

I press a hand to his shoulder, but he surges upright, his arm swiping out at me like I’m the aggressor.

Stumbling, I lurch back, and only the fact I tumble into the wall stops me from crumbling to the ground. For a second, I find myself dazed, but I don’t fear him.

If anything, I fear for him.

My brow puckers as I watch him continue to thrash, and suddenly the one comfort in this room makes sense—his bed.

It isn’t so large because he wants the comfort. God forbid he has anything that makes him less penitent. But he’d fall out of a twin.

I gnaw on my bottom lip as I stare at him, wanting to help but knowing I’m not strong enough, physically, to do so.

That crucifies me.

Deep inside, I’m wrecked because, fuck, helping him is my raison d’être.

I knew that when I went into surgery. I knew I had to survive to save him from himself.

He is my purpose.

My reason.

This goes beyond being soul mates.

This is divine intervention.

But how can I be his light at the end of the tunnel if I’m not strong enough? If my light is meager?

A broken cry is torn from him. I want to weep, want to slide to my knees at the side of the bed at the sound of him so weak.

Savio is not a man made for weakness.

He’s born of strength.

Forged of iron.

He wouldn’t have survived Algeria otherwise.

Because I don’t know what to do to help him, I move around the bed.

He’s in the center of the mattress, flailing around, but if I stick close to the edge, I won’t fall off.

I need to be with him.

I need him to know he isn’t alone.

For so long, he’s been isolated in a prison of the past, and I haven’t been here for him, but that’s about to change.

I swallow down my nerves as I kneel on the mattress. Half-expecting him to wake up, to leap for me, to go for my throat as Diana warned, I’m surprised when he doesn’t. In celebration, I release a shaky breath.

The second my head connects with the pillow, I turn on my side.

Once my eyes are on him and I’m settled atop the mattress, he calms.

That can’t be a coincidence.

His breathing evens out as he also rolls onto his side, curling into a ball so tight that it’s incongruous on a man of his size.

But he’s facing me.

The more he calms, the more I can look at him, my tears evaporating.

The dream leaves him so suddenly that I can barely believe my eyes. Like it never happened, he stretches out. If I hadn’t seen it for myself, I’d think I was making it up.

As he relaxes, the younger Savio appears. He’s less grim, more like the first picture I saw of him that day ‘the boy,’ David McKenna, died. Not unlike that first time, my visceral response to him is off the charts.

But something else hits me before lust can settle in my core.

Without the cloud of fear, misery, terror, and anger dampening everything and my own heartache staining the world in gray, his scent crashes into me.

Absolutely overwhelms me.

His essence is sweet and pure. Frankincense and myrrh. Holy smells. But clean. Soap. Cotton. Then, a dash of spice—just a hint. The heat of before begins to boil away inside me, bubbling like a volcano needing to erupt.

I’ve never wanted a man like Savio. I’ve never experienced these feelings before.

The doctors say my delusions were so powerful that they would overtake everything else, and considering my life before, it fits that I’d find no other attractive.

Savio was an ideal.

A man I held up in my mind’s eye as perfect. He was a martyr on a mission that put him in jeopardy. He was tortured and abused for his pains. He was like a saint in my eyes, a stark contrast to the sinners I came into contact with every day.

Was it any wonder I idolized him?

Is it any wonder that now, even though my situation has changed, all I can still think about is him?

No, he isn’t perfect. If anything, he’s broken. But I was born to be his glue.

Pressing a shaky hand to his chest, my fingers brush over his pecs. The connection settles in me like he pressed his lips to mine. Yet, there’s a faint wetness that, from the street lighting, I know is blood.

The metallic tinge is in the air, shadowing his rich and musky scent, but it’s visceral. Even his blood belongs to me. The urge to coat myself in it, soak in it if it makes me smell like him is all-encompassing.

My pulse thuds in my ears, drowning out the soft sounds of his breathing, pounding deep and low in time to the one in my pussy as I let my fingers trail over the scant whorls of hair above his heart.

I can feel it beat.

It’s slow and rhythmic, as he’s in deep repose.

I want to touch more of him.

I want to explore him.

But I can’t.

I won’t take his choice away.

I won’t hurt him.

My lip slips between my teeth as I stare at his abs. His body is defined, even in sleep. I noticed before how his veins were thick and raised, and I knew that was a combination of adrenaline and pain flushing throughout his system. Now, I wonder if that has to do with how much he exerted himself.

The cuts on his spine were deep. Scored tracks on his flesh.

They were torn too. Rips and jagged edges that don’t align with a regular lash.

It wouldn’t be the first time someone used barbs for a deeper cut, for a better sting, but Savio had to push it. From what I know of the man, that comes as no surprise.

Unlike his withering soul, his body gleams with vitality. Oh, the irony. Tangible proof that mental and physical health can be as far apart from one another as the North and South Poles.

Slowly, I move my hand from his chest because I know temptation will hit me and I’ll want to touch more of him.

The need to roll into his arms, to tuck myself into him, to press every inch of me against every inch of him is so pervasive that I have to close my eyes and twist onto my back to evade the needs coursing through me.

They’re alien.

Dark.

New.

No longer attached to an ideal but to a man. A man whose touch I crave. Who I ache to explore with my fingers and mouth.

A shaky breath escapes me, making me aware that the dull throb of the migraine has faded. My body is focused solely on him.

As my chest heaves, my nipples brush my camisole. I removed my skinny jeans and blouse earlier, then dragged off my bra too, leaving behind the cami I wore underneath and my panties.

I’m very aware of how little I’m wearing.

And I’m even more aware of the powerful scent of him on the sheets.

It laces every breath I take. Is deep in the air around me until I know my skin is being caressed by it. By him.

My nipples bead, budding against the cotton fabric, rasping and rubbing in a way that doesn’t appease me. If anything, it’s sweet torture.

I can’t stop myself from snapping my hand up and squeezing one of them hard.

The sharp pain makes me whimper, and I have no choice but to anoint the other side. Pinching that other nub, I shiver, enjoying the sensation. My body itches with the need for more. Unusual and wicked urges fill me as I let my fingers drift down, slipping lower and lower until I rub them over the gusset of my panties.

Gnawing on my bottom lip when that sends a naughty twist of pleasure shuddering through me, I spread my legs some. Dragging the flat of two fingertips over the cotton makes me wet enough to feel it through the fabric.

This is wrong.

So wrong.

Wicked.

So wicked.

But I can’t stop myself.

I slip my fingers under my panties and touch myself. The caresses have another low whimper escaping me.

And that’s when it all goes to hell.

Fingers snap out and grab a firm hold of my wrist. “What in God’s name are you doing?”

I jerk in response to both his words and his touch, even as I twist my head to look at him.

My hips rock of their own volition, loving the feel of his skin against mine.

When he notices, he scowls. “Stop that!”

I bite my lip and force myself to come down, to calm down.

Closing my legs, I pull my hand away from my thighs, and I’m not altogether surprised when he keeps a tight clasp on it.

He doesn’t trust me not to do it again.

I don’t blame him.

“What the hell is wrong with you?”

“I can’t help it,” I whisper, and I know my eyes are big as I stare at him in the low light. The streetlights that revealed the blood on his chest pour an orange glow through the windows, illuminating us both in their golden hue. “You’re so beautiful, Savio. How could I not?”

His mouth works for a second. Though he’s furious and his anger has his arms all bunched up, his stomach muscles tensing as if he’s ready to throw me off the bed, my statement has him flopping back against the mattress.

“What am I going to do with you?” he rasps, shaking his head, rocking it so his hair tangles on the cotton pillow beneath him.

“You don’t have to do anything,” I tell him softly. “Just let me be here.”

“This is wrong,” he counters, and his hand tightens about my wrist before he starts to let go.

This time it’s me who moves.

My free hand darts out and I grasp his wrist just as he clutches mine, holding him there, not wanting the connection to drop.

“I need you, Savio, and I think you need me.”

He doesn’t seem to be listening to me, though, because he grumbles, “You have blood on you.”

“You’re bleeding all over the place.” I shrug. “What’s a bit of blood between soul mates?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like you before.”

“Good.”

Maybe he hears my jealousy because he snorts. “I didn’t mean that as a compliment, Andrea.”

Immediately, tension seeps out of me.

That tone… He’s not going to force me to leave.

Not yet, anyway.

And as relief fills me, it’s nothing to the delight that blossoms deep inside my being at hearing him say my name for the first time.

“I’m taking it as a compliment,” I rasp before forcing myself to say lightly, “There’s only one of me. God created perfection and he didn’t want to make everyone else envious.”

“Bigheaded as well as crazy.”

“I don’t think it’s too big to get through the front door.”

“Praise be to God for that.” Neither of us move our hands. At least, that’s until his thumb shifts—flattening out against my pulse point. “What are you doing in here?”

“I heard you call out in your sleep.” Any amusement in me fades at the memory of his pain. “Y-You calmed down when I came in and I didn’t want to leave you.”

His scowl returns before he hisses out a breath. “Night terrors.”

“Do you get them often?”

He doesn’t answer, but he grows still. “Please, tell me I didn’t hurt you.”

I can feel the tension in him as if it throbs through the blood-soaked mattress.

Maybe it does.

Maybe because his blood is touching me, it’s a conduit to him. To his soul.

I like the idea, and I turn my face into it, knowing it will turn my cheek rosy with him.

“You pushed me away, but you didn’t hurt me.”

He releases a shaky breath, one loaded with relief, then he catches me humming as I rub my cheek into the fabric beneath us.

Though his scowl is back once more, he doesn’t stop me. Instead, he asks, “What hymn is that?”

“Au cœur de ma vie,” I answer easily, wondering why he asks when he has to know it.

“That used to be my favorite.”

His thickly uttered response has me whispering, “I learned it for you.”

“You sing?”

“Not so much now.” I clear my throat. “I used to be in a choir at our church.”

“You weren’t lying about being Catholic?” he questions, his surprise clear.

I huff, annoyed he didn’t believe me. “I haven’t told you a single lie, and I won’t either.”

Something shifts in his eyes, but a smile blossoms on his lips. “You’re truly unique, aren’t you?”
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CHAPTER 21
Savio



Angel - Toby Mai

As I watch her coat her cheek in my blood, as I watch her hum a hymn that used to be my favorite, something she had to have learned during her ‘tracking’ of me, I can’t deny⁠—

“You’re truly unique, aren’t you?”

She stills in her bizarre face-painting. “I am?”

I hear the hitch in her breathing.

“Yes.”

And I’ve met some fruit loops in my time.

Sinners and posers, dreamers and hopers—but she was right when she said God broke the mold when He made her.

“Most people who know me say I’m strange.”

There’s no denying that.

But… “You’re an innocent.”

She stills. Again. “I’m not innocent.”

“Your heart is.” The truth almost chokes me. “Your soul is.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do. Light calls to the dark as much as the dark calls to the light, Andrea.”

“You’re not dark.”

“I am.” Being around her makes me feel it more as well. The ancient slog of hauling around evilness is a burden I never signed up to carry. “I stopped being as purehearted as you when I was thirteen.”

Her leg drifts over the sheets, making a soft whirring sound. I recognize it, even as I wait for the collision of her toes touching mine.

My eyes close at the simplest connection of all.

“What happened when you were thirteen?”

Her whisper has my eyes popping open. “I was bullied.”

When memories crowd me, she hums again, like she knows the past has consumed me.

“I heard that hymn for the first time when I entered seminary.” The humming doesn’t stop, but it’s a silent invitation to carry on. “My parents weren’t happy about me becoming a priest. Mother cried about it for two days and Father’d shake his head at me whenever he saw me.” My wry smile is wasted in the darkness. “You are at the heart of my life. And He used to be. But now He isn’t. Though I try so hard to please Him, it isn’t enough.” I croak, “Don’t hum that. It’s a reminder of how I used to be and what I no longer am.”

She stops. Instantly.

Like she does every time I ask her to—or don’t ask, just make her. There’s no rebellion.

None whatsoever.

That’s why it’s easy to let my temper fall away.

She’d touched herself.

In my bed.

Her whimper had awoken me, and for a scant second, I’d watched her, heard her. Felt her response.

Then I stopped her. I had no choice. Even as the sound revolted me, I wanted to see more. Wanted to know more.

The thought of the taste of her on my tongue is enough to make me salivate. It’s been so long since I did anything remotely sexual that I can’t even remember when it was⁠—

“What happened with your bully that made everything change?”

The words are jarring, but I confess simply to know how she’ll react: “I killed him.”

She stills. “You did? Did you…”

“No. I didn’t go to prison. I earned myself a suspended sentence and had a mountain of community service until I was eighteen, when my parents had my record expunged. It was too late, though. I’d met the priest who changed my life during my punishment.”

“Where did you meet?”

“His name was Father Blanc. I had to work at his soup kitchen. After my community service was over, I remained a volunteer.”

For the first time in my life, I had a calling. One that wasn’t a self-insert from either of my parents—be a doctor, go into medicine… Be a farmer, till the land…

I listened to them until I simply closed my ears to their requests and did what I needed for me—left med school and took the first steps to a life in the Church.

Looking back, I should have stuck to the path I was on. God help me.

“I’ve lost you again.”

There’s a sadness in her tone that has me blinking, even as I register that she’s closer than she was. That her warmth whispers against me like her words do.

“I’m here,” I disagree, then I utter disturbingly true words: “I’m found.”

In her eyes.

“I’ve never known anyone as lost as you, Savio.” She squeezes my wrist. “But I see you, and I want to make things better.”

“You want more than you’re telling me. More than you want to say out loud.”

“I wasn’t lying before. I mean you no danger.”

“No,” I agree. “You don’t.”

That was the only reason I allowed her to stay.

After catching her touching herself, after her seeing me during a night terror… well, it changes things.

“Were you really feeling ill earlier? Or were you lying?”

“I told you, I won’t lie to you. I was feeling...” She hesitates, and for a second, I think she’s going to get creative. Instead, she sighs the word: “Fragile.”

I repeat it in my head, frowning over it for a second. “Fragile?”

She rubs her temple with her free hand. “Yes. I pushed it today. I’m supposed to nap and take cabs instead of walking places.”

My eyes narrow as I read between the lines. “Why did you discharge yourself early?”

“My parents returned home to New Mexico to clear up their house because it had sold. I knew if I didn’t leave then, they’d never let me out of their sight.”

Whatever I’d expected her to say, it wasn’t that.

“They know where you are, don’t they?”

She shrugs. “I send them texts. I tell them I’m fine.”

“How kind of you,” I say dryly, but even so, I’m taken aback. “Why are you obsessed with me?” When she furrows her brow at that, I repeat, “I don’t think you’re a danger to me⁠—”

“Good.” She rolls her eyes. “Because I’m not.”

“But why are you here? What about me is so special that I’ve gained your attention?”

I’m not sure she’ll answer, and because I know she responds to sharp, stern commands, I’m about to break out that voice, but she mutters, “Your story connects with mine.”

“Explain.”

She purses her lips. “I’ll explain if you tell me what happened to you too.”

I’d prefer to dance in sulfuric acid than share that particular story, but she’s right. She doesn’t have to tell me anything. Not unless I’m willing to open up to her.

I know I could toss her out, know that I’d be able to discredit every word she could say to the police about Paolo, but something about her... I don’t feel as alone when she’s here.

And I’m not talking physically.

I’ve shared the house before. I still felt isolated.

She tears through that haze, and I have no idea why.

“I’ll tell you what I can bear to share.”

My qualification seems to appease her because she grabs some of the covers off me and nestles them around herself like she’s getting ready for a long story time.

The gesture amuses me.

Even while there are many childlike nuances in her repertoire, she’s the most sensual creature I’ve ever known.

She’s so at ease with her body that I don’t think I’ve met a temptation more powerful than the one she offers without even really offering it. She exudes it, and because I’m so close, all I want⁠—

“I see things.”

“What things?”

“Details. Stuff most people don’t notice.” She turns her head on the pillow to look at me. A pillow we’re now sharing. When did that happen? “I see someone’s pain. Someone’s fear. Someone’s anger.”

“You’re empathic,” I guess.

“Maybe. But not really. I don’t feel what they feel. I just see it. I notice what they’re going through, and instead of bypassing them, instead of moving on, I figure out what’s happening to them and I help where I can.”

Her words have me tensing. “What do you see in me?”

“All three. Pain, fear, and anger. But that’s not why I’m here.”

“No?”

“I already told you why—I’m yours.”

“I’m not yours.”

“So stubborn. You are. You just haven’t figured it out yet. But I’m okay with that.” She gives a happy sigh. “I’m with you. I can wait. I’m patient.”

I blink.

“Can I sleep with you tonight?”

“You have a bed down the hall,” I rasp, my body tensing at the notion of us sharing a pillow until morning.

Temptation—I’ll be breathing it in all night.

“But this is nicer. You’re here, and it smells of you.” Her brow furrows deeper than before. “Why does nowhere else smell of you?”

“I clean it?”

“Is the mattress covered in blood?”

The question surprises me, even if I tell her, “There are stains I can’t get out, yes. Whenever I move, I always buy a new one and burn the old one.”

“How are you going to burn it in Rome? Do you have a backyard?”

“No. When that becomes an issue, I’ll have it collected and taken to the dump.”

She pauses. “Do you see yourself being here for a while?”

“I do.”

“You moved a lot before. Why? Because of the…”

“No,” I mutter in exasperation. “Sometimes I just didn’t gel with a parish.”

Who does she think I am—Dahmer?

“Here you do?”

“Yes.”

Andrea rubs her face into the sheets again. “I think that’s why I can smell you here. Your blood is in the mattress.”

“Old blood doesn’t smell.”

“It does to me.” She purses her lips. “That’s why it surprised me how nothing else smells of you.”

I already know she’s crazy, but that confirms it.

Still, I don’t leap out of bed, nor do I drag her off the mattress. “You said you see details and you act on them. How?”

“I notice something in a person. Then, I befriend them so they’ll let me in and allow me to help them. They become my charges.”

“What do you help them with?”

“The source of their fear,” she explains patiently.

“Give me an example.”

Her expression turns mulish. “I have friends all over the world now. I’ve helped a lot of people. Whatever anyone says, they can’t take that away from me.”

I frown. “Why would they try to?” She’s a touch unhinged but it’s not exactly a crime.

“My parents think I’m delusional. But I was just helping out where others were too blinkered to see the truth.” She grunts. “I used to help when I was a child, and they had to deal with the repercussions themselves. I don’t know why they’re acting so shocked now.”

“What did you do?”

“Um, when I was fifteen, I saw a homeless man who had a sick dog. He wasn’t very well mentally, so I befriended him so that he’d let me take his dog to the vet. It was actually a she and she was pregnant. That summer, we had to foster eight puppies until we could rehome them.”

“Eight? I bet they loved that!”

“Hmm. Then, there was that time when I was twelve and I saw a boy being bullied in the class below me. When I stepped in and punched his bully, it turned out the jerk’s dad was a cop. He came to our door and tried to arrest me. Dad put a stop to that.

“Then, until we moved—Dad’s a soldier so we were always moving—I had a mini-stalker.”

“The bully?”

“No, silly. The boy I saved from the bully. Andrew. He still sends me holiday cards.”

Amused and faintly jealous, which, I know, is beyond ridiculous, I clear my throat. “So, what was different this time? You told your parents about what you did and they reacted poorly?”

“They didn’t believe me. But that’s why my father asked to be transferred closer to me. It’s why they were selling their house⁠—”

“Okay, you’re going too fast. Start at the beginning.”

She heaves out a sigh. “If I have to. I already told you all this in my letters.”

“Which I never received,” I prompt with a small smile when she huffs.

“Annoying. But, let’s take Diana, for example. I met her in college. She was outside one of my classes. I saw her on the phone. I knew she was scared. Everyone treated her like she was a bitch, and they avoided her as if she had the plague.

“Her dad was the mayor of the town where we lived—I couldn’t figure out how he could be so popular and she was the opposite. No one saw the reality. No one but me.”

“He was hurting her?”

“Yes. Badly. So I got close to her, befriended her, made her move in with me.”

“You took her away from him.”

“I did, and we’re as close as sisters now.” She beams with pleasure. “We even managed to get him in jail. She was brave and went to the police. Sadly, they don’t always do that.

“I’ve helped men and women alike, and they all love me. Each of them would lay down their lives for me⁠—”

“You saved them from themselves.”

“I saved them from their monsters,” she corrects.

“Same difference. Monsters only exist because we let them in.”

“Once they’re in, it’s hard to get them out again. It can be impossible too, depending on how tangled your life is with theirs. If you have a child or if your money is tied up⁠—”

“I wasn’t arguing,” I appease. “I was just saying... you save them from themselves.”

“And their monsters,” she tacks on stubbornly.

I nod rather than argue. We can agree to disagree on this one. “Were you always this way?”

“I’ve always tried to help, but things got more aggressive when I was seventeen. Before, I just wanted to be a Good Samaritan like they teach you in catechism. But, when I was seventeen, it took over everything. I prioritized helping others over my studies.

“According to the specialists, that’s when the cyst became large enough to impair my brain function.” She makes a scoffing noise. “How is any of what I just said a negative? They’re trying to make it sound like I was deranged or something. As if I made it up⁠—”

I squeeze her wrist, noting the increase of her pulse as it throbs with her exasperation. “Explain.”

“I was having psych evaluations after the surgery,” she mutters. “They were making me talk about that time. I had to lie in the end. Or they’d never have let me out. They’d have locked me up just to stop me from harming myself.

“That’s how I knew it was meant to be. When Diana found an article that said you were in Rome, I had to come see you.”

“That’s what brought you here?”

“Yes. Not all of your archdioceses would tell me what was going on with you. Some were trickier than others.”

“So the catalyst for you leaving the hospital was me?” I question, aghast at the prospect.

“Yes,” she murmurs, her eyes soft as her gaze drifts over my face. “Don’t you realize, Savio? It’s always been you.”
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CHAPTER 22
Savio



Afraid - The Neighbourhood

Her words have me releasing a shaky breath. The responsibility is⁠—

Before I can complete the thought, she untangles the hold we have on each other’s wrists, reaches for my hand, and with a delicacy that takes me aback, presses a kiss to my palm.

The gesture is so sweet, so tender, I can’t shove her aside. A part of me might want to, but I can’t shut her out, not when her presence is beginning to feel like a gift I don’t deserve.

“Didn’t you ask your friends to explain to them how you saved them?”

“They’re all over the world. It wasn’t like they could come into the hospital. My physicians didn’t believe the emails they sent either. They thought I wrote them.”

Even as I question if that was true, if maybe she had created these friendships, she sighs. “You don’t believe me either.”

“I’m not sure what to believe,” is my honest reply.

“I have wings.”

“If that’s supposed to convince me—” I start, my tone rueful, until for the first time, she concedes her gained territory.

Rolling over, pushing two feet of distance between us so she can lie flat out, she shows them to me.

They’re mostly hidden beneath her camisole, but I can see the ink playing peekaboo.

Of course.

So, her every delusion is founded in a truth.

The ink is not new, but still pristine. All harsh black and lavender lines for the feathers, with a watercolor background making them appear as if they’re in mid-flight. When I peer closer, I can see that each line consists of a word.

They’re not something I can read. No language I’ve come across. It’s neither Latin nor Greek.

I can no more stop myself from reaching out to trace a word than I can stop my pulse from pounding.

“What language is it?” I ask thickly.

“Aramaic.”

“You speak it?!”

“No. I was told what to inscribe there.”

I shy away from her justification, the truth of why the specialists believe her to be mentally unwell growing more evident with every word she utters.

But even terrible priests are taught to find miracles, to embrace them, not outright reject them.

Even if it all sounds a little too insane to be believed.

And with her past, her illness, even a priest could be forgiven for discounting her story.

“I showed the doctors Diana’s pictures, the ones she sends me of her with her husband and daughters, and they said she was a figment of my imagination. I told them what I did, but they wouldn’t look into it. Her father is in prison, for God’s sake. No matter what I said, they wouldn’t listen,” she whispers. “So I lied. But I won’t lie to you. I promise.”

She sounds so heartsick that I press my hand to her back and trickle it over the smooth curve.

“I-I believe you.”

My words have her flipping over, and excitement fills her eyes. I’m surprised when she jumps off the bed with more exuberance than sense considering her condition and pads out of the room. For a second, I sit up, unsure what’s happening.

Light spears my eyeballs as she turns into the hall and hits the switch beside my door, and then I hear rummaging around in her room before she returns with a phone in hand.

I settle back, waiting for her to climb into bed—I don’t question how right it feels for her to come to me the way she is. My focus is elsewhere.

She doesn’t turn off the hall light upon her return, and it halos around her as she walks, making her hair and skin gleam like gold.

When she clambers onto the mattress beside me, I’m glad because it means I can’t see that anymore, and she tilts her screen to me.

I notice it’s midnight as she pulls open her messaging app.

She finds a conversation, one that’s pretty in-depth for a fake, one that consists of her friend telling her not to wake me from a night terror, then types:

Andrea: Diana, you awake?



For a few seconds, nothing happens, and I eagerly await a response.

It doesn’t come.

In a rush, she excuses, “Di works Hong Kong hours, but she’s on vacation right now so I’m not that surprised she isn’t answering⁠—”

“We can try again later,” I soothe, finding myself in the odd position of wanting to make sure her feelings aren’t hurt.

“You mean that?”

“I do.”

Like my words are fate-driven, her phone pings.

Diana: What’s wrong? Did he hurt you? I told you not to prod a sleeping bear!



Andrea: I’m fine



Diana: You’re never awake this late.



Andrea: I am today



“You could never show the doctor this?” I rasp.

“She lives unusual hours because her work is based on Hong Kong time. They didn’t care that she’s in a different time zone. They thought I was just feeding the delusion, trying to make them believe the lie. I’d schedule calls with her, but something always went wrong.

“One time, she stayed awake to talk to them and then her daughter got stung by a wasp and had an allergic reaction. Four times we tried, and in the end, I told her to stop because her husband broke his hand and then she had a small fire. That last time, her kitchen flooded⁠—”

“Putain!”

She hums. “It was so bizarre. Anyway, the more I pushed the doctors to understand, the crazier they thought I was. It was a vicious cycle. They didn’t want to believe me, to believe in me, and whenever I tried, it terrified my mom and dad, so I gave up and played their game until I could discharge myself.”

“What about your other friends?”

“It just never worked out. Bad luck, I suppose. When the doctors came for an appointment with me, they’d be at work or school.” She shrugs. “It doesn’t matter. So long as you believe me, that’s all that counts,” she tells me even as she sends a text back to Diana.

Andrea: I just wanted to prove you exist.



Diana: Lol. Existing is something I don’t do anymore. Because of you. Now, I live and I love!



Andrea: :*



Andrea: It’s late, babe. Going to sleep some. Love you.



Diana: Sleep well. Love you too. XOXO



Reading her messages, I muse, “She knows you’re in Rome?”

“I didn’t want to tell her, but she’d have called the cops if I just ran away from the hospital without looping her in. She’s a worrywart, but she promised not to share where I am with my parents.”

“She cares about you.”

“I saw her,” she says with a shrug. “You don’t let someone like that go when they saved you.”

What must it be like to be saved?

To no longer exist, but to live and to love…?

It’s impolite of me but I brush my fingers through her hair.

The side closest to me is spiky, short, and oddly crispy, but moving around a pillow has mussed it up.

My fingers drag against the scar, and the ruffled skin rams home what this woman went through.

She deserves my empathy, my sympathy, and yet, that isn’t what I feel.

In all honesty, I don’t even know what I’m feeling.

Gnawing on the inside of my cheek, I watch as she stretches like a cat being stroked at my touch. Her eyelids flutter closed and she turns her cheek toward me, like she’s giving me better access.

My stomach immediately free-falls with my body wanting to move closer, but my head knows this is an impossible, untenable situation.

She’s sick.

It’s wrong.

“I’m not sick.”

Her words have me tensing.

How the⁠—

“Doesn’t take a genius to figure out what you’re thinking,” she rumbles, sighing some more as she snuggles into the covers, which brings her closer to me again. So close that her breath brushes my chest.

I shudder.

It’s been a long time since someone has been this close to me, and it’s not the kind of temptation I thought I’d face after so many years in a cassock.

The temptation for full skin-to-skin contact, for affection and warmth, intimacy, is almost overpowering.

“Don’t tense up,” she mumbles sleepily.

I sigh at the sound of her tired voice, and I get the feeling that she could rest, but I still need answers.

I know that I’m diving headfirst off a cliff, but I tuck my hand around the back of her head and gently press her into me until her forehead connects with my chest.

At that moment, I’m in a world of confusion.

My back is aching. Normally, I appreciate how it grounds me and makes me feel alive.

But my front is in Heaven. And suddenly, feeling alive isn’t enough for me.

For her to be this near, her softness against all my hardness…

“How have I lived without this for so long?” My words are soft, barely whispered on my breath, but she hears them.

And call me as crazy as she is, but I can’t hide from the belief that she was born to.

“You weren’t ready for me, and I wasn’t ready for you,” she mumbles then pats me like I need comforting. Like her words make complete sense.

And par Dieu, maybe they do.

I take a deep breath, process, and then inquire, “What made you realize you were sick?”

“I’ve helped a lot of people⁠—”

“And not a single one of them could corroborate your story?”

Suddenly, she’s not so sleepy as she barks, “I shouldn’t need my story to be ‘corroborated.’ Honestly, you’d think I was a criminal!”

I wince—she’s right.

“And, no. I either couldn’t get in touch with them or some weird disaster befell them. Charlie fell off his motorcycle. Jasmine’s house got torn up in a tornado. I’d receive emails or texts later on but⁠—”

“They wanted to think you were damaged.”

“Yes. I would never have been 100% there anyway because you’re here. I need you to get better. Just like you need me. We’re a team.”

“You say that as if we’ve known each other for a lifetime. Andrea, I haven’t even known you a day.”

“Maybe, but a part of you has. Do you know what a twin flame is?”

“The belief that a soul has two halves and they’re separated at birth.” I sigh—I want to say that’s silly, but I go around killing monsters in human skin.

Who’s the crazy one here?

She pauses then shuffles in the covers some. I tense when her leg kicks over my hip, but I know it’s to get closer to me. Out of nowhere, she’s trembling.

“What is it?” I rasp, and concern has me dragging my hand along her arm, both to soothe and to reassure.

“The last woman I helped, it went wrong. I didn’t save her. If anything, I got her killed.”

My eyes flare wide. “What? How?”

“Her husband came for her. He got to her because she was running from me.”

“What did you—” Her tension transmits itself to me. “Oh.” And suddenly, I understand. “The wings?”

“Yes. I told her about them,” she whispers miserably.

“You didn’t show them to her?”

She licks her lips and her tongue accidentally pokes my chest. I know it’s not on purpose because it slips back in as fast as it popped out, not caressing me like she might if she were trying to seduce me.

I wouldn’t put it past her, but still, at this moment, that isn’t her intent.

“I had the tattoo done after she died. Before my surgery.”

“Why?”

“I just needed to. W-When she... she looked at me like I was a freak. I’d been helping her, had spent months building her up to leave her husband, and she treated me like she was escaping one lunatic only to fall into the arms of another.” She shudders. “I went to the doctor. It was the least I could do in her memory. She only died because I terrified her.”

I tighten my embrace around her. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You got me through it.”

“I did?” My brain brakes to a halt. “How?”

“At every pivotal point of my life, you’ve been there. When I realized what my calling was. When I failed my first charge, you were on TV. When I helped save Diana, my sister from another mister, you’d just been freed and I saw the news report. Then, when I was diagnosed with the cyst, Diana shared an article about you and your move to Rome. You were along for the ride and you didn’t even know it.”

I could see how, when she was sick, that would make a difference.

But this talk of soul mates?

I sigh, my breath brushing her hair, making the slight scent of rose and vanilla waft around.

It’s stupid and makes me feel like I’m taking advantage because she’s ill, but I press a kiss to her head.

She nuzzles into me, and for a while, we’re silent. I know she isn’t asleep. It’s more like she’s resting her eyes.

After some time, she whispers, “Savio?”

“Yes?”

“I think I need to clean your back again. It’s wet on the sheets.”

I tense then register just how bad the pain is.

It’s odd how I was numb, my body blocked from me as I processed her story.

“I’ll put a shirt on.”

She frowns—I can feel her brow against my chest. “How do you keep this from people?”

“I don’t. Not always. When I was in Switzerland, the blood seeped into my chasuble. It caused complaints.”

She snorts. “I can imagine.”

My lips curve, and even though I never in a million years imagined smiling about something like this, I do now.

And it’s… pleasant.

“I’ll be two seconds.”

“Don’t you think it needs more than a shirt?” she asks, watching me move off the bed.

I wear a pair of boxer briefs, but it feels like I’m naked when I can sense her eyes drifting over me.

When she sees my back, she hisses at the wounds.

Then, from out of nowhere, she’s there, arms sliding around my waist, face pressing into my arm.

She doesn’t say anything, just holds me, and somehow, that’s what has my eyes burning with tears.

I don’t let them fall.

They’re not for me anyway.

They’re for the fallen. The innocent. Those I failed and who’ll haunt me until the end of time.

“Why do you do this to yourself?” she keens.

“The barbs in the whip make more of a mess than the leather itself. But it’s only when I bleed that I feel clean once more.”

“Clean from what? You are clean⁠—

“I was kidnapped because the rebels wanted me to absolve them of their sins,” I answer huskily. “They wanted me to hear their confessions and for me to permit them to commit the atrocities while whitewashing their souls.”

“You refused.”

Not a question.

“I did.”

That earns me a squeeze.

“I refused to the point where they decided to choose a different means of gaining my compliance. They’d take a woman from a village, from a town, or wherever they were attacking. Sometimes, it happened once a week, sometimes once a month. But they always did the same thing.

“They’d bring them, strip them of their clothes, and rape them in front of me. It was⁠—”

“Hell on Earth.”

“Yes.” Even that couldn’t describe it. “I fought but they’d torture me beforehand. Punish me until I was nothing more than a shaken bag of bones and I had no will to do anything other than lie on the ground.

“That was when they’d drag me out and do it. One would rest his boot on my face, making sure I was watching.” I clear my throat. “A few days before I was liberated, they kidnapped a little girl.”

The sob that escapes me this time is impossible to contain.

She squeezes me so tight that it hurts, my wounds, my organs, but it feels so fucking good.

And I know, all of a sudden, what I need.

I drop out of her hold—literally—sinking to the ground so she has no choice but to release me or fall with me.

When my knees collide with the wooden floor, I bow over, pressing my forehead to her thighs. “I couldn’t do it anymore.”

Her fingers stroke through my hair, mimicking the touch I gave her earlier. “You absolved them,” she intones calmly.

“Y-Yes. I couldn’t let them⁠—”

She hushes me, then she reaches for my chin, tugging my head back until I’m staring up at her. She leans over until our foreheads can press together.

“And they did it anyway?”

Tears burn.

I can’t answer.

“This is why you struggle with your faith,” she whispers. “This is why you go through the motions, because you know that confession means nothing. If you truly believe that God will allow those monsters into Heaven because you absolved them, then I’m not the one who’s crazy here, my darling.”

I flinch at her endearment, but the rest of her words sink into me like a stone through water.

Is she right?

I’ve never thought of it that way.

When all I heard was the child.

And those fucking animals.

No.

She is right.

God wouldn’t...

He couldn’t.

Would He?

He doesn’t absolve me. So, why would⁠—

And if He did, if we’re wrong, what use is this faith? What point is there to my position as a priest if the God we cherish and revere would allow that?

How do I only see this now?

Confession is a pivotal point of the religion I preach, but I can’t believe in it.

If I do, my shattered sanity will tumble around me until I’m nothing more than a walking skin suit.

It’s only now when she says this, phrases it in this way, that I hear the truth.

Confession is more than just an act. Without the desire for forgiveness in one’s heart, it means nothing, and if anyone is going to know that, it’s God.

As a crisis of faith that’s thirteen years in the making blows me apart, my arms slip around her thighs. While the broken fractures in my mind cluster together like cancer, tossing out poison for me to process, I croak, “The screams.”

Another husky hum escapes her—there’s acceptance in that hum. Understanding. Compassion. Both sink into me like I want to sink into her.

“You’re not a priest, my love.” A kiss goes to my forehead as she pulls away. “You’re not. You’ve seen the reality of life. Just as I have. I didn’t hear it or endure it like you, but I saw the aftermath. I see it now. In you.”

“I’m not a victim⁠—”

“If you can’t hear the lie in those words, then, love, you need me more than I even realized.” She sighs, her breath brushing over my forehead. “The past skews your vision. You see everyone as a sinner with no hope of redemption... Does that mean you have no hope of redemption either?”

“I’m a killer.”

“You are, but does that stain you forever?”

“You don’t know my past. You don’t know what I’ve done. I don’t deserve— The only way I can make it right is if I punish those who hurt the innocent.”

“No, I don’t know what you’ve done. But I’m here now. You can tell me.”

I haven’t had a truthful confession with another party that isn’t God in thirteen years. I lie to the bishop when he takes mine, and I do so with ease because she’s right.

I’m.

Not.

A.

Priest.

I’m a man just going through the motions of life. Sticking to a calling I once had because in the aftermath of a catastrophic life event, I had no idea which path to take next.

“Death has stained my soul since I was a child⁠—”

“Was it an accident? What happened with your bully, I mean?”

“Y-Yes. That’s the only reason I didn’t go to prison. He started a fight; I ended it. I beat him badly, but he fell and hit his head on a stone curb that lined the playground. I pushed him though⁠—”

“Savio,” she whispers, “you’ve shed blood for that boy. You shed it tonight. You shed it every time you hurt yourself. You’re a sinner seeking redemption, but you won’t find it on your current path.”

“You don’t know that!”

“I do! You’re giving your victims peace and torturing yourself even more.”

And at that, I have no words because this crazy angel with wings written in Aramaic has a point, and my entire life, I suddenly see, is a complete and utter lie.
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CHAPTER 23
Andrea



Hallelujah - Rufus Wainwright

My mind races with his confession, but his misery is as tangible as the blood seeping from his wounds.

Rather than issue another blow, I ask, “Did you seek penance for your part in the boy’s death?”

“Yes.”

My heart aches for his pain, making me wish I could take it away, but it’s never that easy.

“And did you mean it?”

“Yes.”

“Then his death isn’t on your soul.”

He blows out a breath that gusts against my belly, pooling warmth there. “I’ve never been a popular priest.”

There’s no way I can stop myself from pressing a kiss to his temple. “Why do you say that?”

“I ask too much of parishioners.”

“Isn’t that the curse of a modern parish?”

“Perhaps. They want lazy priests and I’m not that. I might not believe in everything I preach, but I don’t believe in loopholes.”

“Loopholes?”

“When they sent me to Spain, I lived in this tiny town just outside of Madrid. It might have been on the commuter belt, but the parish wasn’t that large.

“A girl came to me, her mother dragging her there because she’d stolen something. We discussed what she stole, then she told me that she only did that because her mother punished her by denying her food.” His throat works. “Sin is everywhere.”

“What did you do?”

“I told her that stealing was bad and that if she was hungry, she should come to me, and I’d feed her.”

“That sounds like you were a good priest to her.” I reward him with a kiss on the crown of his head this time.

“You’re not getting the point,” he mumbles, but he doesn’t pull away from me. If anything, he tightens his hold. “I’m a Bible scholar. I know the ‘rules’ of religion, and wherever I turn, there are these things that nag at me.

“She stole, Andrea. She should have atoned. Yet she wasn’t to blame. Her mother was, but when I confronted her during her own confession, she refused to atone for denying her daughter food.” A shaky breath escapes him. “In that situation, I broke the seal of confession.”

“I didn’t know that was allowed.”

“It isn’t. I had the girl taken out of the mother’s reach for her safety. She complained to the archdiocese so I was shuffled onto another town.”

“If you did it once, why didn’t you go to the cops with the others?”

“Because they were unique. A brush with the law wasn’t adequate absolution for their sins. And that is why I’m damned forever: because there is no apology in my heart for God to accept.

“I had the option, and I didn’t take it. I chose my path, and I damned myself forever with that decision, something I believe He’d want me to do to protect His innocent children.”

My brow furrows at his words, but I run my hands through his hair, loving how he huddles into me as if I represent safety now.

He’s a broken man. Twisted. Shattered. But he’s mine, and he needs me.

That’s why I carry on soothing him. Why I don’t run for the hills. Why I stay the night. Why I choose to spend it by his side.

It’s hell not being able to touch him how I want to.

After I clean his back and change the sheets, though the freak in me enjoyed lying on them, we put a towel under his side for extra absorption.

He falls asleep in my arms as I sing to him.

“Hallelujah.”

He softens against me, and shortly after, I manage to rest too.

It’s why I experience Heaven the following morning when I wake in his arms to the dawn chorus of birds tweeting and delivery vans dropping off their wares to nearby businesses.

A part of me fears his expression will be filled with hatred when he first looks at me, his body stiff with rejection, but he turns his face into my throat and whispers, “You smell like home.”

My heart thuds in my chest at those words, leaving me speechless.

I can only lie here, staring at the ceiling, holding him as he dozes in the early morning light.

I smell like home?

Dear God, I don’t think he could have said anything else that might have hit me harder.

His words resonate so strongly, so purely, that I can’t contain the happiness rattling around inside me.

I smell like home because I am his home.

Just as he’s mine.

Another person might think this is religious mumbo jumbo, soul mate nonsense that belongs in a romance novel, but nothing about this is ideal.

Nothing about this is romantic.

If anything, my skin stained with blood from his self-harming, the beginnings of a headache stirring in my temples make the truth even starker—this man needs me to stop him from escalating.

Cold.

Hard.

Fact.

Technically, he already is, but I could curtail his habits and limit him.

If ever there’s a man in desperate need of a means of slaking his emotions, it’s Savio.

Denying him sex, the purest form of release, is like chaining a dog to a wall and not letting him walk.

He’s dying on the inside so he whips himself with barbs because he has no means of purging himself of the emotions that drown him.

He needs to drown in me.

And, God, I’m more than ready for the flood.

Once again, he shows me that we’re on the same wavelength because he wakes from his doze.

I shiver as he presses his face between my breasts.

He breathes in deep. “This is wrong.”

“Nothing between us can ever be wrong.”

My words are calm because I feel calm.

I’m at peace for the first time since I saw his face on a TV screen.

And knowing he feels the same is pure bliss.

He didn’t stir, not once, through the night in my embrace, and while I’m not saying I’m a miracle worker...

Okay, wait, maybe I am.

“I’m asking myself if you’re real.”

“Can’t you feel me? Can’t you tell that I am?”

He moves slightly, and all of a sudden, I feel his erection against my thigh.

Everything inside me tenses up then just relaxes, turning molten as need rumbles through me.

The need for him.

The need to connect.

The need to be at one with him.

I sigh, my breath brushing his hair as he turns his face and rakes his teeth over my nipple. Through the cotton, it’s heavenly, but I know it will be even better when he touches my skin.

I shiver as he nibbles, then when he nips, I squeak, but my hips jerk and I spread my legs.

The noise jolts him. He freezes. Then his forehead pushes into my chest. “I’m a—” He swallows. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

“I’m the Eve to your Adam,” I murmur, repeating what I told him last night, tempting him just like she tempted her man. “I was born for this. Born for you.”

Something in my voice, or maybe just the words, has him moving. He doesn’t go far though, thank God. He peers at me in the early morning light, rasping, “You’re a virgin?”

So I tell him my truth: “I was waiting for you.”

His eyes flare. “I swear you’re not real. I’m going to wake up and you’re not going to be here⁠—”

I grab his hand and shove it between my legs. It’s crass and crude, but I whisper, “Do I feel like a dream?”

“You feel like paradise,” he grinds out, cupping me there until his fingers begin a light dance over my clit.

Unable to contain the sound, unable to resist the desire rushing through my veins, I close my eyes.

For so long, I wanted this.

For so long, I’ve needed this.

And now he’s here and he’s going to give me what I’ve been looking for—him.

When he rolls between my legs, I still, not wanting to scare him away. Because I might have wings, but he’s the one who will fly away if I’m not careful.

My words reached him last night—I know they did—but in the cold light of morning, things change.

His dick pushes against me, the thick weight settling between my spread pussy lips with two thin shields of cotton separating us. I can feel the pressure against my clit, and it makes me want to rock my hips.

We both hiss when he presses harder into me, settling most of his body atop mine. Then, his arms come to rest on either side of my head. On this occasion, he’s the one who presses our foreheads together.

And from surrounding him, he surrounds me.

I’ve never known anything like it. It’s overwhelming, almost scary, but it’s Savio. He might be a killer, but he’s my killer.

My Savio.

My sinner.

My seeker of redemption.

He seems to pick up on that because he rumbles, “You’re not scared of me at all, are you? Even though you know what⁠—”

“You’re the one who thinks I’m crazy,” I interrupt, not wanting him to lose track of where we’re at. “Maybe you should be thankful for small mercies?”

His eyes narrow. “You’re a cheeky little thing, aren’t you?”

Tongue-in-cheek, I tell him, “In America, they call me a smart-ass.”

“Your ass is something, but I wouldn’t say it’s smart.”

“What is it then?” I pout.

“Bitable.”

“Okay, I can deal with that.”

“I’m not sure I can,” he growls. Then, he sags. “How am I supposed to do this, Andrea?”

“I feel how much you want me,” I tempt, wishing I could forge ahead for both of us, but the last thing I want is to take away his free will.

“My vows... we’ll be breaking them together.”

“I-I’m thirty years old, Savio, and I’ve been waiting for you since I was seventeen.

“I’d really, really appreciate it if you made a decision, because if you don’t, then I need to go shower.”

He blinks. “Why?”

“Well, it’s morning. That’s when you shower. But they always have cold showers in the movies, don’t they? I need you. I’ve needed you for so long. A cold shower is⁠—”

“I’m a priest. I lived chastely for a lot longer than you,” he says dryly. “Cold showers don’t work. Trust me.”

His use of the past tense has the hair on the back of my neck standing on edge.

“Did you ever touch yourself?” I ask shyly.

“No. After Algeria, sex wasn’t something I craved anymore.”

“You’re hard now,” I point out. God, is he ever. His dick is like a brand against my pussy.

I didn’t imagine anything could beat the feel of his arms around me, but this is a close-won thing.

“You’re crazy. Apparently, I like that in a woman.”

“Your woman,” I correct.

He shakes his head again—he does that a lot. But he corrects himself, though his voice is low, a rumble, a mutter even, like he can’t believe he’s saying it: “My woman.”

For a second, I want to explode with happiness, but I don’t.

I won’t until we’ve broken his vows.

Only then will I know he means it.

Only then will it be cemented that this is fated.

“You’ve never slept with a man?”

“Never,” I tell him promptly.

“Nom de Dieu,” he rasps. “I’m so glad about that, but I want to fuck you, Andrea. I want to fuck you and devour you and⁠—”

I lift my legs, wrapping them around his hips and holding him tightly to me. “Take what you need. I can handle it.”

“I thought you didn’t lie?”

When he rolls his eyes at that, I roll them back. “I want you however you want me. Please, don’t deny me that.”
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CHAPTER 24
Andrea



Mistral gagnant - Cœur De Pirate

If I hadn’t stopped praying a long time ago, I’d pray now.

My words affect him.

Thank God!

They have him releasing a slow, shuddery breath before, finally, he brings his mouth to mine.

The sounds of our breathing are loud in the otherwise silent room. Noises from the Eternal City drift in, but they can’t break this moment.

Nothing could.

His heat surrounds me, triggering beads of sweat to dot my temples. He’s warmth. Spice. Alive. Mine. The words ricochet around my skull like a bullet gone wide.

But it’s his eyes that torment me.

He’s staring at me with such wonder, such promise, such hope that any fear this will end prematurely fades.

This is reciprocal.

This madness. This need. This passion.

He feels it too.

I could sob, but I don’t.

Instead, I just Watch him.

For the first time in my life, it’s selfish.

“Savio,” I whisper, his name an invocation. My salvation. My revelation.

A soft groan rumbles from him, but then he bridges the gap.

He’s hesitant at first, but so am I. I’ve never been kissed. Never made love. Never done anything. This is all my firsts going down at once, and he’s gentle with me, like he knows that too. Maybe I’m a shit kisser. Maybe I’m⁠—

His tongue thrusts between my lips, and all thoughts escape me. I let him take charge, but he coaxes me into kissing him back.

It’s awkward and wet. It steals my breath and is hot and… everything.

He’s everything.

Just like I always knew he would be.

I rock my hips up, loving the feel of his dick rubbing against my softness, and then he retreats so that he can press kisses to my cheekbone, down my chin, to my throat, and to my ear.

My nails dig into his sides, not clawing at him, just holding him in place.

As he nibbles my earlobe, he mutters, “I need to move, gioia mia.”

The endearment settles in my soul.

His joy.

Then, he breaks me.

“I need you not to make any noise, Andrea.”

Comprehension strikes, and it’s like a hammer blow.

The women.

The last time he heard sounds of sex, it was rape. Gang rape. Of a child.

My pleasure sounds must be different, but he’s traumatized.

So I nod.

Even though I know it’s going to be hard.

“Do you want me to gag you?”

My mouth trembles at the thought, and I want to say no because I want him to kiss me, but also, I know I won’t be able to stop myself from moaning.

Now that I think about it, the reason he woke up last night was because I whimpered.

Fuck.

“O-Okay.”

It’s a concession I didn’t expect to have to make. I already know it’s going to be one of the hardest things I’ve ever agreed to do.

But he releases a relieved breath, rasping, “Thank you.”

When he clambers off the bed, I see the shirt he’s wearing is soaked through once more. I don’t understand what he does to make himself bleed so heavily. I’ve seen things during my research. Watched a lot of BDSM porn for a book I was writing—the skin never breaks that much.

I vow to destroy the barb-laced whip he uses on himself because I fear that even with me at his side, he’ll never not be able to self-harm.

With his back turned, and just in case he changes his mind while he’s over there, I strip off my cami and my panties. I move quickly, too fast really. It makes me see spots, but after I lie back down, they soon disperse.

When he turns around, something balled in his hand, his eyes alight upon me.

And he freezes.

But his erection slips out of his boxer briefs, pushing at the elastic, throbbing until it frees itself.

My lungs freeze until I do as I did last night—touch myself.

His mouth snags into a snarl.

For the first time, I see him as the predator he is.

And I bask in it.

I’m his willing prey, begging to be claimed by him.

I thrust a finger inside myself, unused to the touch and achy because of it. Knowing it will incite him further, I go ahead with my plan.

Somehow, he looks bigger. Harder.

Meaner.

And I love it.

I want the sinner and the saint.

I want both.

In me.

On me.

With me.

I almost groan, but I remember just in time. I have to be quiet. I have to be quiet. I have to be quiet. I have to be quiet—it’s a litany in my head.

I must have released a noise, though, because it pushes him into action. For a second, I fear he’ll leave me, but he doesn’t. He storms over and takes a seat at my side. Carefully, he raises my head, letting his fingers brush over my hair and my scars, then as he tips it up, he bites out, “Open your mouth.”

I obey, and he pops what I see is a handkerchief into it.

The cotton feels funny against my tongue, but it’s worth it when he rumbles, “Good girl.”

I like that.

I don’t know why I do, but I do.

He gently lowers my head to the pillow, then he lets go and trails fingers over my shoulders and down to my breasts.

One hand moves between my legs where he runs his fingers over my outer folds, and the other goes to my nipple. He pinches it hard, and when I squeal, the noise is dampened by the cloth but not fully, triggering him to tap my pussy.

I jerk at that, not having anticipated it, but somehow it’s like a fire has combusted in my veins.

It’s roaring through my body, raging through my system.

Inferno.

“You like that. I can see you do.”

He pats me again, and I don’t moan, but I feel how wet I am. The tap is more of a splat, and before I can be embarrassed, he rolls onto his back.

Though I see the flash of pain cross his expression, he grates out, “Sit on my face.”

Sit on his face?

What—

Before I can hesitate too long, he growls and then hauls me into position.

Within seconds, I’m sitting over him, my knees on either side of his head.

This can’t be⁠—

This isn’t⁠—

Oh, God!

A scream throttles me, robbing me of air, choking me of breath as I struggle to contain it. His tongue lashing against my clit is like everything I expected and nothing I imagined.

It’s fire and ice, pleasure and pain. He sucks, he nips, he licks. He growls and grunts, the vibrations making me throb with delight and wonder, even as he makes me think this might be hell.

How can something be this good and hurt so bad?

How can I want it but need something that’s so far out of reach, I don’t know how to attain it?

The sounds he emits, the slickness of my flesh, the pleasure and the need and the desperate, soul-deep ache make my head pound. The spots return, dancing in front of my eyes, but I don’t fear them this time.

My hands hover at my sides as I try to figure out what to do with them, and in the end, I plunk them on the wall above the bed.

When I almost loosen the crucifix nailed there, I tense, but before I can worry if it’s going to fall and hit him, he sucks on my clit and makes the most delicious noise—like I’m the best fudge ice cream sundae he’s ever had.

That I have to be silent, mute, is a torture so exquisite, I don’t know if it makes this more enjoyable or less.

It’s painful not to be able to cry out, not to be able to shriek the glory of how he makes me feel, what he’s forcing me to experience.

I didn’t expect him to do this to me.

I thought the first time would be shameful for him, that he’d have sex with me in the shadow of night, under blankets and covers, and then roll away, abashed.

But he isn’t unwilling.

He’s not the priest right now. He’s the sin eater, and he’s eating me.

I almost melt into him as I’m bombarded with so many sensations, I don’t know where to turn. Then, a finger slips inside me, and that’s it.

Game over.

How I don’t scream, I’ve no idea.

It throbs in my throat until I feel like I’m suffocating, and for a few seconds, maybe I’m choking on air because the need to release all these wonderfully chaotic feelings is overwhelming me. I want to tear at my skin to release the sensation to the world. I want to cry and sob and⁠—

But then, just as this welter of emotion overtakes me, consumes me, it’s ratcheted up another level until I feel like I can fly for real.

When the orgasm slams into me, I crumble with the detonation. My bones melt and my body turns to goo. I flop into the wall, and still, he eats at me like he’s ravenous for my soul, and God help me, but I hope he is because I need to experience this again and again and again.

I can feel the crucifix knocking into my face, the cold gilt burning me for my sins, and I turn my face aside, but not enough. It digs into my cheek no matter which way I move my head.

A keening sound is torn from me as I’m forced up the mount to bliss once more, but he stops the second I make that noise, and I tense as the realization I fucked up hits me square in the heart.

His fingers dig into my butt, hard enough to mark, but I like the pain. I love that he’ll have marked me.

Out of nowhere, I’m pushed off him, and just as I fear he’s going to storm away, I’m thrown onto his lap. One of his legs swoops over both of mine, and his hand comes down on my butt.

He delivers sharp, hard slaps that have me squirming on his knee. Nine in total, each harder than the last. Then, he leans in, takes some of my flesh between his teeth, and bites—hard enough to make me squeal.

I almost choke on my tongue, but when he moves his leg, changing my position so only one of mine is held captive by his, I’m not surprised that he spears me on two digits, scissoring them wide, and with his other hand, spanks me once more.

The cold, hard slaps, the thrust of his fingers, it’s nothing like I thought my first time would be, and while there are tears in my eyes, they’re from happiness.

Each spank triggers a sweet release that has me creaming around his fingers.

Each hard thrust makes me squirm and rock back into his punishment.

I did the crime. I’ll more than gladly do the time.

When he pulls out then taps my clit, I barely refrain from groaning. I shudder instead, forcing the pleasure back inside me until my muscles turn to goo once more.

As another orgasm rips through me, I have no place to go, nowhere I’d rather be than impaled on a part of him.

When I fall lax, limp on his lap, his fingers, wet from my juices, drift over my butt and to my back.

They trace my wings, triggering a bone-deep shiver, the skin puckering with goose bumps, making me arch my spine, needing to move as that delicate touch forces me to respond.

When I’ve stopped panting, he rights me, propping me up so I’m sitting on his lap. Then, he twists me to straddle his thighs, and I spread my legs, shuddering when his cock nudges my pussy.

His hands snag mine as he moves them behind my back, holding my wrists together with one of his, restraining me like he read my mind.

How I want to worship him.

How I want to touch everything that’s been denied to me for so long—his heart, his body, and, more importantly, his soul.
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CHAPTER 25
Savio



Skin and Bones - David Kushner

She looks at me with stars in her eyes.

She’s mad, bad, and likely dangerous to know, but as I shackle her, holding her in place so she can’t distract me, she feels like a gift from God Himself.

A mate.

“You are chimerical,” I rasp in Italian, tugging the handkerchief from her lips. “But effervescent. I feel your soul. Why can I feel it?” The latter is torn from me. Words poured to God, not to her.

But, like the quixotic pixie she is, she understands, breathing in perfect Italian, “Our souls were torn apart at birth, Savio. This is our rejoining.”

“No, mon ange, this is our rejoining,” I rumble, reaching between us, eyes locked on hers, my dick in my hand as I press the tip to her slit.

When she tenses, it reminds me of her purity.

Shame fills me that I have no such gift to share with her, but her whimper has me retreating to rub her clitoris with my…

The words are like poison.

Dirty and filthy—they fill my mind with memories of the past. When this wasn’t a sin. When they were statements of love and adoration and hunger. Passion. Life.

I release a breath as she squirms, bucking into me so that every nudge collides with her clit.

My sex aches, pre-cum spurting from the tip, coating her in my seed. In me. The pearly liquid combines with her pussy juices, and I swallow down a groan at the sight.

I need to be inside her.

I need her.

“Oh, Savio, please, please, please! I need you!”

Her plea is divine and I bathe in its majesty as, eyes closed, I find her entrance and begin the journey home.

“Is that what Heaven feels like?” I rasp, blurring languages, broken Italian and Frenglish somehow combining into six words that form a question.

“It has to be.” She sobs as her molten heat accepts the head of my cock.

The guttural groan that drifts from my lips is tormented.

She torments me.

Her wetness. Her tightness. Her generosity.

This gift.

For me.

She waited.

For me.

It’s madness. She is madness. But she is warmth and love and pure and⁠—

“Mon ange, I can’t…” I lean into her, resting my head against her chest. “You are temptation reborn.”

“I cannot tempt what was always mine. There is no sin between us,” she mewls. “Only love. We are meant to be, Savio. Can’t you feel it?”

I can, I can, I can.

It’s a litany, a prayer as I shove the handkerchief back into her mouth and, simultaneously, slide deeper into her.

Yet for all that she’s bringing me to my knees, I can’t handle her voice, the sounds she makes. Thankfully, the gag silences her. Deep in her eyes, however, I sense her distaste for it.

Guilt piles onto me, emphasized when I reach her innocence, which cleaves me in two.

This is wrong. So wrong. Despite what she says, this is wrong, wrong, wrong.

She yelps when I jerk us upright.

I know she thinks I’m going to leave her, but I don’t. Can’t. She is mine. Instead, I do what I know: I band an arm under her butt, hold on to her hips, then stride over to the door.

As I jostle her, she releases a muffled cry, but she clings to me as I knew she would, proving that I will be her shepherd in this.

Each step thrusts her onto me, impaling her deeper and deeper. I pause beside the dresser, turn around, then retreat until my spine collides with the wall.

The agony is blissful.

As blissful as finding my home in her.

Her brow furrows as she studies me, asking a garbled, “Why?”

“Penance,” I croak out.

Her face crumples as her hand hovers over my features, tracing my expression in a way that’s both maternal but not. The last time I experienced such a touch was, after all, when my mother was brought into the ward when I was repatriated to France.

The high of the pain brings with it the sweetest oblivion.

“Ride me,” I plead.

Confusion has her staring blankly at me, and the reminder of her innocence shatters some of my delirium.

She deserves roses and candles—not blood and to be made to ride me.

But this is the only way I can continue.

My blood for her blood.

Mon ange divine.

A muffled “How?” hits my ears.

I shift my hold on her, grabbing her thighs to provide her with some leverage.

It takes her a while to ease into the rhythm, but nothing in my life has ever been more glorious than the sight of her right now.

Her arousal and blood coat my cock as she sinks onto me. Lips parted, I take deep breaths as the excruciating contact with the wall collides with pleasure, making my mind delirious.

Behind her, I can see her wings.

For the first time, they’re there.

Hovering over her.

“Mon ange divine,” I repeat, but this time out loud.

A garbled cry escapes her, her pussy clamping down around me, pulsating and tormenting me further as her release draws mine ever nearer.

I grab her ass, part her cheeks then buck into her, hard and fast until my seed pours free, filling her up. And that triggers another in her.

Her head tilts back, face angled toward the heavens, a sweet yet silent benediction on her tongue as we find ecstasy together, united as we are in blood, tears, and cum.
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CHAPTER 26
Savio



Hide Behind My Disguise - Cleffy

Ioverexerted her.

When she passes out, guilt spears me, but selfishly, the release, after so damn long, fills me with a languor that melts my bones. So much so that I’m suddenly aware of how my hypertension had nothing to do with my heart, but my damn hormones.

I don’t even care that I’m dirty.

Carrying her over to the bed, I settle on the sheets, deciding we can rest until my alarm goes off, relaxing for the first time in years with her blanketing me.

All the while, I stare at the crown of her head where the scars are more visible after…

Merde.

I was rougher than I should have been with her.

The thought has me scraping a hand over my face. Not even that slight jostle stirs her though, so I endeavor to earn forgiveness in other ways later and choose to relax with her covering me like liquid silk that seeps into every crack and chasm in my soul.

There’s no hiding from how much better I feel. The orgasm is part of it, certainly, but her weight on top of me, her trust, her gift—I’m not worthy of her. But even as that truth hits home, I don’t cringe away from it.

Worth can be earned. Hell, it should be earned.

And I believe that Andrea will give me the time to do exactly that.

The alarm doesn’t wake her so I leave her sleeping to go about my daily chores. It feels distinctly odd to be doing them when I’ve just broken one of the key vows of the priesthood. I should feel ashamed, I should feel like I need to punish myself, but I don’t.

If anything, there’s a harmony inside me that’s better than a choral performance of “Morning Has Broken.”

Not even the fact that she sleeps through me scrubbing the wall beside the dresser—it’s a nightmare waiting to happen when blood dries—can get me down.

But as the hours pass without even a murmur, my disappearing for Lauds going without notice, I’ll admit to being worried.

I know she’s insane, and I know she’s ill, yet I can’t help but believe her when she says I’m hers and she’s mine. That I might have hurt her… it would be the end of me.

The thought makes me frown as I flip through the Bible and make a few mental annotations for the afternoon service today.

A cough sounds in the church, and I peer at the aisle, my brows rising when I see someone hovering by the last pew. I squint since I’m bathed in the morning light and he’s standing in the dark.

When I register who he is, though, my mood plummets.

The day had started so well.

Marco Corelli.

If ever there was sin personified, it’s him.

That he dares to even walk in here tells me a lot about my predecessor. I already knew he was a charlatan, what with how he allowed the food bank and the soup kitchen to flounder the way they were when I arrived at the parish, but knowing that Corelli was welcomed has my anger surging.

He only comes after a purge, and the last one was just on the brink of the old Father leaving and my taking his seat in this parish.

There’s more blood on his hands than anyone I’ve met since Algeria. If anyone needs eradicating, it’s him.

The part of my soul that craves vengeance and penance snarls at the sight of him.

Paolo Lorenzo is a nothing, a nobody by comparison. This bastard affects the city in ways few will ever understand.

I know from the homeless I deal with how he uses them as mules. I know Corelli keeps men like Gianni afloat. His henchmen often visit me for confession. I’ve heard all about his deals and how his business thrives on his homeless staff.

They risk their freedom, but he doesn’t pay them enough to make a life for themselves away from the streets.

No. That wouldn’t suit Corelli’s purpose, would it?

He’s scum.

There’s a reason he’s come here today, one that has nothing to do with the sins he’s committed.

This is a sign.

Maybe I’ve smoked whatever Andrea has, but the truth of it rumbles through me. Since I started on this path, it’s the first time I feel God’s hand on my shoulder

The urge to tip my head back, to bask in his guidance is strong.

Corelli’s end could shape the city, perhaps, even, the country.

After I step down from the lectern, my heels tap against the stone flagons as I walk toward him.

Yesterday, I might have refused to take his confession.

Yesterday, I might have listened to said confession and declined to absolve him.

Today, I’ll listen.

I’ll take his confession.

I’ll absolve him.

Because Andrea is right.

It’s bullshit.

God will not let this scum into heaven, and if that means I’m going to Hell, too, because there is no salvation in confession and everything I’ve ever confessed to Him was for naught, I’m fine with that.

Especially if this animal and the others I’ve eradicated burn right alongside me.

I don’t greet him, do nothing other than maintain eye contact with him.

When I jerk my chin upright, telling him silently to follow me, he scowls, and I know that’s because he’s used to having his ass kissed. These bastards get the royal treatment by far too many, but not me.

A few inches taller than Corelli, I glance down at him, irritated to note he’s armed. His reputation tells me that it’s a dagger. Talk of Corelli and his knife skills go hand in hand in the city, but that he’s brought a weapon to church disgusts me even more.

And things aren’t exactly improved when, after settling in the booth, for some reason, I’m taken right back to goddamn Oran.

For endless moments, the tiny walls, the cramped space, and the pressure of my injured back against the chair are like being thrown in time to another day, another age.

I can scent blood in the air, mine, and the same cold sweat that would drench me from head to toe whenever I’d been beaten has returned with a vengeance. It didn’t matter how hot it was. I always felt cold. The stench, the screams, the click of guns being assembled—nightmare.

To head off the panic attack, I focus on the differences between then and now.

One, the faint lemon and beeswax scent of the polish the cleaners use.

Two, the scraping of the door after me. The way Corelli’s feet shuffle into the confessional and the chair creaking under his weight.

The overwhelming smell of pine-scented aftershave comes next, and each action is a prompt, a reminder that I’m not in Oran.

This isn’t Algeria.

I’m no longer helpless.

I can act.

Shivers run down my spine, not helped by the fact I’m bleeding again. I’m always weaker after I’ve taken the lash, but with last night’s events, I suppose it makes sense that I’m feeling it more than usual.

Normally, I just sleep. Yesterday, I didn’t do enough of that.

I’m not about to complain, but still, it explains why I’m shaky. Purging my sins to Andrea, and dealing with the emotional volcano that erupted in the aftermath, probably didn’t help much either.

I run my finger over my upper lip, hating that sweat’s beading there.

The hatred for this booth, this act, this man, and this life overwhelms me. It’s such a stark contrast to how free I felt earlier this morning when I was flying in Andrea’s arms...

She’s the only slice of paradise I’ll ever feel in my miserable existence, and the desire to act, to make a change bombards me.

Today is my last as a priest.

I knew that was coming. I’m no hypocrite. I’ve broken my vows, and I have to resign my post—news that will likely come as a relief to the Church. But I’d intended on sticking around, letting my replacement take over the parish while showing him the ropes.

There’ll be none of that now.

I need out.

And I want Andrea.

At my side.

Glued to me.

Making the sudden decision after not even twenty-four hours of knowing her?

Insanity.

Perhaps she has infected me with her delusions, but I can deal with it as long as she’s there to fill in the tears in my heart and soul. As long as she knows who and what I am and wants me anyway.

What I can’t deal with is this man.

This life.

This world.

“Father,” Corelli greets when I remain silent. “The roof looks like it might need patching up.”

“It doesn’t,” I tell him abruptly, well aware of his game. “The food bank needs filling though.”

Silence falls, and I know he’s still surprised about my lack of ass-kissing. There’ll be none of that from me.

“I’ll make sure the shelves are filled then. Nice and tight.”

“That donation will be appreciated. You may begin your confession.”

He clears his throat. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been fifty weeks since my last confession.”

A regular priest might chide him for that. But, as I’d ascertained last night, I’m not a regular priest.

Andrea couldn’t have rammed that truth home to me more.

I don’t say a word, merely let him carry on digging his own grave as he reveals just under a year’s worth of sins in a handful of minutes.

“Things got out of hand last night,” he eventually shares.

He’s mentioned fucking around on his wife and what sounds like some kind of art theft, but the way his voice deepens tells me this is the real reason for his presence—he killed someone.

“They tried to break into my place. Couldn’t allow that. Had to send a message. Capisce?” He clears his throat again. “You know Remo’s, don’t you, Father? Over by Piazza del Popolo?”

What did he want? A review on Tripadvisor?

I grunt. “Si, I know it.”

“Come in later. I’ll make sure you eat well.”

Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth because that invitation might serve a purpose, I murmur, “Thank you, my child.”

Because I took the ‘bribe,’ I can hear him soften up. All is back to being right in his world.

He didn’t know how to handle someone who wasn’t waiting on his every word, but now that I’ve taken that particular offer, I know he thinks I’ll be open to more.

Some priests do this.

I never have.

Rubbing my bottom lip between my fingers, I murmur, “Continue.”

“Bene, last night, there was a situation. I ended up pulling my weapon and a few people got killed. They shouldn’t have come into my territory though.” His attempt at justification has me rolling my eyes. “I had to protect my turf.”

“How many died?”

“Six.”

I crack my knuckles. “All their blood is on your hands?”

“Si,” he mutters grimly. “It was a bad night.”

“Your grunts aren’t here. Nor have I seen them today. Was it all you?”

Silence.

I take that as a yes.

Which, not unsurprisingly, means he gave me the cliff notes of a confession.

Because I can’t stand to be near this bastard anymore, I mutter, “Three Our Fathers and ten Hail Marys are what I ask of you today.”

“Really?”

That he sounds cheerful tells me I’ve gone too easy on him. I won’t forever.

I endure sharing the same oxygen as him as I suffer through the prayer of absolution. “Give thanks to the Lord for He is good.”

“His mercy endures forever.”

Ordinarily, I’d conclude this interminable conversation by saying, “Your sins are forgiven, my child. Go in peace.” But I don’t.

He sits there.

Waiting.

I remain silent.

My jaw aches from grinding it, waiting for him to get the picture, and I don’t breathe easily until he exits the booth and heads for the pews.

His confession is like a drill to the temple. The hypocrisy, the lies, my part in it all.

The need to escape overwhelms me until, irate, erratic, frantic, I burst out of the confessional. The sudden explosion of sound echoes around the chapel, jerking his attention onto me before he returns to his penance.

That’s when I see her again.

Before I have a chance to regulate my breathing, she’s standing before me, like the light peering through the clouds.

I inhale deeply enough that it helps calm me, and her eyes soften at the sight.

She’s beautiful.

So fucking beautiful that I don’t even know what she’s doing here.

Unless...

My throat closes.

Maybe she is an angel.

My angel.

My salvation.
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CHAPTER 27
Savio



Back To Black - Amy Winehouse

Unaware of my epiphany, Andrea studies me in turn.

Taking note of her outfit, I see that she’s wearing what she did yesterday but doesn’t look like a bag of dirty laundry. Her loose-limbed stance makes my dick hard, which is a miracle in itself considering the state of me.

There’s an air about her that’s no longer innocent.

Knowing.

I want to grimace because I tarnished that. I took her virginity, and more blood stains my soul as a result, but I find comfort in knowing the truth...

The second I’m free from this life, she’ll be mine.

I’ll make reparations.

I’ll be worthy of her.

I’ll earn the right to keep her.

In the low light, her hair shouldn’t glint the way it does, but there are little twinkles that glitter. It reminds me of the halo of light around her from the hall last evening, the gold shimmer of her wings as she rode me, and I shiver, suddenly feeling the presence of the Divine.

I don’t think she’s Nephilim, but I do believe she is in my path for a reason.

She is my destination.

In her anorak, camisole, skinny jeans, and short boots, she looks like a tourist. Something about her isn’t polished like most Italian women tend to be, and my priest’s heart appreciates that.

She is without artifice.

There isn’t a scrap of makeup on her face, and her hair is mussed from having just left my bed.

I almost wish I’d been there to see her wipe my blood off her face.

She’d rolled around in it last night like it was the surf on the shore.

My little freak.

My lips twitch at the thought, and the confession, the flashbacks, all of it disappears as she asks, “Father? May I speak with you?”

Her eyes sparkle, twinkling with amusement, telling me she’s aware we’re not alone.

Corelli’s atonement is quiet, making me wonder if he’s even saying his prayers or checking the notifications on his phone, but I don’t care.

The notion is quite freeing.

There’s none of the bitterness inside me that I’m used to.

The desire to make him pay hasn’t faded, but she’s tempered it.

“Of course, my child,” I rumble. “Come with me.”

I guide her to the north transept, which gives us access to a clerical part of the building. When we’re inside, tucked away in the corridor, free from the public eye, her hand slips into mine, and I hold it tight.

After all, I’ve chosen my path.

Her.

“I felt you.”

Her words have me blinking. Then I turn to look at her as, even accepting she’s unusual, that bewilders me. “What?”

“I could feel you were upset.” She shrugs, lets out a soft hum, and her grin appears. “Go on, tell me I’m crazy.”

Without even pausing to take a breath, I reply, “You’re crazy, but in this instance, I don’t know what you mean.”

“I was sound asleep,” she explains softly, her hand trailing over the one stand in the hall. It bears a crucifix, a decorative piece that’s hundreds of years old. Her touch is both reverent and irreverent. I want to feel it. I want it on me. I— “Then I woke up and I just knew you weren’t doing okay.” She shrugs again. “I figured you’d be here. Thought I’d check on you.”

She has no reason to lie, but her certainty merely cements what I’m coming to embrace with her.

“You didn’t think I had regrets?” I question carefully.

“Nope.” Her confidence is another thing that takes me aback. “This is meant to be. I already told you⁠—”

“You’re the Eve to my Adam.” I roll my eyes. “Yes, yes, I know.”

She lets out a short laugh. “You’ve changed your tune.”

“Someone sang to me, made me see the light,” I tell her softly as I pull her toward my office.

It’s a plain room. Nothing more than a desk, a wall of books, and a small altar. An old-fashioned heater that’s forged of cast iron and painted a muddy brown takes up a good portion of a wall. Images of Christ on the cross and several crucifixes are fixed to the others.

When I perch on the desk, I watch as she flutters around the room, touching everything. My lips twitch at the sight of the butterfly in my office, but I ask, “What did you feel this morning?”

“I don’t know. Like you couldn’t breathe. It was strange. I haven’t felt it before.”

“You took it as a sign?”

“Of course.” She grins at me over her shoulder, and I have no choice but to grin back.

I shake my head, though, murmuring, “I had a flashback.”

Her smile immediately dampens, making me mourn the loss. “A bad one?”

“No worse than usual.” I suck in a breath. “It was short.”

“I’m glad. Can I do anything?”

Rather than answer, I shift away from my desk to the set of shelves behind it. I retrieve a book and then return to my original position. Ignoring her frown, I hold out my hand for her. Instantly, she’s there. Her curious fingers reach for the book in my grasp.

A cheeky smile curves her lips. “You’ve read my work?” Her gaze takes in the state of the paperback. “A lot, it would seem.”

“This is my favorite,” I confess.

“Were you starstruck yesterday?” she teases. “Is that why you broke off your sermon?”

I tap her chin. “Don’t sound so happy about that.”

“Why not? Everything about you makes me happy, Savio. If my words have brought you any solace, then I’m glad I decided to put them down on paper.”

She’s so earnest with the bewildering things she says.

Sighing, I slip my arms around her waist. “I picked one up when I saw the news about you.”

“You enjoyed it?”

“I’ve enjoyed everything I’ve read of yours, which is every title.” Sheepishly, I ask, “When are you finishing London’s Burning?”

A pleased laugh escapes her. “You’re genuinely a fan?”

“Truly.”

The joy in her eyes has me rubbing my nose against hers.

Swallowing down a sudden bout of nerves, I press my face into her throat and hear the sound of my book tumbling onto the desk as she tunnels into my embrace.

She smells of me. Of us.

“You took enough time to wash off the blood, hmm?” But nothing else. Just came straight to me. My little homing pigeon.

“Didn’t think you’d appreciate me walking around covered⁠—”

“No,” I concede, smiling, but my smile dies when I think of the man still in my church.

“Who was he?”

It’s eerie how she does that. How she sometimes knows what I’m thinking and where my thoughts have turned.

“Marco Corelli? He’s a two-bit drug dealer.”

“Seriously?” She gasps.

“Yes.” I break the seal of confession without a second thought. “He killed someone last night.”

“H-How are you feeling?” she queries warily.

“Homicidal?” I mock, stunning myself with the levity in my tone.

“Ugh, really?”

I pull back so she can see my arched brow. Her fingers trace it, and I let her, accepting that I need her affection. It grounds me. Reminds me I’m a man—not a priest.

I settle on: “It cements a truth home,” for an answer.

“What kind of truth?”

“That you’re right. I wear the vestments, but that’s it.”

Her lips twist. “You’ve seen the light. I wondered if I’d have to fight you to recognize that.”

“No fighting required.”

“How are you feeling?” Her hand brushes over my temple like a lock of hair has fallen loose, but I showered and gelled it this morning after I dealt with the blood on the wall.

There’s no reason for her to do that aside from the need to connect with me, and fuck if I don’t need that connection.

“I’m feeling better,” I say slowly, not altogether surprised that I mean it.

“What about the drug dealer?”

“He killed someone. I’m finding it hard—” My throat closes. “He doesn’t deserve to live. Everyone lets him get away with murder. I would have already dealt with him if he came to confession more often.”

My past and present selves are in discord. I’ve been this Savio without Andrea far longer than I’ve had her, so the tension creates a storm that urges me into gently straightening, being careful with her before I head for the window.

As I peer onto the street, my gaze drifts over the homeless around me.

There are three who have patches in this locale, and in the next hour or so, more will appear, seeking food.

Lisabetta, Matteo, and Gianni are all in place, huddled under their sheets, but as I stare at Gianni, who’s in front of his supermarket, tucked into the doorway because there are vents that let out heat during the night, something about his positioning comes across as peculiar to me.

Matteo and Lisabetta are in fetal positions under their blankets, but their bodies practically buzz with tension.

I always feel guilty for having a spare bed when they’re around. I actually asked the archdiocese if someone could use it while the room was empty and they refused.

I’ve been tempted, several times, to break that rule, but there’s no rhythm or rhyme as to when they’ll permit someone to stay there, and though these three have all showered in my home, they’re surprisingly uncomfortable with my allowing them to do so.

Lisabetta usually asks me once a month, and I have to assume that’s in alignment with her period. I can’t even imagine having to deal with that on the streets. I make sure to give her more money than usual around that time.

Matteo typically showers before he goes to his weekly confession, but Gianni’s only showered a handful of times, mostly when he’s been beaten.

Still, there’s something about his posture that grates at my awareness. His body is oddly sprawled out. One of his legs is under the now-filthy sleeping bag I gave him a few months ago when the weather turned bitter, but the other isn’t.

Lisabetta and Matteo are tense from the cold.

Why isn’t he?

“Savio?”

When Andrea’s hand brushes my shoulder, I jump in surprise.

“Savio?” she repeats, and I hear her concern.

Turning to her, I mutter, “One of my friends, he’s—” I don’t linger long enough to explain. Instinct prompts me into action.

I rush from the office toward a side entrance that takes me to the community hall.

When I’m outside, I hear her heavy footsteps pounding after me. The thought crosses my mind that she shouldn’t be running, but she is, and I know she’ll carry on until I stop.

Within seconds, I’m at the storefront, and I crouch beside Gianni. The stench, as always, hits me first. There’s never a day where it doesn’t take me back to Oran—today, it’s not enough to trigger a flashback, but for the uncomfortable memory of smelling like this to ghost my mind.

When I touch his shoulder, he moans, and not in sleepiness.

I pull back his blanket some, disturbed when I feel wetness⁠—

“Blood,” Andrea rasps from behind me. “Are you bleeding again?”

The question has me peering at her. “Probably, but that’s not me.”

Blood has no scent unless there’s a lot of it, and seeing the scarlet coating my fingers makes my brain freeze.

“Shit!” Andrea mutters, and I hear her fumble with her phone before she calls for an ambulance.

Gianni’s eyes drift open and he gives me the most sheepish of grins. “Morning, Father.”

“Gianni, what’s⁠—”

He blows out a wet breath then painstakingly slurs, “Better if don’t know, Father. You’re good man. Don’t need get into… trouble for me.”

I pat him down, trying to find the source of the blood. When I uncover it, he lets out a sharp hiss once I put pressure on the wound.

I watch him waver in and out of consciousness. “ETA on the ambulance?”

Andrea whispers, “Eight minutes.”

Too long.

I know it. Perhaps she does too.

Quickly, I unfasten the violet stole I wore for confession, ruffle it up, and hold it against the wound that’s not bleeding enough. Not because he’s getting better, but because his heartbeat is too sluggish to pump more of it onto the sidewalk below us.

How he’s still conscious, I’m not sure.

“Gianni, who did this to you?” I rasp, needing to know. Needing to make amends.

If someone attacked him and that same person assaulted Riccardo the night before, I have to visit the carabinieri.

“Messed up, Father. Should have stayed away,” he slurs.

“From whom? Tell me! I’ll report it to the police.”

Out of nowhere, from weak to strong, Gianni’s hand snaps around my wrist. “You mustn’t.” His eyes are feverish. “Corelli dangerous. You not get involved.”

Corelli?!

“You’re one of the men he killed last night.”

“Just took while to die,” he says with a croaky laugh.

“What did you get yourself into?” I demand, furious at him.

This is probably why he refused my money last night, dammit.

I know the homeless take on jobs. He isn’t always here, even though his stuff remains close to his patch in front of the store once night falls.

“Nothing good, Father. Nothing good.” He’s starting to slur even worse now. “Don’t know how stayed alive this long. Maybe it was see you—” His grin makes a cheeky reappearance. “You going save my soul?” The words resonate more than I could even imagine, and he seals them by muttering, “Only God can help me now.”

Her gasp reminds me that I’m not alone. She squeezes my shoulder when, for the final time as a priest, I give the viaticum to a man who was forgotten by the many and who’ll be remembered by the few.

But I’ll remember.

And I’ll act, too.

As tears drip down my cheeks, I say farewell to that cheerful smile, praying Gianni finds peace in death like he never experienced in life.
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CHAPTER 28
Andrea



The EMTs turn up their noses when they see Gianni. His stench is certainly memorable, but how they handle his body has me wanting to slap them.

One of them covers him with a blanket, tossing it over his small frame like he’s trash, while the other turns to Savio. “He has a gunshot wound. This is a crime scene, Father.”

As the EMTs talk to Savio, I shake my head at their lack of awareness. Can’t they see he’s in shock? And didn’t they notice the drug dealer sneaking out of the church?

Maybe they don’t care about the homeless in their city or the known criminals wandering the street, but my man does.

I want nothing more than to draw him into my arms. I don’t, though. He wants out of the Church, but I won’t have him resign in shame—I won’t advertise the fact he broke his vows.

Halfway through some spiel about staying put to be questioned by the carabinieri, he rasps, “You should go inside, Andrea.”

Because I didn’t expect to be brought into the conversation, I still. “I can wait here, Father⁠—”

“You’re shivering,” he states, making me aware that I had his attention without even knowing it.

“I’ll be fine.”

He turns to me and, with it, draws the EMTs’ attention onto me too. “You are cold, unwell, and you need something to eat and drink. This was a disturbing morning all around. Please, go inside. I’ll be with you shortly.”

My protest dies before it hits my vocal cords—a warning flashes in his eyes, but it’s tempered with a gentle, barely-there smile.

Biting my lip, I nod and make a retreat.

Each step hurts. Distance between us… I hate it.

While I make myself a chamomile tea, I watch from his kitchen window as the carabinieri show up and speak with Savio. He gets mad—twice. The veins in his temple bulge and the officers try and fail to placate him.

Whatever Gianni was to him, Savio grieves his passing, and as a result, I mourn Gianni too.

My cell buzzes, drawing my attention away from the scene outside the presbytery.

Seeing it’s Diana, relief hits me—the last thing I want is to be dealing with my parents on today of all days.

Diana: You okay?



Me: Yeah. You?



Diana: I’m fine.



Me: Good. I’ll TTYL. I’m a little busy :*



Diana: I want details.



Me: Lol. Talk later



When Savio walks toward the house, I can sense his anger, and I know what’s going to happen.

Fate.

It keeps messing with us.

Here I was, tempting him toward the straight and narrow, then a criminal walks through the doors, confesses to murder, and a homeless man Savio cares for is evidently one of his victims.

Only God can help me now.

Those words… Savio can’t know what they mean to me.

It’s such an unusual phrase. Okay, it might not seem like it is, but thinking about it, I know it’s just not something you hear every day.

‘For God’s sake.’

‘Goddammit.’

Even, at a push, ‘God, help me.’

But, ‘Only God can help me now’?

Until Gianni, I’ve only ever heard that particular phrase twice—the day Linda tore from my apartment, was abducted by her husband, and he killed her. And Savio—he whispered those words to me too.

Three times—a trinity.

That has to mean something.

The door slams closed and I watch him stride down the hallway and storm into the kitchen. Though he barely acknowledges me, I move over to him, nudging him away as I twist the faucet, let the water run, and then pour soap onto my palm.

As I cleanse him, my focus on his bloody fingers, I’m surprised he lets me, but at my side, he seems to be vibrating. Like an animal trapped in a cage.

I don’t look at him, don’t bother.

I know what he wants—Corelli’s blood.

And I don’t blame him.

“Tonight?” I whisper, not because I’m scared. Not because I’m concerned. But because the mood deserves a whisper.

Gianni’s passing deserves respect.

“I-I can’t not. Corelli invited me to his restaurant tonight,” he scoffs. “More like he thought he was bribing me with the invitation. But there, in the territory he values more than the sanctity of human life, that’s where I’ll meet him.”

“You don’t have to justify anything to me, Savio.” I slide my hands over his, rubbing our fingers together and joining them in a tight clasp. “I understand.”

“How can you? You’re light. You’re⁠—”

“I’m yours.” I don’t let him finish that sentence, not when Gianni’s last words echo around my mind. “I’m what you need me to be.” Even if that makes me an accomplice. “We can do this. But first, you need to wash up. You have a service to⁠—”

“I don’t want to do it.”

“You must.” He’s full of nervous energy. Just waiting around here would do him no good. “Do it in Gianni’s honor.”

He swallows. “I have to go to the local station tomorrow. They need to take my fingerprints.”

Nervously, I ask, “They won’t find a link to any of your other…”

“Peccadillos? No.” His laughter is bitter. “Gianni didn’t deserve any of this, Andrea.”

I brush his hair from his forehead with my wet fingers. He was pristine this morning. Looking like innocence itself in his vestments. Now, with hair mussed, clothes stained, and the violet stole of confession in an evidence bag after being used to staunch Gianni’s bleeding, he’s actually in a state I prefer.

He’s a man.

Not a priest.

Touchable.

Reachable.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

“He wasn’t a good man, not in all ways,” is his gruff retort. “He used to disappear, then would return flush with cash. I knew he was involved with drugs.”

“I wonder if he stole something or⁠—”

“That doesn’t merit leaving him to bleed out like a pig on the street! Corelli can’t get away with this. The police are in his pocket. He’ll walk away, but I won’t let him.”

“No.”

“You’re not going to stop me?”

I bite my bottom lip. “Would you let me?”

He releases a shaky breath. “Probably.”

Though his admission is like a warm hug, I rasp, “‘Only God can help me now.’”

“Gianni’s last words?”

“Linda, the lady I-I tried to save but who died, those were her final words to me too.” My gaze turns distant as I think back to another time, another place. A different world for me. One where I was...

I sigh.

What was I?

I’m not exactly normal now. But my brain doesn’t have the same pressure on it as before, so I have to think my reasoning is sounder than it once was.

The doctors said the cyst made me a risk-taker and encouraged me to be more impulsive.

I wonder what they’d blame this episode with Savio on?

Brain damage from the trauma of surgery?

My lips twist at the thought, but it’s a good thing to remember. If we ever get caught...

“Linda said those words?” he repeats slowly.

“Yes. I’d never heard that phrasing before her. Not in real life, anyway. Then you said it last night. And now Gianni.”

“I said it?”

“Yes. Don’t you remember?”

“No.” He rubs his temple. “I don’t.”

“You did. I swear, Savio, you did.”

He hushes me. “I believe you.”

Throat tightening, I rasp, “You do?”

“I do.”

“No one ever believes me⁠—”

“I’m not ‘no one.’”

I release a shaky breath. Those are words I’ve thought but he’s said them. Out loud.

“I think it’s a sign,” I blurt out.

“Not everything is a sign,” he tells me gently, like he’s back to thinking I’m crazy.

“This is. Two deaths, two precursors to those deaths with that phrasing in my presence, and then you?” I shudder. “It’s meant to be.”

“God doesn’t…” He hesitates but finishes off with: “…send signs like that.”

“He didn’t. But maybe he knows what’s in your heart and mine. Maybe this is his way of absolving you.”

Savio winces. “Hardly⁠—”

“You’d have killed without thought before. Now it’s sanctioned.” My tone is resolute, as is my resolve. Each word pounds through me, forcing me to believe more than I did at the start.

Those words were the beginning of my journey.

They were the catalyst that led me to this point.

To him.

And now, this is the next phase of our lives.

He’s already said he doesn’t want to be a priest anymore. But for this to happen today? For it all to go down as it has? I know in my heart this is right.

Though his eyes are loaded with doubt, I reach up on tiptoe and press my mouth to his. As I do, I breathe in this moment. Breathe him in. Us.

The doctors can take a lot away from me, but they can’t take this.

Thirteen years boil down to four words:

“I love you, Savio.”

And I’ve never meant anything more in my life.
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CHAPTER 29
Andrea



Unsurprisingly, he tenses beneath my kiss. “You can’t.”

What I can’t… is be offended.

I’ve exploded into his life, shaking its foundations at its core. This is a lot. But that’s me. I’m a lot.

I don’t argue with him: “I’ve needed you for so long, and now you’re here.” I let my arms slip around his neck. “I’ll be everything you need.”

Partner - check.

Wife - check.

Accomplice - check.

At my vow, his dick hardens against my belly.

“Everything?” he rasps, looking at me like a kid who’s just learned Christmas comes with gifts.

“Yes,” I promise with all the crazy, fucked-up love I’m capable of.

His nostrils flare and he connects our mouths. God help me, it feels different.

Last night, the first time he kissed me was a revelation, but now, something’s changed for him.

Not for me.

I already knew I loved him. I’ve been feeling this way since I saw his picture on a TV screen all those years ago.

Savio kisses me like he loves me though.

I can wait for the words. He’s a man who prefers action, after all.

In response, I thrust my tongue into his mouth and I let my body melt into his even more. It’s incredible how my slenderness somehow fits all his hard planes, but it does. We’re like two pieces that have been missing from an almost complete jigsaw puzzle, and at last, we’re coming together.

I have no choice but to climb him like he’s a tree. I hook one leg around his hips then jump so I can clasp the other around him too. He grabs my ass, pulling at my butt cheeks through my jeans, and when he leans me against the kitchen counter, I envision him taking me there, but he doesn’t do that.

If anything, his hard kisses turn softer. A bit gentler.

He carts me out of the room. Before I know it, we’re climbing the stairs, and he doesn’t stop to breathe or pant, just carries on until we’re in his bedroom.

He places me on the bed, and only then does he pull back. I watch as he tears the buttons off his shirt, unfastens his fly, then steps out of the rest of his vestments to turn back into the man I love.

When his boxer briefs are out of the way too, he grabs my legs, tugs me toward him, then gets to work on my skinny jeans.

I don’t help. I just lie there, letting him do this, and then I laugh when he grumbles, “What the hell are these torture devices?”

My lips curve. “The last time you had sex, was everyone wearing flares?”

His eyes narrow, and forcing a bubble of laughter out of me, he nips my calf through the denim. “How old do you think I am?”

“I don’t know.” I shrug. “Ancient?”

“Flares were out of fashion when I was born, so that should reassure you.”

My grin is sassy, but I squeak when he works off my jeans, revealing my thighs, then surprises the hell out of me—four slaps to one thigh, five to another, nine total. Again. Nine.

What’s with the nine?

But before I can say a word or ask a question, he pushes my legs back so they’re against my stomach. He holds my ankles even as he leans down, swipes his tongue through my folds, which are smushed together, and then moans. “Why do you taste like raspberries?”

Delirious, I groan. “Do I?”

“Yes,” he hisses.

“I have a very good sense of smell and I can’t smell raspberries.”

“You don’t shove your nose in your cunt though, do you?”

Oh, Lord, he did not just say that word.

I have no idea why, but it sends molten heat soaring through me. It’s rude. It’s crude. It’s everything Savio isn’t, and I think that’s why I love it.

He can be dark with me.

I want that.

I want to bathe in his darkness.

He must see what that does to me because he lets out a growl, swipes his tongue over my clit, and thrusts into me once before he gets to his feet and uses the new position to press a finger into me.

“How are you feeling?” he demands, but the harsh tone is in direct contrast to his gentle exploration. “Sore?”

“H-Huh?”

“Are you in pain?”

Mouth watering, I shake my head. If this is pain, then I want to feel it often.

His lips hitch up on one side, and at that moment, the shadow of grief, the horrors of the past, and the torment in his soul have lightened.

He only sees me. And I’ve never wanted to be seen as much in my life.

My ankles are bound together by my jeans, so I can’t move, and I’m okay with that. I’m okay with all of this.

He leans over me and pushes my legs harder into my stomach until my shackled feet are resting by the right side of my head. His dick settles in the join between my thighs.

His mouth collides with mine as his fingers unerringly find my center. He plays with me, teasing and taunting, titillating me with each caress until I’m wriggling underneath him, my arms digging into his back, the nails arcing into claws that grow slick with his blood as I fight the desire to scream with delight.

When he lifts slightly, a rictus of pain from my touch twisting his features into an expression of outright bliss, I moan as he rubs his cock over my clit until I’m writhing beneath him, and gradually, finally, he pushes inside me.

I see stars because the decadently slow thrust is nothing like I expected. There’s no rush, no pressure. Not because the urgency isn’t there, but because he’s showing me something important—that he loves me.

He’s making love to me.

Savio-style.

I shudder into his kiss when his tongue teases mine, and slowly, he takes me how he needs me, how I need him to take me.

It’s gentle and soft, tender. But also deep and hot and so arousing that I can’t seem to catch my breath.

I know he’ll want me to be quiet, but he swallows any sounds before I can even form them. I much prefer that to a gag. Maybe he does, too, because as he thrusts into me, filling me to the hilt, his mouth never leaves mine and he makes love to me there too.

This isn’t a fuck.

This is a communion.

My eyes ache with tears that begin to fall because this is more than I ever expected to have with him.

I feel cherished.

Adored.

I never expected that. Never expected to need that.

The orgasm isn’t like last night’s, either. Instead, it’s more of a slowly building mushroom cloud. But once it overtakes me, it’s as explosive as a summer storm.

My body strains while I experience a need so pure that I want to shout out hosannas, but I can’t.

So I don’t.

Instead, I internalize it, and that only makes it ten times hotter.

When he comes inside me, he rests his forehead on mine, but our lips remain glued together as he continues stroking me through the never-ending implosion. Because this welter of feeling has nowhere to go—I’m not even permitted a scream—it just keeps building, building, building until I black out.

The haziness reminds me of the times I get dizzy, but this is so much better. I never want to leave this darkness. Here, I’m cocooned. Safe. With him.

Eventually, I have to wake up though.

Eyes drifting open, I stare at him, watching him watch me as he whispers, “Thank you.”

I don’t have time to pout when I realize he pulled out. But because he can’t bear to be parted for long either, he rearranges my legs and then moves beside me. There’s no space between us. My body touches him all the way down, and there’s nothing sexier than him being naked, yet me being fully dressed except for my crotch.

Like before, I feel decadent.

I don’t care that my pussy is on display and that I’m leaking cum onto the sheets.

I’m happy. And I know that’s wrong.

Gianni just died. Tonight, we’re going to get justice for him. But I’m with Savio, and that’s all I need.

His hand comes to my stomach, palm gently pressing into the softness there. “Do you think⁠—”

The question comes out of the blue, but instinct has me resting mine above his. I know what he’s saying without him having to finish the sentence. “I hope so.” I bridge our knuckles, tying us together. “Are you okay with that?”

His mouth works. “I-I never thought I’d be a dad.”

“You didn’t know I was looking for you.”

He releases a shaky sigh, perhaps taken aback by my candor. “No. I didn’t.” A pause hovers between us before he eventually murmurs, “Thank you for finding me.”

I turn my face into his throat. “You can show me your thanks by being safe tonight. He’s a dangerous man.”

“I know.”

Neither of us says a word though. He could get hurt tonight, and I’m still not turning him back from this path I think we’re both destined to be on.

I just have to have faith. Faith that God will protect us and guide us to where we’re supposed to be.

“You’d like to be a dad?”

“With you as my child’s mother, yes.”

Those words have me nuzzling into him. “You don’t think I’m crazy anymore?”

“Oh, no, I do. But I think I’m crazy too.”

There’s no room between us, not even for offense. So I squeeze his fingers. “I love you as you are.”

“It’s strange to feel this much for someone I barely know. But… I do know you. It isn’t parasocial either. It’s just you and me. It’s right.”

“Maybe we knew one another in a past life?”

“You believe in that?”

“I believe in us.”

He clears his throat. “Anch'io.” Me too.

Happy with that concession, I kiss his throat. “You need to get ready for the service. I saw on the church notices that you hold confession twice today.”

For a man who despises his calling, he certainly maintains a fuller-than-usual schedule.

“Yes. Both will be my last.”

“Y-You’re sure?”

His gaze is fierce when it locks on me. “As sure as if God were my witness.”

Silently, I cup his cheek.

After gracing me with a soft, gentle, loving kiss, he shuffles off to the bathroom, leaving me to stare at the ceiling.

“I know this is the journey you want us to take, God,” I whisper once the shower switches on, speaking the words though I lie on a bed of sins and broken vows. “But, protect him for me. I need a lifetime with this son of yours.” Then, I place my hand where Savio’s was earlier. “And I’m not just talking about this one.”


CHAPTER 30
The presbytery shower



“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been three days since my last confession.

These are my sins.

I broke my vows, Father, and yet, I realize they broke me.

I will be Your servant forever, but I can no longer wear the liturgical vestments, for their hypocrisy chokes me.

I know I may lose Your grace, but I believe Andrea is Your gift. She gives me hope, Father. The possibility of tomorrow is no longer a nightmare.

But even so, I will risk Your gift for the chance to right the wrongs that occurred in my parish.

I will protect Your flock when the police won’t.

I will do what must be done.

It is an honor to shield those who cannot defend themselves.

Perhaps, Your grace is tied to this path and I can have her, a future, and peace in this parish…

Is that so much to ask?

Even now, a new soul could be stirring in her belly. Please, Father, please, if she is carrying my child, let me know them. Let me love them. Let me be a father.

It will be the greatest honor You have ever bestowed upon me, and I will watch over them with my life.

It is not often I beg You for anything, but I will beg You for her. For our child. For a future with them in it.

May Your mercy endure even if I lose Your love.

Amen.”
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CHAPTER 31
Andrea



9 Crimes - Damien Rice

When Savio retreats to Santa Cecilia for the service of Sext, I don’t fight the urge to follow him.

If I thought he was going through the motions before, that’s nothing to now. The sermon is short and sharp, just as his mood is. Though, I can sense his relief when Lorenzo turns up but doesn’t pull him aside or ask what happened last night. If anything, the pervert looks like he’s still drunk.

When Savio leaves the pulpit for the confessional, he glances my way once. I don’t smile at him, just remain in my pew, body starting to ache from recent events, eyes shuttered as I wait him out.

There’s a surprisingly long line for confession, but Lorenzo doesn’t wait—he takes off as soon as he can.

When the final confessor has faded onto the bitterly cold streets, leaving us alone in the church, Savio doesn’t exit the booth.

Instinct has me shuffling to my feet.

Slipping into the other side of the confessional, I take a seat. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.” His only response is a sharp breath. “It’s been…” I grimace. “…a very long time since my last confession.”

“Tell me your sins, child, so that we can purge your soul of them,” he rumbles.

“What if I don’t repent them all, Father?”

“You must come to me with an open heart.”

“My heart is open. Well, it was. It closed yesterday. The man I love claimed me as his own. Can that be a sin? Can love ever be that?”

“Andrea—”

I ignore his interruption. “—I don’t think it can, Father. I think love is exactly what God wants from us and for us. I don’t repent falling for a man of the cloth, not when that cloth is strangling him. Not when his house on earth ignores my soul mate’s struggles and shunts him from parish to parish, abandoning him within the alleged bosom of their office.”

“It was my choice, mon ange,” he says thickly.

Mon ange.

The link between us arcs through the grooves in the booth and, without another word, I stand, pushing the curtain away. A glance around the church confirms we’re still alone, so I step from my side and enter his.

“Andrea, what are you⁠—”

“Worshipping the man I love,” is my answer.

The close-quarters scent of him. Soap. That intangible musk I want to bathe in. The detergent he uses. But with so little space, it’s normal that the temperature increases.

Right at the beginning of our journey, I came across a couple in a confessional…

I hit the fire alarm in my teenage outrage.

How naive I was.

I drop to my knees once the door clicks to a close.

His nostrils flare. “Andrea?”

Settling my hands onto his thighs, I slide them higher, feeling the heat of him beneath me, the tension of his muscles that flinch with every stroke of my palms as I gradually shift toward his groin.

He doesn’t stop me.

Nor does he when I shuffle between the thighs he parts to allow me more access to him.

My heart’s pounding and the arousal I feel is a sin beneath this roof, but love is love is love and I refuse to allow Savio to suffocate within these confines where depraved truths are purged onto him, the weight of which he bears for all to see. I need to shift his focus from the horrors of his past to the hope the future brings with it.

Wishing to liberate him, I find his fly. The sound of the zipper lowering is unsurprisingly loud in the haunting silence of the church, but not so much as his gasp when I delve between the folds and tug his cock free of his boxer briefs and pants.

Tension locks him in place. Every joint frozen but his gaze on me glitters in the dim light. His breathing is harsh. Sweat beads on his upper lip.

Eye contact held, I lower my head.

I expose the tip and swipe my tongue over it. A harsh exhalation noisily escapes him, but it’s sucked back in with an immediate:

“Forgive me, Father, for I am sinning in Your house.”

He repeats the litany like the plea it is as I twirl my tongue around his shaft, sampling for the first time his musky flavor, drenching him in saliva before I slip him between my lips and suck him.

I’ve never done this before, but in this place, it feels like an act of benediction.

I free him from these earthly chains and remind him what it feels like to walk in the light.

As my head bobs, I suck harder, my cheeks caving in as I grace him with the pressure he needs. The ache in my jaw is nothing to the delight that fills me when he releases sounds of relief, pleasure. My fingers find his balls and I tug on them, softly at first, gently, then with the bite of pain he needs.

He groans at that, long and low, before rasping, “You sent me this angel, Father. YOU. How can this be a sin? How can it be? She is mine and I am hers⁠—”

Nothing could have prepared me for what those words might do to me.

Settling higher on my knees, I turn my heel inwards, placing pressure against my denim-covered pussy. Leaning into it, I rock my hips as I pleasure Savio, reveling in his soft groans, in the bite of his fingers in my hair, in the pumping of his ass as he feeds me his dick.

When I come, it’s unexpected and all the more glorious because he does too.

Cum pours out of him and with it, the burst of tension that’s made him like a walking storm cloud the whole afternoon. He stays there, body bowed in a perfect arc as his seed slaloms the back of my throat.

I swallow as much of it as I can, but some slips from the corners of my mouth.

When he slumps, his thumb strokes my cheek. Over and over. Tired, I rest my head against his thigh, but the prospect of breaking the connection is beyond me. I don’t want to let him go, so I keep his dick in my mouth. Every now and then, I suckle, hearing him groan, but he doesn’t stop me.

Outside the booth, the sudden sound of footsteps clapping against the stone flags is inordinately loud.

I make to retreat, but his hand stays on my head, that thumb stroking my cheek, holding me in place.

When someone settles in the confessional, my eyes widen as the stranger rasps, “Am I too late, Father?”

“No, my child. You are not.”

I shift back onto my heels, more than prepared to let go of him, but Savio taps the soft flesh under my chin. It’s a silent prompt. What it isn’t, is a request for me to leave him.

Gently sucking, I continue to keep his cock warm until he offers the penitent man who berates himself for being attracted to his best friend’s wife, “Give thanks to the Lord, for He is good.”

For the first time since I met him, those words are imbued with feeling.

They’re not uttered as a part of his role in the Church. But as a man who believes in God.

And I did that for him.

After, when he comes in my mouth again, he helps me stand once I’ve tucked him away. A part of me feared he’d be disgusted by my actions, but he joins our lips in a simple, lingering kiss.

“I love you, mon ange,” he tells me, the words a blessing.

Though tears prick my eyes, I whisper, “I know.”
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CHAPTER 32
Andrea



Wherever You Will Go - The Calling

After, an unnerving calm overcame Savio.

He guided me to a car I didn’t know he owned once he’d locked the church up for the night, each of his chores carried out with care, as if he wanted to cherish the memory in the future. When he settled behind the wheel, that was the moment a preternatural stillness overtook him.

The priest didn’t revert to being a man, but a hunter.

After wending his way through the crazy traffic and managing the minor miracle of finding a parking space, I grab his hand before he can get out and rub my thumb over his knuckles.

I don’t kiss him—not in his priest garb.

My lips mourn the lack, but I let him go, knowing this is the first step toward our future.

I don’t know if this will go wrong, and I have to think that Corelli won’t be eager to come outside like Savio plans, but I figure he knows what he’s doing.

He’s surprisingly slick, after all.

Yesterday, I saw him manipulate Paolo Lorenzo. I watched him get the pervert drunk, befriend him, and lubricate the situation until the man was at Savio’s mercy.

I have faith in my man.

And I’m not disappointed.

Barely four minutes after entering the restaurant that acts as the dealer’s front, Corelli storms outside, shouting, “What the fuck, Father? You think you can come into my restaurant after I invite you here and⁠—”

“And what, Marco? You didn’t come to confession speaking the truth,” Savio interjects.

I have no idea what he said to anger the man this much, and to be frank, I don’t really want to know. I’m scared, even though I know this is a justified killing because I’ve only just found him. I shudder at the prospect of him being taken from me.

For the first time, doubt hits me when Corelli grabs something from his pocket, and I know I’m close to expiring. I’m so certain it’s a gun that, for a second, it doesn’t even register that he’s grabbed a cigarette he proceeds to shove between his lips.

The windows to the car are open, and I’m close enough that the faint tang of tobacco slips in through the gap, enough that I almost retch as the scent swarms my senses.

“What kind of game are you playing, Father?” he demands, the cigarette drooping from his bottom lip.

I watch as Savio’s hands flatten on Corelli’s chest, and with a single push, he stumbles back three paces.

It’s clear that the drug dealer sees no threat in him—his mistake. If anything, there’s no fear in the mobster’s face, just outrage.

“You lied in confession,” Savio repeats.

Corelli’s frown appears, and I stare at it, sensing his bewilderment, and settle my hands under my butt to stop myself from leaping into the fray.

“I paid my dues,” he grinds out.

“You gave a false confession. You said you dealt with enemies. You never said it was a⁠—”

“A what?” Corelli snaps, and as he peers into the restaurant, whatever he sees has him waving a hand.

I imagine that’s him dismissing the guards.

The idiot—thank God!

As Savio grates out a reply, it’s too quiet for me to overhear. Each shove takes them back a step, but Corelli’s temper is close to snapping.

In the rearview mirror, the faintest flicker of a sharp blue light catches my eye. I can’t even tell you why I notice it, why it suddenly appears in my line of sight, but it’s there.

A bright, glittering presence that I can’t ignore.

Distracted, I miss the moment Savio pulls the dagger he said Corelli was renowned for carrying in a holster on his shoulder. Nor do I see him curl his hand around the dealer’s throat as he pushes the killer into the wall.

I just see the lights.

Plural.

There are dozens now.

Too many.

And they’re coming this way.

Did the grunts call the cops on Savio? Somehow, I doubt it. But their presence has me tensing because I know, without a shadow of a doubt, they’re coming to the bar.

Maybe they’ve cracked a case and found that Corelli’s at the center of it. Maybe something implicated him in Gianni’s death. Either way, Savio can’t be caught in this situation.

I won’t, can’t, lose him.

With the certainty that the cops are coming our way urging me to act, I leap out of the car. My body’s tired after barely any sleep because even though I could have rested today, knowing we were going to commit murder tonight, I was on edge.

A strange plan enters my head, and though I must warn Savio and get him to act now, I know what I must do.

I checked out the restaurant on Google Maps on the ride over here, so I know the layout. The alley Savio’s gone down has an open end, and I run around there, going faster than my body wants.

When I see Corelli has reached the mouth of the alley by this point, I rush forward, yelling, “Now.”

Savio’s eyes glance over to me, and Corelli uses his split-second distraction to grab the knife.

It’s too late for him though.

With a single strike of Savio’s hand, he slashes Corelli’s throat, the blade slicing through his skin like butter.

The arterial spray arcs wide. It’s almost poetic how it spurts into the air. Until it collides with Savio. Until it drenches him in Corelli’s blood.

His tainted blood.

While Corelli clasps at his throat, I surge toward the man I love and grab the knife. Just as his eyes flash with surprise, and the lights and sirens make themselves known, I can hear the stirring of humanity from the bar as if rats are leaving a sinking ship.

Brain whirring, I thrust upward, just like I would if I were Corelli’s height, and slice into my man’s abdomen before pulling the dagger free and tossing it on the ground.

Savio staggers to his knees, but even as his betrayal-soaked gaze breaks my heart, I scream, somehow louder than the sirens.

And I don’t stop until the carabinieri are rushing down the alley and they see what I wanted them to.

One sinner.

One priest.

One angel.
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CHAPTER 33
Savio



All For Love - Bryan Adams, Sting, Rod Stewart

Iwake up in a hospital bed.

At first, I wonder what the hell happened, then it hits me.

I remember.

It isn’t the first time I’ve landed in a hospital room, but it’s the first time there’s been someone sitting at my bedside.

She’s curled up, her hands propped under her chin as she sleeps like a child would.

Innocent.

An ache in my temple is what I get for attempting to recall the events of… last night? Events that presumably led me to this bed—drawing Corelli out of his busy restaurant by calling him a murderer, where he dealt with me personally rather than having his guards handle me because I’m his priest.

Catholics...

So myopic.

Foolish, really.

I remember little else, save for our shouting match being disrupted when Andrea appeared out of nowhere—like her wings had carried her.

I sliced Corelli’s throat at her urging, then took a knife to the abdomen once the bastard lay sputtering on the ground.

My brow puckers at the memory of her screaming, of her drawing interest our way, and then I remember nothing.

With the blood loss from the evening before and then her stabbing me, it’s no wonder I lost consciousness.

Even now, though I’m awake, I feel half asleep.

Why did she do that? Why would she⁠—

Her eyes pop open like she knew I stirred, and the love in them takes me aback. It’s hard to think, hard to even speak as I realize I’m pain-free for a reason, but I distinctly remember those eyes on me as she stabbed me.

“You’re on a lot of codeine,” she whispers. “For your… stomach. But your back too.”

My tongue feels thick, like a sponge in my mouth, and she shuffles in her seat before getting to her feet and drifting over to a nightstand.

The hospital room is plain, and by decor alone, I know I’m in a regular one, not a convent or a clinic that’s attached to the Church. It’s not painted white with an uncomfortable bed, nor is there a crucifix gracing any of the walls—clue enough.

She pours me something that makes a clacking sound, and I tilt my head to see ice tumbling into a plastic cup.

When she places an ice chip in my mouth, the relief is instant. But the second the liquid soothes parched tissues, the second I can speak, the pain of betrayal far outweighs the pain in my body. “Why?”

Andrea isn’t stupid. Crazy, but not stupid. She knows what I mean.

“To protect you.” She presses another piece of ice to my mouth like it’s a pacifier. “All I do is for you.” Her smile is a delight to behold, but it’s hurtful too. “That should be a song. Wait, wasn’t that a Bryan Adams song? Everything I—” Her attention drifts. “No, that’s ‘All For Love.’” Her smile turns rueful. “Same difference, I suppose.” Then she lifts her hand, presses a finger to her lips, and like that, a knock sounds at the door.

How the fuck did she do that?

I flinch, but when she pulls it open, I see two carabinieri standing there.

“Ma’am, you’re still here?”

The policeman’s surprise is clear.

“He was attacked. To wake up alone would be cruel,” she replies with a shrug.

“You speak good Italian,” the other praises, and I can see from the glint in his eye that he’s attracted to her.

I can’t blame him.

She’s… glorious.

With her ruffled hair that she hasn’t even bothered to gel, her fae-like features, and a body made for sin, why wouldn’t any red-blooded man fall for her?

Jealousy entwines with anger as she becomes coy in front of my very eyes. Tilting her chin to the side in a way that reminds me of the stupid games men and women play, she preens as her voice turns husky. “Thank you. I’ve been studying a long time for this trip.”

“I’m just sorry you had to witness this on your first visit to Rome.” The cop shakes his head, and I don’t know why I look, but I see his hand has a faint marking from where a wedding band once laid.

Recently.

Great, more competition.

I almost huff at the thought.

She turns to look at me, and I see mischief in her features before she erases them of all expression. “I can’t believe that lunatic did this to him. He’s a priest!”

The second cop grunts, but he turns his attention to me. His face becomes harder, but there isn’t any accusation there.

As I stare at him, the brush of His hand on my shoulder tells me that I am on the right path. That He has blessed me for protecting the innocent. Otherwise, I’d be in a jail cell. Or a coffin.

I put my faith in Him, and this time, He did not fail me.

Dazed by the prospect, I blink when the officer asks, “Father, can you answer some questions?”

“He’s only just woken up,” Andrea protests.

“We need answers, ma’am,” the second cop replies regretfully.

“I already told you what happened,” she complains. “I saw it all! The other guy was getting in the priest’s face. It happened so fast too. Suddenly, there was a knife, and he plunged it into the father’s stomach. I don’t even know how the father did it, but he grabbed the handle, pulled it out, and swiped blindly. Then, there was just...” She releases a shaky breath, and because I know her better than the police do, I can tell it isn’t fake. The blood, the sheer quantity of it, surprised her. “There was so much blood. It was everywhere.”

Her lies shared, I shoot the officers a stunned look. “Did you hear about Gianni Incrocio’s death?”

The first officer steps forward as he tucks his beret under his arm. “I’m Vicebrigadiere Esposito, Father. You mean the hobo who died outside your church today?”

“I took Corelli’s confession prior to Gianni’s death. During his last rites, Gianni said Corelli was the man who shot him. That’s why I went to see him.” In an effort to sound penitent, I add a croak to my voice. “I tried to contain my distress, but I had to confront him.

“I went with peace in mind,” I lie. “I urged him to hand himself in to the police. But he wouldn’t. When we went outside, he grew aggressive, saying he exterminated Gianni and did the city a favor!

“The young lady has it right. It played out like something from a film.”

“I’m Bianchi, Father,” the other officer greets. “You say Corelli confessed to Incrocio’s murder?”

“The seal of confession should never be broken, but what I’ve witnessed today?” The shudder that racks through my body isn’t feigned. “I want no more of this world.”

Bianchi drums his fingers on the nightstand. “Did he say why he killed the hobo?”

“The hobo has a name,” Andrea rumbles, and I’m glad she does because it pisses me off too when they use Gianni’s label rather than what his parents gifted him at birth.

“Apologies, ma’am.” Bianchi shoots her a wary smile. “I think it’s time for you to step outside if you don’t mind?”

“I suppose…” Her eyes cut to me. “Father, I wish you well. If there’s anything I can do⁠—”

“No, child. Thank you, but you did more than enough for me today.” The motive behind her actions settles like a soothing balm in my soul. “It’s only when you screamed that Corelli became distracted. You saved me from further attack. I’d be dead—” Or worse. “—if it weren’t for you.”

Her bottom lip gets sucked in between her teeth, then Bianchi opens the door and wafts her out. She grabs the anorak she dumped over the back of an uncomfortable-looking armchair. “Officers, you have my contact details if you need to ask me anything else.”

I’m not happy she has to leave either. “Go with God, child.”

Her eyes widen, but she slinks off—slowly turning her head to the side at the last minute.

Bianchi closes the door, cutting off our final glimpse of one another. “We should have escorted her to her accommodation earlier, but she’s pretty stubborn. Refused to leave your side even in the ambulance.”

“I recognize her.” I mumble the falsehood, not even surprised when I start to feel the pain of my injuries now that she’s left me. The distance between us… hurts. That’s impossible—no? “Why do I?”

“She’s a famous writer.” Bianchi’s grin is rueful. “She’s not as crazy as the TV made out. They were saying she was ill or something.”

“Does that affect the providence of her statement?”

“No. She seems lucid to me, and it’s all cut and dry⁠—”

“I think I remember her,” I mutter.

Esposito tilts his head. “From the alley?”

“No. She attended communion at my church yesterday… today? What day even is it? But she was there.”

The cops share a look, but it’s Bianchi who says, “God sent her to protect you, Father. Who knows what might have happened if she hadn’t distracted Corelli.”

“He wasn’t the kind of man you confront,” Esposito agrees, his tone sharp. “You should have come to us from the start.”

“The seal of confession cannot be broken,” I reassert. “I could only urge him to go to the carabinieri. He wouldn’t.” Fatigue hits me. “I’m tired, my sons. Is there anything more you need from me?”

Esposito pulls a face. “Father, did you know about the mule operation Corelli was running?”

“Si. I knew about it. Mostly that, on the days he paid them, he gave them just enough to stave off their hunger but never enough to find shelter for the night.”

“Can you give us any names?”

“The second the police were around Gianni’s body, you and I both know anyone who might have any pertinent information scattered in the wind. I have names, but they don’t deserve to be in trouble. Especially not if it leads them to Gianni’s end.”

“The police were at Remo’s this evening because we gained enough ground in a case against Corelli. We Caponed him, but it wouldn’t have gotten him off the streets forever.” Bianchi grimaces. “No one will say it, but you did the city a favor.”

His candor has me blinking. “Someone else will take his place.”

“Someone’s always there to plug in the gap,” he concurs, “but we can hope they’re not as good as Corelli was at hiding their tracks.”

“I’ll pray for it,” I rasp, meaning it. Just because the priesthood is no longer my calling, doesn’t mean I’ve lost my way completely.

Esposito eyes the bandages on my stomach. “Have you spoken with a doctor yet?”

“No. I only just woke up.”

Bianchi murmurs, “I’ll inform the medics you’re awake, Father.”

The officers share a look. Esposito nods and Bianchi leaves, but after the door closes, he murmurs, “God was certainly on your side, Father.”

“W-What do you mean?”

“Clean cut, straight through the gut.” He taps a place on his abdomen. “Didn’t hit a single organ, but you bled like a pig for a while. Someone was definitely watching over you⁠—”

The door opens and a doctor strides in, a scowl on her face. “Have you been questioning my patient before I’ve even had a chance to check him over?”

Esposito raises his hands. “We’re going.”

Her glare is ferocious as is her declaration: “Good.”

“We’ll be in touch, Father.”

Eyes wide, I try to appear what I’m not—innocent. “Will I be charged…?” It pulls on my many wounds to make the sign of the cross, but I do it because it’s expected of me.

“No. It was self-defense, but you’ll need to come in and make a statement, and if you could get those names to us, I’d appreciate it. If you could also spread the word that we’re not interested in what they were carrying for him, but details on their operation, it would be a kindness.”

“Of course, my son. I shall try my best.”

He nods, but his tone darkens. “There might be repercussions after today, Father.”

His statement has me shrugging. “If they come knocking on my door, there’s nothing I can do.”

I doubt Corelli’s grunts or successor will be interested in me, but Esposito’s right to caution me. In my position, I’d be safe, but I don’t intend on being a priest for long. The cassock won’t protect me then.

Esposito purses his lips. “We’re here for you, Father. Not all of us are in someone’s pocket.”

“I never doubted it, my son.” I cut them both a look. “You’ll be in my prayers.”

“Thank you, Father,” they reply, almost simultaneously.

But it’s Bianchi who says, “We’re always looking for informants…”

Without waiting for me to reply, he and Esposito depart, leaving me with a doctor who prods me worse than the barb-spiked lash does when I whip myself.

But as she asks questions, takes my vitals, and works with a nurse who makes an appearance, I’m left wondering if it was God who’d been watching over me or an angel He sent for that explicit purpose.

An angel who knows when someone is at the door before they knock, who can guide a knife into my stomach without causing me major damage, and who knows what I’m thinking without my having to utter a word…
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CHAPTER 34
Andrea
FOUR DAYS LATER



Maybe Tomorrow - Stereophonics

When you’re in love with a man who was literally tortured, it diminishes your ability to say that the time spent away from the love of your life is that.

It might feel like torture to me, but I’d never undermine what Savio went through by saying it out loud to him.

It’s why I hover outside his church every morning, just waiting for a glimpse of him from the coffee shop across the street.

On the fourth morning, for the fourth time, I don’t see him, but I do notice a woman rushing from the front door of Santa Cecilia. I recognize her—she had lingering bruises on her cheek the morning I met Savio. That pedophile bastard, Lorenzo, had struck the fear of God into her before she disappeared from the chapel.

Today, those lingering bruises are back in full force.

The itch on my shoulders where my wings are has me jerking to my feet. My recently ordered espresso goes flying, but I leave some cash to cover the mess and my bill before I rush onto the street.

When the usual white spots begin their waltz around the periphery of my vision, I heave a sigh, but she’s getting away.

This is Lorenzo’s wife.

Their niece is his victim.

She is his victim.

Every Watcher bone in my body pushes me onward until I reach her side.

The state of my breathing is shocking, but when I grasp onto her arm and tug her to a halt, she jerks in surprise at the sight of me.

“Are you well? Do you need an ambulance?”

Apparently, I look as shitty as I feel. Still, I play on it: “C-Can you help me sit down, please?”

She blinks in surprise but shuffles me over to a nearby bench and does as I ask. “Do you need water?”

Bobbing my head, I tuck my hand into my pocket and shove some euros at her. “P-Please.”

She disappears with the cash and returns five minutes later with three bottles in hand and a bunch of change, which she drops on my lap before twisting the cap on one for me.

“You need to be more careful, dear,” she chides as she holds the bottle to my lips. “Not everyone can be trusted with money.”

With my breathing settled and the eye-waltz finally at an end, I take a deep sigh and shift on the bench. “I can’t thank you enough.” I pass her an unopened water. “Have one. Please.”

She accepts but studies me over it as she takes a sip too. “You’re American, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Where did you learn Italian?”

“We were almost based here at one point when I was a child, so my mother prepared me for that.”

That’s Mom—always prepared.

She studies the fond smile on my lips before admitting, “I recognize you. From the church. Padre was…”

“Staring at me?” I don’t enjoy lying, but it’s required now: “He’s a fan.” Not a full lie…

“A fan?”

“I’m an author.”

“Truly?” A wistful sigh escapes her when I nod. “Once upon a time, I used to want to write stories.”

“It isn’t too late. That’s the joy of writing.” It’s now or never… “I had a friend, once upon a time, whose husband would leave bruises like those on her cheeks…” As expected, she freezes. “He ended up murdering her.”

“I-I had better go,” she mumbles, gathering her things together and surging to her feet.

Before she can, I snag her hand, look straight into her eyes, and whisper, “What if I could help you get away from him?”

She releases a bark of laughter. “There’s no ‘getting away.’ Til death do us part…”

“You don’t have to divorce him to escape him. You’re not the only person he hurts.”

Her brow instantly furrows. Unlike Diana’s mother, who was complicit in her abuse, this woman straightens her shoulders before perching on the edge of the bench. “Who are you?”

“Someone who is concerned for you and your niece.”

There’s no way I can tell her my source, but I don’t think I’ll need to.

Her head whips around to face me, eyes wide, lips parted with horror. “My niece?”

Slowly, I nod.

“He… hurts her?”

“Yes. You didn’t know?”

Her mouth tenses. “You think I’d let him⁠—”

I study the bottle in my hand. “Some would.”

“I didn’t. My God, she’s only a child.” Her throat bobs as she presses her fingers to her trembling lips. “Barely fifteen. He…?”

“Yes,” I answer her silent question. When a sob escapes her, I assure her, “I can help you.”

“Both of us? She lives with us. God, I⁠—”

“Both of you.”

“I’ll kill him,” she growls, switching from a meek mouse to a furious lioness, determined to protect her cub. “She’s lost her parents, and now this? I’ll, I’ll, I-I don’t know what I’ll do, but I’ll do something!”

I grimace at her, thinking of how I’d disturbed Savio in the act of doing ‘something,’ and even as guilt fills me, I pat her knee. “Sometimes, the best form of revenge is to be happy.”

“What?!”

“He will be alone and miserable unless you go to the police…”

“They won’t do anything. His brother is one of them,” she sneers.

“Then we get you out. Move you somewhere else.”

“Who are you?” she demands again, more fire than before.

“Some of my friends call me their ange divine,” I say with a husky laugh, but my tone turns somber as I vow, “I can help.”

“Is this a scam?”

“I have nothing to gain apart from the relief of knowing that two of my sisters in Christ will no longer be hurt by a man who is supposed to protect them from the world.”

My words comfort her.

Sagging into the bench, she cups her cheek. “He got out of the hospital and did this. Even when he’s weak, he’s as strong as a bear.”

I don’t have the same contacts I do in the US, but that doesn’t mean I can’t make this right. “You never have to see him again if you don’t want to. Is he working?”

“Yes. He works twelve-hour shifts, three days a week.”

“Then we have time.”

“We do?”

“Yes. You need to pack your things, and I need to get you out of Rome.”

“I-Is this really happening?” she breathes. “Please, tell me this isn’t a joke?”

The tears pricking her eyes begin to fall, and it isn’t my place, but I grab her hand and hold it in mine. “This is no joke. But we must act. Fast.”

She swallows. “Y-You’ll come with me to pack?”

“Of course.”

“I-I don’t even know your name,” she breathes.

“I’m Andrea.”

“Junia. I-It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

I can’t do much for Savio right now, but this is a burden I can take away.

“No, Junia, the pleasure is all mine.”
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CHAPTER 35
Andrea
EIGHT DAYS LATER



Hold Back The River - James Bay

It’s been twelve days since I last saw Savio. The distance between us is a physical pain. Like a persistent wound that won’t heal.

I know he can’t contact me without causing suspicion to fall on us. So, even though I understand the reason for his absence, I hate the necessity of it.

Yesterday, I was reckless and went into Santa Cecilia, hoping to see him. Not only was he not there, but someone in his flock told me he wouldn’t be returning.

Did that mean he quit?

I tried to google how a priest went about defrocking, but to be honest, I came up with a lot of priest porn.

Apparently, I’m not the only weirdo who gets off on the idea of fucking a man in a clerical collar.

Despite my concern and the unease that’s simmering inside me at his lack of contact, my lips twitch at the thought as I rest my coffee cup on the table I’d set outside on the tiny balcony.

Leaning over the filigree balustrade, I stare at the street. My sense of smell is more powerful than ever, and the desire to write London Burning’s nonexistent. My headache has turned pervasive in that it never goes away, and yesterday, I almost overdosed on ibuprofen.

It’s either time to return home and visit the hospital or start learning how to be a perfume manufacturer. Hell, this super sniffer has to be good for something.

Every day, I received pissed-off messages from my folks because I screen their calls.

If they knew where I was staying, they’d be on the next flight over to bring me home. The funny thing is, if they believed Diana existed, she’d probably tell them where I was—despite her promises to the contrary.

I feel their concern and appreciate it, but what am I supposed to do… Leave Savio behind?

I can’t.

Even Diana’s worried. We’re never in each other’s pocket, but barely three hours ever pass without a message from her checking in with me.

Accepting that this is the price of being loved, I peer over the distance, exasperation fading and shifting into awe of the sights I behold.

Ahead of me, there’s the Vatican and a part of Rome, the neighborhoods Borgo and Prati, which I probably wouldn’t have visited if it weren’t for my accommodation being here and having to use the metro.

Deeper in the distance are the more well-known parts of the city—the Spanish steps, the Colosseum, the Pantheon, and my favorite, the Forum.

Every day, I’ve taken to walking around the place, absorbing it, enjoying the marvels that are these beautiful pieces of history that still play such a massive role in today’s world. They’re timeless, endlessly existing, and I find comfort in that, drawing relief from them as I deal with the reality of life—no one lives forever.

But these edifices will.

Bells ring all around me from churches in the vicinity, the noise of a siren from a nearby ambulance pierces the chatter of the crowd down below, and for a moment, I’m lost to it all.

Then I realize my buzzer has sounded, and I jerk to attention.

Unromantic though it was, we exchanged telephone numbers before we left for Remo’s and I gave him the address where I was staying, but I hadn’t tried to call him, nor had he tried to call me.

No one else knows my address apart from the agency, so hoping it’s him, I push the intercom. “Buongiorno?”

A flood of Italian sounds, but it isn’t Savio. Heart sinking, I recognize that it’s a cleaner once she mentions the agency’s name. I let the woman in and hover by the door so I’m there when she knocks.

She shows me the message from the agency so I know to trust her, beams at me when I speak to her in Italian and tell her I’ll leave her to it before grabbing my computer and cell phone so I can stare at the screen in a coffee shop.

As I slip my bag over my shoulder, I wave to the lady, let her know I’ll be back in an hour, and head out.

When I make it to the top step of the landing, I freeze.

Lips trembling, I whisper, “Savio?”

He smiles at me, and my relief is so intense that my knees give out. Before I fall, he’s there to catch me.

Of course, he is.

With the memory of his outrage back in the hospital at the forefront of my mind, I don’t let him dawdle on a silly, little thing like keeping me from falling down the stairs. No, I throw my arms around his neck, not giving him a choice about whether or not he’ll ‘accept’ a hug from me.

He doesn’t need a choice though.

If anything, he embraces me more ferociously than my hold on him.

Only when he whispers, “Are you okay?” do I realize he’s keeping this clandestine.

But then, I suppose we have to be.

Our entanglement has a name—conspiracy. I don’t intend on living the rest of my life in a jail cell. Nor do I intend for Savio to return to one either.

So I’ll be vigilant until we leave the country and can be open about our feelings once more.

“I’m fine now that you’re here. I wasn’t sure…”

“I was pissed at the hospital. Did you have to stab me?” he complains, making me laugh as he rubs his stomach.

“You looked innocent, didn’t you? It became self-defense and not a vendetta.”

He huffs. “Perhaps.”

“Thought you liked pain,” I half-tease, watching his lips twitch and knowing I’m forgiven. My hands clutch at him as I ask, “How long have you been here?”

“I waited outside until someone opened your door.” Then his lips press against my cheek. “You didn’t notice.”

I pull back to frown. “Notice what?” My gaze drifts over his face and down to his throat. What I don’t see has me sighing with relief. “You quit?” I surmised as much when I went to Santa Cecilia, but it’s a relief to know for certain.

“Yes.”

Each brush of his gaze on my face comes with a sensation of warmth. I feel his eyes dance over my scars, my cheeks, my chin. My throat.

“I missed you.”

With no hesitation, I whisper, “I missed you too.” When his smile grows stronger with my admission, I ask, “How’s your stomach?”

“Fine. Someone’s aim was perfect or I’d still be in the hospital.”

His arched brow has me wrinkling my nose. “I researched it once.”

“Never practiced it though.”

“Beginner’s luck?” I quip.

“No more stabbings, hmm?”

“Agreed.” My lips twitch at his very masculine pout, and I press my fingers to them. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” he replies as instantly as I told him I missed him.

“Really?” I warble.

“You already knew that,” he chides, rubbing a finger over my damp cheek.

I’m crying?

“You didn’t come—I was scared.”

He shrugs. “I had to protect us. You aren’t the only protector here. Plus, I had things to do.”

I straighten his clerical-collar-free neckline. “Like quitting?”

“That, as well as some issues I had with the Church. Not that they were unhappy to finally get rid of me. But, a final sermon, a farewell to the parishioners, it was the least I could do.” A smile tugs on his lips. “You’ll never guess what I found waiting for me on my doorstep when I arrived home.”

“What?”

“‘You’ve been a part of my life for so long while being totally unaware of who I am. (Either that or you’re just rude.) I’m beyond ready for you to know me as well as I know you.’”

A pleased gasp escapes me. “My letter! You finally received one.”

“Two, actually. I just wish I could read them all.”

“They’re probably drivel,” I say sheepishly. “The ramblings of a woman who was very sick and didn’t know it.”

“They were for me,” is his fierce retort. “My gift from you⁠—”

“Hardly!” I counter, but my cheeks burn with heat at his defense of me.

“I have to tell you something.”

“What?”

His jaw tenses. “I went to see Paolo Lorenzo before I defrocked. The clerical collar has a powerful effect on people.” He tugs at where it once would have lain and the lack of weight there seems to be reflected in his eyes.

I can only hope it makes him breathe easier.

“Did you kill him?” I whisper hesitantly, unsure what I want his answer to be.

He shakes his head. “He was in the hospital.”

“Hospital?”

“Complications due to alcohol poisoning. He spent the week after… drunker than was healthy.” Sighing, he runs a hand over my hair. “I put the fear of God into him the best I could. Told him that he survived only to right the wrongs he made.”

“Do you think that’s enough?” I ask, wondering why Lorenzo didn’t talk about the sudden disappearance of his wife and niece.

Perhaps that was what triggered this stint in the hospital?

“No. I’d like to think so, but even though he’s had a scare—I told him that he was drinking so heavily that night out of guilt—I know how temptation works.

“I warned one of the police officers who visited me in the hospital about him too. With no evidence, there’s nothing they can do. I wanted to talk to Junia, Lorenzo’s wife, and their niece before I left. I was hoping to give them Esposito’s card, but I couldn’t get in touch with them.”

I pat his chest. “I have a feeling all will be well with that family.”

“What have you done?” he demands instantly.

“Nothing.”

He sighs. “We don’t have long, but when this is all over and we have a lifetime of quiet nights ahead of us, you’re going to tell me what you’ve been up to before we fall asleep.”

The tone is so reminiscent of the faintly scolding, faintly exasperated, faintly proud one my dad uses when I find myself in these situations that joy settles in my heart. That’s nothing to the promise of thousands of nights of falling asleep in his arms.

“You won’t hear me complaining,” I tell him huskily. “Now, what’s the next step?”

“I have a few more hoops to jump through before things are finalized on this end.” Hesitantly, he continues, “I’m going to meet you in the States. While I work things out here, I want you to go to the hospital. I need you to go for a checkup. Your letters…”

I study his expression—spy the worry in his eyes, the deepening anxiety at my silence. I see no regret in his heart. This isn’t a rejection. Nor is it a goodbye.

My cheeks puff out as I recall what I admitted to him in my final letters. “Okay.”

“Okay?” He gapes at me. “I thought you’d argue.”

“I think I need to go too,” I admit sheepishly.

Concern has him hauling me tighter into him like he can protect me with his body. I wish that were true.

“What is it?” he demands. “What’s wrong?”

“My nose is being weird. I just don’t think it’s normal.” I shrug. “Plus, I’m still weak, and my headache won’t abate no matter how much medication I take. Then there’s how quickly I tire. I don’t think there’s anything wrong, per se, but⁠—”

“—a hospital is the best place for you.” He dips his chin. “That seals it. I want you on a plane within the next few hours.”

“Hours?!” My mouth drops open. “No way! I want to spend some time with you before we have to part!”

He shakes his head. “I’m not endangering you, Andrea. I’m sharing information about Corelli’s grunts with the police. They’re not going to be happy about that. If they have eyes on me, then they have eyes on you⁠—”

“My name is on the witness statement.”

“Yes, and you’re leaving the country. You should be fine. But if you’re seen with me, then who knows what might happen? Plus, they could piece the situation together. That’s the last thing we need. I’m even going to talk to my parents about moving for their own safety.” He runs his thumb along my cheek. “For us, for our future, you should fly out today. Let us do this the right way.”

My eyes narrow at him because there’s something he isn’t saying… “Why?”

He shrugs and sighs, but his gaze stays on my cheek and the finger he pressed there. “I want to give you time to contemplate what you’re taking on.”

I stiffen in his arms. “Are you being serious?”

“Deadly.”

“You can’t think that I’d be the one to back away from this.”

“I’m broken,” he mutters as he presses a kiss to my temple, his words vibrating through his kiss. “I’ll always have night terrors, and I might hurt you in my sleep. I won’t ever let you moan when we’re together that way, and the lashing? I won’t be able to stop that. Not immediately. I’m a lot to take on.”

I pull away, not going far but separating us so I can grab his hand and rest it on my stomach.

“What if I’m pregnant?”

“Then we don’t have a choice.”

“Good. I don’t want a choice. This isn’t about choice. There’s no free will in this situation,” I growl. “And if God is in his right mind, then I will be pregnant so we have no say in this.

“You and I are made for each other. Just because you’re a little nuts, well, that doesn’t scare me.”

“I’m a killer,” he breathes, tugging me back into his arms.

His erection tells me he likes what I said though.

“So am I. I condoned what you did,” I counter with a shrug. “And I’ll condone it again. So long as I think it’s right.”

“Only God can help me now...?”

My lips curve. “I’d say he’s been helping us for quite a while.”


PART FOUR
Abiogenesis


“For truly we are all angels temporarily hiding as humans.” ― Brian Weiss


Chapter Thirty-Six



Dear Andrea,

I miss you.

I’ve been apart from you longer than I knew you. Some nights, I wake up in the middle of a bad dream, wondering if you’re real.

I find solace in your books then. I have them on my nightstand. I usually pick ‘Revel’ up and hold it to my chest. Not just because it’s my favorite, but because your words are real. Therefore, YOU are real. And that means what we have is real too.

Of all the sins I’ve committed in my life, it is bewildering to me that my sanity hinges on the breaths you take, on the beat of your heart, on that cyst not stealing you away from me.

I ache for you, mon ange.

The days that part us feel like an insurmountable distance.

Tell me we’ll be together again soon.

À toi pour toujours,

Savio


Chapter Thirty-Seven



My darling,

We will be together soon. I know it in my heart.

The doctors tell me I overexerted myself in Rome. I truly needed their multimillion-dollar bills to inform me of that. But all is well. I am, as you might say, on the mend.

But I miss you too, my love.

I lie here, in this miserable hospital room, hour after hour. Mom and Dad spend the whole day with me (despite their fury at my disappearance) but the solitude after visiting time is over is more than I can bear.

Some nights, the future is all I think about.

I found out we were right today—I’m pregnant.

My parents don’t know what to think. I told them about you, of course.

The fact you’re a priest has them suspecting you’re a delusion, but I think, the fact you are what you are helps? Bizarre, I know. I have to figure that they believe my brain would pick someone eminently more respectable for a delusion—like a guy in finance with a trust fund. Or a politician who wants to change the world. (Ha.)

Mom’s more devout than Dad and I can sense her disapproval of you leaving the Church, but when I told her the circumstances of you aiding the police with their inquiries, she begrudgingly admitted she’s looking forward to meeting the father of her grandson.

No, I don’t know if it’s a boy I’m carrying, but I KNOW. In my heart, I know.

My dad wonders how a priest could impregnate me while still ordained, and that was a conversation I would like to avoid in the future despite knowing it’ll come up a dozen or so times.

(Sorry about that.)

I can’t wait for you to meet them though. Dad will be his usual grizzly self, but he loves me, and he will see that you do too, and that will unite you. Mom will embrace you before he does. (She’ll work on him. Don’t worry. :*)

I wonder how your parents will react to me…

Oh! Diana’s here to visit for a few days before she’s too deep into her pregnancy to travel. When my parents met her for the first time, they looked at her like she was a genie from a lamp I’d rubbed.

Honestly, their faces… If I were an artist, I’d have drawn their reactions for posterity! It was hilarious.

Tonight, when I’m all alone, I’m going to stare at the heavens and I’m going to think of you. I know you’ll feel my regard. I want you to touch yourself to thoughts of me. To the harmony we created together. I want to know how it feels. I want to know what image is in your mind when you come.

Tell me everything, my love.

Spare me no detail.

I love you,

Ton ange


Chapter Thirty-Eight



Mon ange,

You are temptation itself.

I did as you bade, imagined the taste of your pussy on my tongue as I tormented you to sweet release.

The absence of pressure once I came was not as powerful as when I’m inside you, but it helped.

How did you know that it would?

It is difficult for it not to feel like a sin, but with your face in my thoughts, it could not be sinful when my pleasure is tied to yours.

I love you, mon ange. I miss you. I want you. I need you.

I found out that Gianni’s funeral was today. For security reasons, I couldn’t attend. My guilt at not being there is something that will haunt me for a long time.

He’d have wanted me to officiate. Instead, I abandoned him. I won’t lie—the urge to take the lash was strong, but I didn’t. I sought pleasure instead of pain.

We should have an update in the next few weeks. My testimony can’t be used in court, not with the source of my information being confession, but it is being used in countless investigations. Already, ten arrests have been made. There’s outrage over here at what I’m doing, sinners concerned for the sanctity of their secrets, but I am safe in protected custody and will be with you soon, where I can face your father and his wrath.

He should be wrathful.

But I cannot repent for the life we created.

That, too, inspired my orgasm.

I know I’m on the right path. No question. No doubt.

We are the future, mon amour.

Together, we will face what comes even if your father beats me black and blue. I know you will be there to kiss each bruise better.

À toi pour toujours,

Savio


Chapter Thirty-Nine



Darling,

It’s over.

I’ll be seeing you soon.

À toi pour toujours,

Savio


Chapter Forty



Savio,

Come to me,

Ton ange


[image: ]

CHAPTER 41
Savio
THREE YEARS LATER



Wondering what I did to deserve an offspring louder than his mother, I pick up the screaming child, who’s only screaming because I’m not about to let him use my collection of Andrea Jura books as building blocks.

When the other two start wailing, I plead, “Mon Dieu, what will it take to stop you from yelling?”

A snicker sounds from the other side of the room, and I twist around to find my wife staring at me, leaning against the doorjamb and somehow managing to look sexier than she should when she’s dressed for business and not to impress.

Wearing a smart pantsuit, not her usual attire of shorts and a cami that always shows just enough to keep me hard if I eye her up, and with her hair twisted into a bun, she reminds me of a secretary. A naughty one.

I want that rope of hair in my hand as I pull her head back and⁠—

Damn, I need to not have an erection right now.

Her smug smile has me narrowing my eyes at her as Roman manages to swipe jam over my cheek—my desire for cleanliness faded after the third time Roman peed on me when I changed his diaper. The first time, I almost had a heart attack. By the third, I didn’t even yell for help, just finished changing him, put him in his cot, and then showered.

“You said five hours,” I grumble.

She grins unapologetically. “The meeting went over.”

“You signed?”

Earlier, she was unsure if the production company who wanted to option one of her titles would have the same creative vision she did. From her smug smile, I get the feeling things went well.

In four years of being together, she’s only managed to write one book. Vows We Break, featuring a lot less sex, a lot more torture, and a priest who killed himself rather than let the carabinieri bring him in for murdering a child predator in his flock, has been on the bestseller lists for years.

Production companies have been after her about the movie rights. With the director she approves of at the helm, this is the only company she’s deigned to have a meeting with.

“I signed.” She winks at me. “Twenty million coming our way.”

My lips twitch at her smug glee. “You’re too rich already.”

“We are. How many orphanages can we build with that in Oran, hmm? Plus, it’s for them, isn’t it?”

The three children who are more like hellspawn than angels for my comfort.

My nose wrinkles. “Why did we have three children so close together again?”

“Because my body is overactive and you have super sperm?” she teases, strolling in with more of that loose-limbed gait that has my dick hardening.

Again.

At forty-four, I should be too old for these instant erections that remind me of when I was a teenager, but I figure I have a lot to make up for.

When she snags one of the snuffling toddlers who stopped wailing when their mama made an appearance, I haul the others into my arms.

There’s Roman, Thiya, and Arabella, but Roman, despite being the eldest, is the biggest baby of them all.

When his mama isn’t around, he sulks like crazy.

Huffing now that he’s in Andrea’s arms, as if he’s pissed because he was always supposed to be there, the girls and I just roll our eyes at him, but at least they stopped their sobbing too.

I hate hearing them cry, hate it for so many reasons, but though it can make me murderous, how can I slay a table corner they bumped into? How can I slaughter a bottle of ketchup for being empty?

Children wail at the most random stuff, and I have to be honest, it both amuses me and drives me nuts. I think, to a certain extent, it’s also tempered me.

I never expected to have kids, so having three is a gift. But a boy first and two girls ten months later? My punishment.

My mouth curves at the thought, and I press my lips to both golden crowns that bob before me—one comes perilously close to slamming into my nose until I duck out of the way in the nick of time.

Andrea holds the back of Roman’s head and flops onto the sofa, making him giggle. I prop myself up beside her and inform her, “Your mom called.”

“Why?”

“To remind you about tomorrow’s appointment.”

“I’m fine.”

I have to laugh. “I know you are. But let’s confirm it, si?”

Her nose wrinkles, but she nods.

There’s no way in hell she isn’t going in for her checkup, but she hates the MRI machine so it’s always a battle.

“I’m fine.”

“I know you are.”

“Then why can I hear your brain firing on all cylinders?”

My smile deepens as her words have me shooting her a look from under my lashes. The girls are cuddled against me on the sofa, and Roman is a true genius—his head is propped on her breasts.

For us, this is quiet, and I love it.

“I’m just… happy.”

Her beaming smile nourishes that happiness even more.

We don’t lead a regular lifestyle.

I don’t go out to work, neither does she. We raise our kids, and her royalties pay the bills, and we just live.

No walls, no locks, no rat race.

Our house is deep in the forest with more open space around it than we know what to do with. It’s a running farm and we pay people to keep it going, but I do my bit. Being outside and working the land is probably the best therapy out there for a man like me.

My father-in-law doesn’t approve, but he’s an Army man. Solid, stolid. He thinks I’m taking Andrea for a ride. Little does he know I am, just that it’s the ride of her life.

At least her relationship with her folks has calmed down since our marriage. They took a while to forgive her for disappearing the way she did. The kids helped ease the tension with both our families—they wanted to be grandparents more than they wanted to be angry with us for our less-than-conventional beginning.

Beyond the sofa where she’s seated, at her back, is a bay window that overlooks the forest line that belongs to our family.

It’s a quiet life, even if things have gotten a touch crazier since Andrea released this last book. She told me once that she missed writing, but it had never flowed for her since her surgery, so when she started plotting, I’d been happy for her.

Until she told me what she was writing.

Talk about merging the past with the present, and in a way that endangered us.

But my job in this life is to make her happy.

To make sure that she’s fulfilled in all things, so watching her write again was a gift.

I don’t think she expected it to be successful, don’t think she believed it would do well after such a long hiatus from her publishing schedule, especially with fans still mad about her not writing London’s Burning. Yet, here she is, signing up with production companies and with new awards on her office desk.

I’m proud of her.

More than she will ever know.

“I like that smile on you. Like it even better if I could taste it,” she purrs, switching to Italian.

The smile she wants to taste darkens, and I murmur to the girls on my lap, “Nap time.”
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CHAPTER 42
Andrea
FIVE YEARS LATER



When I wake up with his fingers buried inside me, I moan.

“Savio,” I keen.

“Be quiet,” he croons. “Your parents will hear.”

Dazedly, I blink as he rolls me onto my front, hitches me higher on the camp bed, then feasts on my pussy. All these years later, he still has a God-tier level oral fixation.

That is not a complaint.

My eyes close as he sucks on my clit, dragging a soft grunt from me before I bury my teeth in my forearm.

I bite down harder when he runs his tongue through my folds, lapping up my juices and humming in delight as he does.

My hips rock as I ride his face, my inner thighs tightening around his head as I take my pleasure.

I already know he was stroking me while I slept because I’m soaking and so close to coming, his mouth is more of a tease than anything else.

When two fingers thrust into me, I bite the flesh between my teeth harder. I’ve come to associate the pain with pleasure—if you can’t beat them, join them—so it has every muscle in my body clenching as I ride the bubble of release when he pops it.

The next thing I know, his cock tunnels into my pussy. He pushes past the tensing muscles that are still twitching from an orgasm and doesn’t stop until he’s deep inside me.

When his body comes to rest on my back, both hands shift beneath me. One heads to my stomach, the other to my clit. When he rubs my clit, I gasp around my forearm, especially as he keeps his thrusts shallow.

Blindly, I stare at the canvas in front of me. The light from the campfire has flickered out, but the reminder that we’re not alone, that the whole family is here is no deterrent from the feelings he’s dragging out of me.

With a garbled murmur, I bite down harder, unsurprised when the tang of blood hits my tongue.

I try to hide my moan, but ultimately, I fail. He pinches my clit in punishment and the harsh pain triggers another climax.

As my body jerks in time to the pulses of agonizing release, he pulls a trick from his repertoire where he palpates my stomach, something that he only does after a nightmare.

I can feel the pressure building, know that my body is responding to his touch how he’s trained it to, and as he fucks me through first one peak, and then a second, I release my hold on my forearm.

“Savio,” I gasp. “I can’t stay q-quiet⁠—”

“You have to,” he growls, the words almost noiseless, his voice so deep.

Sometimes, I wish sex could be noisy. Wish I could scream. But then the intensity of being with him takes over any desire I have for that because the silence supercharges everything.

Our smell.

The taste.

The sounds of our breathing.

For all that, a soft whimper escapes me. When his mouth finds the curve of my throat, I’m not surprised when he bites down—it’s a punishment, but it’s too good to feel bad.

My pussy clamps around him, tightening to the point where I know I’ll be sore tomorrow as another orgasm ricochets around my nervous system.

I gulp down air in an effort to remain silent when, with one final palpation, the pressurized burst of liquid squirts from me. I sag into the sleeping bag, muscles like goo, the ones in my stomach and thighs even twitching as my nerves go into rebellion.

When he pumps his cum into me, his panting breath the only noise he makes, another softer whimper drifts from my lips.

He doesn’t tense, lost to his own release, but I do. That tiny sound triggers a shockwave. Mostly because I know it’s forbidden.

Limp as spaghetti, I lie sprawled out with him above me, uncaring that I’m in the wet spot, just boneless.

Then, he laps at my forearm, his tongue swirling over the teeth marks where I burrowed them deep to stay silent.

“I’m sorry,” he whispers between licks, making me shiver.

“No need,” I mumble, flopping my free arm on the squelchy sleeping bag as that’s all I’m capable of. “You’kay?”

“Bad dream.”

I sigh. “Dad?”

“He saw my back earlier.”

Why I agreed to go camping with my parents and his in Yellowstone when we have our own goddamn forest is beyond me. I knew I shouldn’t have. The only perk is that they’re dealing with the kids tonight.

“How?” He always covers up.

“Lifted my shirt to wipe sweat off my face.”

“He confronted you about it?” I’ll kill him.

“It’s fine.”

“It gave you a nightmare,” I growl, outrage giving my muscles enough strength to twist onto my side.

“I promise, I’m okay. It was unexpected, that’s all.”

I cup his chin. “You used the lash before we left.”

“Yeah, he freaked out. How do you always know when I do it in the barn⁠—”

“You carry yourself differently afterward.”

And I’m not talking about hobbling to shield the pain—he bounces around like he has helium in his feet.

He sighs. “I wish I didn’t need to do it still.”

I don’t say that I agree. Even though I wish for the same thing. “Give it time, my darling.”

He rubs his nose over mine. “You taste like paradise.”

A smile curves my lips. “I enjoy being woken up like that.”

“I’m glad,” he says simply, though I know he’s uncomfortable despite me giving him explicit consent to find solace in me after a night terror. I’m only shocked I didn’t wake up sooner, but after a long day of hiking, I’m beat. “I love you.”

“I love you too. Three more days.”

He snorts. “Your family isn’t that bad.”

I’m lucky he thinks so.

“They’re a nightmare,” I grouse. “Dad treats you like you’re a bum. It pisses me off.”

By contrast, Giuseppe and Lilith are absolute sweethearts! How he puts up with my folks is anyone’s guess.

“I am one.”

“No. You’re not. You work on the farm. You help me. You raise the kids. You make dinner⁠—”

“Your father’s traditional,” he appeases. “I don’t contribute financially to our household.”

“I don’t need you to. I just. Need. You.”

His lips brush over mine. “You have me.”

“Your mother thanked me today.”

“What for?”

“Bringing her baby boy back to her.”

“I stopped being her baby a long time ago.”

“Will Roman, Arabella, or Thiya ever stop being our babies?”

“No,” he grumbles.

“Well then, shut your face.” When he snorts, I grin.

“I’ll shut my face if you kiss me. How about that?”

“I love you,” I say once he lets me up for air, wishing I could ink the words onto his bones.

“I love you too.” Another kiss. “Now, go to sleep.”

“Sir, yes, sir.”

He snickers. “Smart ass.”

I wiggle said smart ass against him.

“Don’t tempt me,” he rumbles.

“I was born to tempt you, darling,” I whisper in return, smiling smugly when his dick hardens and he sighs.

“I’m too fucking old for this.”


CHAPTER 43
Text Chat
TWO YEARS LATER



Diana: Jason asked for a divorce



Andrea: Oh, honey! I’m so sorry <3



Diana: It’s okay.



Andrea: No, it isn’t. Want me to fly over and beat him the fuck up?



Diana: I might have done that



Andrea: :O



Andrea: No way! I’m so proud of you



Diana: Calm down, Kill Bill. It was just a slap.



Andrea: It’s not like you to resort to violence…



Diana: I caught him screwing his PA in his home office.



Andrea: That bastard! He brought her into your house?!!!



Diana: Yes. I downloaded the footage of them banging on his desk. I just know he’s going to try and screw me over in the divorce



Andrea: Savio wants to know if you need him to kick Jason’s ass.



Andrea: He also said that he never liked him



Diana: *rolls eyes*



Andrea: *flips the bird*



Andrea: He’ll do it, you know? Kick Jason’s ass.



Diana: I know he will. For a priest, he’s fucking bloodthirsty



Andrea: Do you want to come and stay with us?



Diana: Would you mind?



Andrea: Wouldn’t have asked if I did



Diana: Savio doesn’t? My three and your three together always have him heading into the barn lol



Andrea: He suggested it



Andrea: Anyway, he’s out on the land more now



Diana: Priest-cum-farmer. Who’d have thunk it?



Andrea: He had to birth a calf yesterday. Came back covered in whatever squirts out of a cow when they’re giving birth.



Andrea: He says he doesn’t love it but I know he does



Diana: Think he’d mind taking Lola with him? She wants to be a vet



Andrea: Doubt he’d mind. Roman tags along with him all the time



Diana: Thank you, honey



Andrea: You never need to thank me. We’re family :*



Diana: Not sure your parents agree lol



Andrea: Oh, hush. They’re still not used to you existing LMAO. They’re slow on the uptake ;)



Diana: Did they ever apologize for not having faith in you about that?



Andrea: Of course, they did. Mostly, they were just relieved. But you know that. What’s with the nostalgia?



Andrea: Anyway, I’ll book your flights now



Diana: You don’t need to do that!



Andrea: Sure I do. If I don’t, you’ll never get here lol.



Diana: I wish that weren’t true, but in this case, you don’t have to worry. Jason’s refusing to leave the house so if I don’t get out soon, I’ll probably brain him with a frying pan



Andrea: I have enough money to hire you a good lawyer…



Diana: Not helping, LMAO
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CHAPTER 44
Savio
THREE YEARS LATER



Piano Sonata in B minor - Franz Liszt, Krystian Zimerman

The first time I heard them screwing in the barn, I let it go.

Hell, I’d been young once, and even in my fifties, Andrea and I fuck in there when the house is overflowing with teenagers and we need some space.

But, on this occasion, it’s different⁠—

“Eric! Stop!”

When our farmhand doesn’t stop, when the woman cries out again, every single one of my protective instincts stirs to life.

I stride in, ready to strangle the bastard with my bare hands, but I immediately realize I got the wrong end of the stick.

The woman’s cry morphs into laughter as she twists on the hay, hissing and hopping—I think her foot fell asleep.

Either way, I get the hell out of there.

But I don’t forget.

Something in my brain doesn’t let me.

So I monitor him.

Days pass, and Roman flies through his homeschooling tests, surpassing his age group by two whole grades.

Arabella breaks her arm by falling off the gymnastics set we bought her, which I proceed to toss out despite both my daughters’ pleas.

Thiya stuns the entire family by playing Liszt’s Sonata in B minor off the top of her head—all thirty minutes of it.

Andrea and I go skinny dipping no less than three times.

Somehow, we end up taking in three parrots because an elderly neighbor had to move into an assisted living facility.

Andrea’s suspicions about the paper girl being bullied by someone on her route are confirmed when she has to quit thanks to a dislocated shoulder and the police come to take her statement.

Andrea even disappears for two days because Junia, Paolo Lorenzo’s wife, contacted her out of the blue and asked if she wanted to attend her niece’s wedding in Vegas.

Amid the chaos that is life with my wife, I hear about a girl in town who was raped.

Eric Roberts’ name gets whispered around.

And I know.

I have no proof.

But I know.

Only when he’s pleading for mercy, on his knees, his face a bloody mess do I wake up from the trance I fell into once realization struck.

And even then, it’s because a hand brushes my spine.

Immediately, I know that touch.

I tense.

Guilt spearing me.

Until she croons, “Leave him, Savio. Let’s go inside.”

Automatically, I take a step back.

But it’s hard.

Putain, it’s hard.

I want to kill him. I want to strangle him. I want to⁠—

“He raped a girl,” I rasp.

“Leave him to the police. Once they jail him, the prisoners will make him pay for his sins.”

“He could have hurt Thiya or Arabella,” I croak, ignoring the farmhand’s denials as he sobs through bloodshot eyes.

Her fingers clutch at my shirt. “But he didn’t.”

No.

He could have.

That’s enough to earn my hatred.

Shit like this hits differently when you have a daughter. Never mind two.

“I swear I didn’t touch your kids, man. I swear. I swear. Jessie was asking for it⁠—”

“Be quiet,” Andrea hisses, the words spat with such vitriol that Eric cringes. “Do you want to die today?” When he sobs, shoulders heaving with them, she asks me softly, “Did we hear our cue?”

The shudder that rattles down my spine has me taking another step back.

“No.”

My bruised and battered knuckles curl into fists, but not with the intention of continuing to beat this asshole black and blue.

With a soft hum, Andrea nuzzles her nose into the bicep that’s bulging from exertion, then steps over to Eric. She kicks him in the balls. Once. Then looms above him and murmurs, “Eric, I expect you to confess to the police.”

“You— He⁠—”

She ignores him and, in a singsong voice, promises, “If you tell the police that Savio hurt you, I’ll tell them that you hurt me.” Her smile is angelic though her words aren’t. “I’m sure you know what their reaction would be to the town’s local celebrity being assaulted by you…”

His throat bobs as he scuttles backward on his knees then scampers off.

She doesn’t watch him go. I do. Loathing boils in my blood and the urge to finish what I started chokes me.

“He doesn’t deserve to live,” I growl.

She returns to my side, tugs on my elbow, and leads me over to the washing station where she cleans me up in silence.

Then, when my hands are no longer covered in Eric’s blood, she cups my chin. “He didn’t hurt our girls.”

“He could have. Don’t you get it, Andrea? He could have dragged them in here and⁠—”

“But he didn’t. They’d have told us.”

“Someone’s Thiya suffered⁠—”

“And he’ll pay for his sins.”

Breathing heavily, I close my eyes. My rage refuses to abate so I slam my hand into my abdomen. My old scar, the one she gave me, gives me the release I need when agony spears me quite literally in the gut.

But not for long—she snags my wrist, nails digging into my forearm to stop me. Before I know what’s happening, her mouth is on my knuckles, and when she pulls back, her lips are anointed with my blood like some fucked-up lipstick.

“Don’t ever do that in front of me,” she snarls, the words in stark contrast to her actions. “I know you hurt yourself. I’d do anything in my power to stop it. You won’t and I understand. But do not do it in front of me,” she repeats, the words softer now when she can see she has my full attention.

“I want to kill him,” I grind out.

“‘Only God can help me now.’ You promised.”

I rub the back of my neck with my free hand. “I did.”

She’d made me vow that I wouldn’t act without hearing those words.

“You do not break your vows to me,” she commands, her statement all the more powerful for the red staining her lips…

Eyes locked on them, I tip up my chin. “I know.”

“Good.” She leans on tiptoe and presses our mouths together. I can taste me. It shudders through my system. The brutal side of my soul is appeased as she rubs our tongues together, pushing me backward until I’m pinned to the barn wall.

“What— EW!”

Arabella’s shriek has us jerking apart like we’ve been stung with a cattle prod.

Hand patting her hair, Andrea clears her throat. “What’s wrong?”

“You two were kissing,” Arabella whines, while Lola cackles—Diana and her kids live with us now.

She turns to shoot me a look that promises ‘later’ and then guides our daughter and her best friend to the house, bickering with her all while Lola stirs the pot with comments about K. I. S. S. I. N. G. and cooties.

As I watch two-fifths of my entire universe walk into our home, I rub my chin.

She doesn’t know how close I came to breaking my vow to her.

And she never will.
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CHAPTER 45
Andrea



Though I walk away from the barn with his promise to leave Eric alone fresh in my ears, the kids’ chatter doing nothing to clear my mind, I’m fully aware of how close we just came…

I release a heavy breath when the girls run ahead to the kitchen.

Staring at the sky, relief making me nauseated, I mutter, “That was a close call, God. Too close. If I hadn’t gotten there in time—” I bite my lip. “I always have faith in him and know he works so hard to be the husband and father he believes we deserve, but if it weren’t for…

“I suppose it doesn’t matter. Not really. I did get there in time. And I stopped him from doing something rash.” A soft laugh escapes me. “I guess that’s my reason for being, hmm?

“Thank you, God. Thank you for stopping him from breaking his vow to us.”

My eyes water as I reach back and rub my shoulder. My wings prickled earlier, something they hadn’t done in quite a while.

“His vows matter to him, God. Thank you for helping me help him.” I press my fingers to my lips and release them, knowing the salutation will be received where it was earned.
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CHAPTER 46
Andrea
FOUR YEARS LATER



Islip my hand into Savio’s and he squeezes. Hard enough to make me realize he’s feeling more than he’s showing.

Not that it comes as a surprise, considering what’s happening.

We bought a place on the Côte d’Azur, two hours away from the town where Savio grew up, after Vows We Break hit movie theaters. We’ve made sure to spend time here every year so that we could stay close to his family.

It’s easy to have freedom when you homeschool. The not-so-small-anymore kids are standing with us beside their grandpapa’s gravesite, tears rolling down their faces for a man who loved with his whole heart and passed that trait on to his son and grandchildren.

The closeness we’ve fostered in our children with their grandparents is evident in how Roman’s arm is curved around his grandma’s waist and how his head is tilted onto her shoulder.

He’s somber for a seventeen-year-old, unlike his more playful sisters. I see a shade of his father in him, especially where his kindness is concerned, and his protectiveness is borderline obsessive.

But I don’t mind that.

His sisters flit around like dandelions flying in the breeze. They’re the light to his dark, just as I am for his father. I almost think he’ll be like Savio in that he’ll be a one-woman man. Now that he and Lola have declared their love for one another after the last couple years of bickering, that’s it for him. And for her.

It’s a shame my father-in-law died in an accident on the roads here. His and Lola’s plan was to open a vet practice together, and I’d have far preferred for Roman to work with animals than become a doctor, but it’s these kinds of traumas that sit in young minds and grow roots.

I saw my boy’s face when we were in the local clinic, the impotent rage in him as he balled his fists while we waited on doctors to heal his grandpapa.

They failed.

He’s been angry ever since.

I turn my face into Savio’s arm, clutching his hand as I do so.

He’s looking stoic because I know he wants to be anywhere other than here. The service is Catholic, and he’s made it a point to avoid all things religious since we first got together.

We lead tight lives. We’re always together, and while we have our freedoms and our mutual hobbies, I think he’d tell me if he visited a chapel…

As the burial slides to a close, I face the cemetery where countless loved ones have been buried over time.

I like it here.

Not the cemetery, although it’s peaceful. But France. It does something for me.

The States is home, and my parents, now that my dad retired, live close to us on the farm in northern Oregon when they’re not traveling the country in their RV, but I just...

I don’t know.

I intended for us to stay here until Lilith adapted to a life without Giuseppe, but I have good vibes about this place.

We came for long summer nights and the freedom of the French countryside. We wanted the kids to learn French naturally and for them to grow closer to their other family, so we’ve made this our almost-home.

But not a permanent living place.

Today, I wonder if it would do us good to be here a little longer than planned.

When I shake hands with the priest, he smiles sadly at me then appears taken aback when Savio entirely evades his touch.

If it weren’t a funeral, I’d have laughed, but as it is, I smile back at him. “It was a beautiful service, Father,” I murmur in French that should be better considering I’m married to a Frenchman, own property on the Côte d’Azur, and have kids who speak it like natives. Sue me, I’m lazy—they all translate for me!

“Thank you, Madame Martin,” he replies politely, still puzzled as to why Savio won’t touch his hand. “Giuseppe was a very good man. It’s a true shame he passed so young.”

I wouldn’t say Giuseppe was young. At eighty-five, I thought he was the opposite of young, in fact, but it was a damn shame that old age didn’t take him and some dick driving his sports car too fast around a bend and crashing into him ripped his life away.

Though we hadn’t been truly vengeful in a long time, and had gotten lost in raising our family, I’d admit to my hackles stirring at the prospect of the stupid dick behind the wheel of the sports car walking off with barely a scratch while Giuseppe lost his life.

I smile politely at the priest then tug on Savio’s arm. He’s wooden and unresponsive, but at my prompt, he ambles along like the big, friendly giant he isn’t.

When the girls cluster around us, Diana’s eldest and our youngest grabbing each other’s free hands in loose knots, I watch as Roman takes Lilith’s and Lola’s too.

He’s so somber that it’s overwhelming to see. He was close to Giuseppe. Losing him is going to be difficult, especially since he isn’t close to my dad, who doesn’t understand his quiet ways.

Roman and Giuseppe used to whittle wood together, for Christ’s sake. Dad couldn’t sit still long enough for a commemorative portrait of him when he hit his last promotion.

As we silently trudge down ancient paths that have seen a million footsteps before us, old buildings and history surrounding us like we’re back in Rome—a city that I’m sad it’s unwise to revisit—I murmur once the girls wander ahead with my parents, “I like it here.”

Savio cuts me a look, his eyes wary because he recognizes me in this mood.

“That’s handy considering we have property here,” is his dry retort. His voice creaks, though. Like his larynx is rebelling.

“I think we should stay longer.” I eye Roman, taking note of how close he is to his grandmother.

Lilith is a lot older than my mom and she’s frail. The idea of her being alone doesn’t sit well with me.

He reads between my lines as only he can. “You want to move?”

“Your mother won’t do well by herself.” At his silence, I prod, “Lilith could come and live with us on the property.”

We have a farm here too. I like being self-sufficient and appreciate even more having people do the running around for us. I’m not a green-fingered person, but I love the open space for Savio and know he enjoys being outdoors.

“We can stay for a while,” he rumbles.

He’s going to take his father’s loss hard, as is his right, but that tone always makes me want to fix what hurts him.

If he’s protective of the kids and me, I’m the same. But in this, there’s nothing I can do except show him I love him and how much I want to make things better for him.

Maybe he knows what I’m thinking because in the shadow of the mairie, ancient with honey-colored walls and a charming clocktower that peals with the hour, he tugs me closer to him and presses a kiss to my temple.

“I’m supposed to be the fixer,” he rasps.

My smile curves freely. “I can do some fixing when my man needs patching up.”

His eyes darken at my words.

My man.

Mine.

They’re powerful labels for him, holding a strength that’s borderline tangible. As always, I see them work their magic.

He’s only a man, but what he is belongs to me.

That reminder grounds him, and when he nods and says, “Staying longer will be good for us,” I know I did the right thing by binding this man with earthly ties and cosseting him within my wings.

Love—I never thought I’d experience it, never thought I’d feel it this strongly, but here I am, surrounded by it and sheltered within its power on all sides.

On a day like today, I need to remember that, and I need my family to remember it too.

We’ve lost one of our own, but we’ll grow tighter for it.

As if that’s a reminder, Diana slots into place beside me as we walk through the village and toward our house in the center where we’re holding a wake.

Her boyfriend of the moment hovers awkwardly at the periphery, but we both ignore him.

“How are you holding up?” she whispers in my ear.

I shoot Savio a look. “I miss him, but Savio’s pain hurts my heart.”

“As it should.” She pats my hand. “Sorry for bringing Damian with me.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Sure it does. Can you imagine he didn’t believe that I was attending a funeral? Insisted on catching a flight with me.”

“You need to dump him. He’s too possessive for his own good.”

Savio, sounding more like himself, snorts. “Judge not lest ye be judged, mon ange.”

The endearment tweaks that ache in my heart. “You like me possessive,” I chide. “Diana doesn’t like it in her partners.”

He shakes his head, but there’s a faint smile curving his lips as he bows down to kiss me. “Behave.”

“Where’d be the fun in that?” I half-tease, but he knows it’s only in jest.

This day matters to us both. Saying goodbye to the kind soul who reared this imperfectly perfect man before me is the priority.

“I’ll be with maman.”

As I nod my understanding when he drifts into the house, Diana clucks her tongue. “I swear you two are the reason none of my relationships ever work out. Why would I settle for Damian’s nine-inch shlong,” she hisses, “when I have walking twin flames for best friends?”

My brows lift as we walk in too and I swiftly guide her into the kitchen. “Are you okay?”

“No.” She rubs a hand over her face. “And sorry. The last thing you need is me bitching today of all days.”

I rest a hand on her shoulder. “If you don’t want to be with Damian, then don’t be.”

“Your mom and dad, Savio’s… you two… Now Roman and Lola. I want that, Andrea.” She presses her hand to her heart. “I see it. I can feel it. I can touch it. But it’s still so far away.”

“I’m sorry, Di.” I press a kiss to her cheek.

“You don’t have to be. It’s not that I covet what you have either. I’m glad you have Savio. I’m glad he has you. Sheesh, I don’t think either of you would have made it without one another.

“And the way Roman looks at my baby is a relief. She’ll be safe with him. He’ll do anything to protect her beautiful soul. As her mom, that’s all I could ever ask for. I just⁠—”

“Want it too.” With a heavy sigh, I ask though I know it’s futile: “Is there anything I can do?”

“No.” She pouts. “I overheard you at the cemetery.”

“Which part?” I ask, snagging a flute of Champagne.

According to Lilith, Giuseppe adored Champagne enough that he’d want nothing else served at a celebration of his life.

“That you’re moving here.” She tugs on her bottom lip. “Permanently.”

“You know you’re always welcome. I don’t think the kids would bear with being parted,” I say lightly, eyeing her over the glass in my hand.

When Di sags into the wall, I have my answer, but she asks, “Really?”

“Of course.”

“Immigration though⁠—”

“What’s money for if it won’t work for your family?” I shrug. “We’ll figure it out. You should be with the people who love you, Diana. There’s always a place for you with us.”

She is, after all, one of the reasons I am on this path.

I saved her, but she saved me too.

It was Diana who convinced Savio I wasn’t just some lunatic from the States.

And as much as I love her and believe that she is my sister, I never forget that there is no Savio and Andrea without her.

Her arm tunnels around me as she draws me in for a hug. Though I return it, I murmur, “Maybe dump Big Dick Damian, though, hmm? Can’t imagine him being happy about you moving to France to live with the hippies of the town.”

The locals don’t know what to make of us. It wouldn’t be the first time we’ll have been accused of running a commune…

Her soft, watery chuckle echoes in my ear. “I dunno. I might keep him around. He’s good for orgasms if nothing else.”

I give her arm a quick squeeze. Aware, not for the first time, of the hand on my shoulder, steering me in the right direction.

I tilt my head up to the heavens and smile—ours might not be an orthodox path, and it certainly isn’t without tragedy, but it is one filled with love.

With our family all around, blended or otherwise, today is proof of that.
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CHAPTER 47
Savio
TWO YEARS LATER



CÔTE D’AZUR, FRANCE

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been five weeks since my last confession to You.

These are my sins.

I may have taught my daughters how to aim for the hyoid bone if they’re being attacked and gave them pepper spray despite it being illegal in France.

Once again, I come to You with little to no shame in my heart for this, Father.

I’m certain You are annoyed with me for this, but I refuse to allow them to be statistics.

They’re my gift from You.

Surely You wish for them to be safe as well?

I never imagined having children, as we’ve often discussed, but just when I think I’ve adapted to being a father, they knock me off-kilter.

How do You do it, Father? And for so many?

I can barely cope with three, never mind Diana’s lot who are practically ours too.

Yes, I taught Lola the same defensive moves last year when she went to university. No, I didn’t repent because I was mad at You at the time. I don’t remember why now.

All of them have left the nest now, Father. My babies are adults.

As children, they were vulnerable. Fragile, in both health and stature. Now, they’re fully grown. Somehow, Andrea and I did that. I know You guided us along the path and for that, You have my deepest thanks. But You always have that.

My heart is currently cleaved into separate parts and three of those parts are walking around Paris, happy and unaware that it is killing me to know that they are no longer under my roof.

My protection.

But they are under Yours, Father.

I bestow them upon You for their care.

I fully expect You to protect them and will forget that situation in Oran if You make sure that they only experience a happy and blessed life.

That, I realize, is something I want more than anything for them.

Peace is often discounted, but there’s nothing like it. I could never have foreseen that it would be shaped like this for me, but You, in Your infinite wisdom, know best. You gave me an angel for a lifemate, then You gave us three children who will make Your world a better place.

As always, I thank You for the bountiful life You have bestowed upon me. The gifts that I know I have not earned but which You graced me with anyway.

It’s been a long time since I felt the need to use the lash. That might have something to do with… Well, I’m sure You’re aware of my sex life, Father. Not that I’m accusing You of watching us during intimate moments. Just know that Andrea keeps me plenty busy.

Anyway, how did I get onto this?

The children! Of course.

Please, Father, just… keep them safe. I beg of You to watch over them so my wife doesn’t have to.

Your mercy has endured, Father, and I remain steadfast in my service to You.

I am Your servant whenever You have need of me.

Amen.”
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CHAPTER 48
Savio
THAT SAME DAY



Do You Love Me? - Nick Cave & The Bad Seeds

“What are you doing?” she demands around a charming giggle.

The sound is light enough to make me feel like I’m walking on air, but I don’t answer her, just let her work it out for herself as I drag her ass to the edge of the bed.

Then, spreading her legs and pushing them against her belly, I order, “Hold your toes.”

She complies immediately, all that yoga she does aiding me, but naturally, she argues, “Savio! Tell me⁠—”

Before she can finish, I hover my ass over the backs of her thighs. She lets loose a surprised squeal but it quickly morphs into a moan as I rest my dick on her folds. Then, I snag the wand from the dresser drawer where I hid it from her.

With her unable to see what I’m doing, I take a moment to tunnel my cock between her pussy lips, making sure we’re as close as can be, and then I hold the wand to my shaft and switch it on.

“Savio!” she cries out, her reaction immediate.

Hell, my own’s pretty fucking strong too.

The deep throb of the vibration rattles through my cock and straight onto her sex.

“Oh my God,” she whines, the words waning into a whimper as I rock my hips.

“Fuck that feels good,” I growl, head tipping back.

When I lift up so that my tip rests directly over her clit and hold the wand there, we both release deep hisses.

Somewhere along the way of having three kids and quiet being imperative during sex, I outgrew the need for silence.

And today, with our babies officially out into the world and settled in the house they’ll share in Paris, it’s only right that I make her scream.

Which she proceeds to do when I rock my hips and turn up the vibration.

She sobs. “Savio, no. I can’t—please, put your dick—me, in. In me. I need⁠—”

Those words, her cries, once upon a time would have had me freezing up.

Now, they run like wildfire in my blood.

When more garbled pleas escape her, I pump my hips until my seed spurts onto her sex. The sensation pushes her over the cliff and she goes off like a light show.

Her scream’s enough to bring the rafters down, and my lips curve into a smile as pride fills me.

I did that.

When I drop to my knees and use my tongue to clean her up, her nails drag over my scalp as those pleas continue until they’re almost a litany.

Before they morph into a prayer.

I ignore her until she’s screaming again, and then, and only then, do I stop because she’s a panting, sweaty, broken mess.

Give me that over her tears from earlier.

Our nest is empty.

It’s my duty to show her that can come with perks, even if I left three pieces of my heart in Paris too.

Hell, we’re lucky they’re so close. Especially when Arabella was supposed to be returning to Oregon until she switched colleges when Thiya got into La Sorbonne.

When I flop back on the bed next to her, despite her exhaustion, Andrea rolls on top of me, only settling once her face is nuzzled in the crook of my neck.

With a soft nip to my throat, she mumbles, “Where did you even come up with that?”

“I have a dirty mind and I wanted you to scream.”

“Mission accomplished.” She yawns. “That was… incredible.”

That was phase one.

Diana’s returning tomorrow after I asked her to give us the night alone, and she’s going to be helping Andrea redecorate the kitchen and the two dens we have that were the kids’. Their bedrooms will remain the same, but we’re reclaiming the other rooms.

Andrea and Diana need a bigger office and I want a gym that isn’t in the barn because it’s fucking freezing in the winter.

It was hard going when Diana’s eldest returned to the States, and navigating our lives without our kids will be hard, but we’ve gotten through worse.

I press a kiss to the crown of her head.

If I look amid the tousled curls, I know I’ll see her scars. They’re faded now. Still faintly pink, but not as raw and ragged as they once were.

We’ve been blessed, her and I, with good health. Regular checkups on her end caught a cancerous mole before it could spread and I’m on more pills for hypertension than I’d like, but we’re in good shape.

The kids leaving home is chapter one of the next phase in our lives, and I can’t wait to write that story together…
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CHAPTER 49
Savio
FIVE YEARS LATER



All of Me - John Legend

“I’m telling you, Claude is beating her.”

My brow puckers at her vehemence. “What would you have me do?”

When she awkwardly scratches her shoulder where her inked wings sit, my attention is well and truly pricked.

She never does that. “I don’t know,” she mutters, breaking into my thoughts. “I don’t know what I want to do either.”

Ever since she started a book club, I’ve known it would bring trouble to our doors.

I didn’t approve of it, but with her folks dying in that freak RV crash five years ago, and what with her missing Diana, who died last year, and my mother, who passed this spring, she needed something. All three of them were always discussing books, and even though I loved my maman, it was Andrea who plotted and planned new novels with her while Diana edited them.

When mon ange came to me with the idea of holding a monthly book club, I knew she missed the meeting of like minds, and I wasn’t going to stop her. She didn’t have to ask, for God’s sake, this place being as much hers as it is mine, but she knows I don’t like strangers on the property.

I protect what’s mine. This is my home and I make damn sure it’s secure.

I just wish the kids lived with us. I don’t care that they have careers of their own and Roman and Lola are married and are starting a family. That they aren’t under my roof—vulnerable somewhere that isn’t here—nearly kills me. But I won’t taint them with my fears. I want them to lead their own lives.

When the gaggling hens arrive, I always tuck myself away in one of the sheds. The farm operation here has grown bigger ever since we moved, and we’re producing organic lavender at a manufacturing rate.

I’ll admit to being proud of the standard of our flowers and prouder still that they’re being used to make cosmetic-grade essential oils.

Though I’ve reached the venerable age of 65, it’s my job and I love it.

I adore being in the fields with the sky overhead, the dirt under my boots, my face blasted by the wind, and the sun making me sweat wholesome sweat.

It’s my freedom.

And I want Andrea to have whatever she needs too—that’s my second job in this world.

The first being to protect us, the second to give her everything she desires, and for some damn reason, she wants a horde of cackling women to rain down on us every third Thursday to discuss some book or other.

Because she prepares snacks for the get-together, she washes her hands after outright scratching her wings before piping cream cheese into freshly baked vol-au-vent pastries.

With one complete, I pop it in my mouth and hum at the heat. “Jalapeño?”

Mon ange nods and peers at me under her lashes with a look that still hits me in the balls all these years later. “You like it?”

My jaw clenches because the desire to grab her hair, fist it, and draw our mouths together is a fierce one.

Like she knows, her breathing softens, her eyes spark, and her body changes—she moves slightly, subtly. Twisting toward me rather than the kitchen counter.

A soft yelp escapes her when she places her hand down on the counter, though, and like a siren song I can never ignore, I swoop in and snag her wrist. Raising it to my lips, I track the small cut on her finger, press the digit’s tip to my tongue, and begin the process of licking it clean.

Both of us shudder.

Both of us sigh as her blood hits the soft tissues of my mouth.

When I hear squeaking brakes outside, the desire to draw her to her knees and to pull out my cock is heavy, but I don’t.

This is her Thursday.

“Later,” she purrs, making my dick twitch.

How she still has this power over me, I don’t know, but I’ll never tire of it.

“Later,” I growl back at her, fire in my soul as I release her finger with a pop.

She shivers a touch, but I break our eye contact so she can carry on with what she’s doing, pausing only to go wash her hands again while I find a Band-Aid.

I can’t resent today, not when the gathering brings her so much pleasure, despite our fuck against the kitchen counter being impeded upon by it.

The house is back to being ours again, and though I hate that it’s empty as much as she does, that I can fuck her against the wall without worrying about anyone walking in on us, that I can eat her out on the sofa—the freedom is delicious. We never really had a slump in that regard, but now I feel like a horny teenager around her.

Just last night, I spanked her on the kitchen table. Bursts of nine, like always…

Nine is only fitting, after all.

Nine being the perfectly imperfect number.

Lacking of ten, it’s mortal and flawed.

But, there are nine choirs of angels… and that fits both of us.

She’s the angel and I’m imperfect.

When a knock sounds, I hand her the Band-Aid. She shivers as our fingers brush, and I grab my dick, adjusting it in front of her. I hide a smirk when her lips part again and her pupils turn to pinpricks.

Making my way to the door, I open it and smile at the woman hovering there like a frightened mouse.

I’ve been watching her as much as Andrea has, and I figure it’s fate that we both noticed the signs of abuse.

Nancy, a British expat, greets me with a small smile. There are shadows in her eyes, ones that only someone who has been mistreated will recognize.

It isn’t the first time I’ve noticed them, but it’s the first time I wonder if I should act.

It’s been decades since we felt the hand of God guide us, and I’m not sure if this is it or if it’s just a prompt to get her some help.

I should have known He’d never leave things to chance.

“Come in,” I greet, stepping back and making sure I’m not in her path.

I’m a big man, and she’s a little thing. I don’t want to scare her further.

She walks into the foyer, shoulders hunching as she tries to pass me, and I murmur, “Andrea’s in the kitchen. Would you like to take a seat or go to her?”

She blinks up at me like a frightened rabbit, and I’m unsure how to appease her fear.

“Nancy, come and help me with the vol-au-vents,” Andrea calls from the kitchen doorway, her eyes on us.

Thinking she’s doing as Andrea bid, Nancy moves toward my wife just as I reach for the front door, but for some reason, she sees me as a threat. She almost jumps at my approach then shifts back into the unit we have there for trinkets. It rattles so hard I’m surprised the antique dresser doesn’t crumble at the sudden weight, but she twists to avoid it, almost succeeds, then catches the corner.

One second, she’s standing.

The next, she’s on the floor, cradling her side.

Surprise and anxiety lining her face, Andrea rushes over, and I drop down to my knees just as she skids to a halt beside us.

“Nancy! What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Are you okay?” I demand, knowing she must be hiding bruises under the baggy dress she wears. I curse myself for having scared her, for making her jittery, and for causing her pain. “Can we help you?”

Her eyes brim with tears as she gasps through the discomfort of whatever’s hiding beneath her clothes, and then she utters six fateful words.

Six words that have Andrea and me sharing a look.

Yet again, I feel the pressure of His fingers digging into my shoulder as He steers us down the path He wants…

“Only God can help me now…”
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Afterword



Iknow this book is polarizing. Some might see it as disrespectful, others might find it a disgrace.

But faith and religion are NOT tied together.

And this book celebrates that.

If you enjoyed Savio and Andrea’s story, then, when Broken reaches 500 reviews, you can find a bonus scene in my Diva reader group: www.facebook.com/groups/SerenaAkeroydsDivas

These characters have stayed with me for a long time and I know that won’t change. I hope their love stays with you too.

Only God can help me now…

To all those caving under the pressure of that belief, I hope and pray that you find your way out.

And if you enjoyed meeting one of my monsters… then read on for a sneak preview of another type of hero you might fall for… Nicholas from OBSESSED.

Much love to you,

Serena


OBSESSED - Nicholas



The beat on the dance floor was sultry, and though it was warm out, inside, the air conditioning kept things at a delicious temperature that made it comfortable for me to sit here and watch.

My seat was on the cusp of the mezzanine that overlooked the rest of the club. In the VIP area, I could see everything up here. Everything⁠—

“Would you like to dance?”

I scowled at the intrusion. “No.” When the woman pouted, her over-made-up eyes flaring wide in surprise that anyone would refuse her, I lied, “Thank you, but no. I’m waiting for someone.”

She huffed and tossed her wavy black hair over her shoulder, but the lie seemed to work, and she flounced off with enough drama that I actually watched her go.

Not that I was interested in her.

I wasn’t.

Sure, she may have had an ass I could bounce quarters on, and her tits were round and pert in the bustier-style top that narrowed into a sleek tube skirt, but she might as well have been a man to me, that was how little attention she merited.

I had eyes for one woman and one woman alone, and she worked the bar. When I sat here, she was whom I watched. She was more entertaining than a stripper, even if she didn’t mean to be.

In her work uniform of a denim skirt, sneakers, and a simple tee, she outclassed every other woman in this place.

Phoebe Whitehouse made the one who’d just tried to dance with me look cheap, even though she’d been wearing designer gear and had two matching rocks in her ears I recognized as diamonds.

The trouble was, I knew it wasn’t just me.

Phoebe lit up the room, illuminated it in ways that made the shadows recede. But I wasn’t the only one affected. She had men swarming around her, men who wanted to hurt her. Some might say I wanted to hurt her too. Some might say that I meant her harm, but I didn’t.

If anything, she meant me harm.

She tormented me with her beauty, reminded me of everything I couldn’t have anymore. She tortured me with her friendly smiles, and made me miserable when I thought about how similar she was to another woman who’d made me suffer along the way.

Still, she needed protection.

There were too many eyes on her at all times, and the only way I could rest was if I knew she wasn’t in danger, and in this city, danger was always around the corner.

Here, she was relatively safe. I didn’t like the number of gazes trained on her, but I felt like I could protect her from my booth.

This was my spot.

I’d paid for it a long time ago when I’d put up the money for the club, and though he rolled his eyes at my dictates, Jay, my cousin, usually let me get away with murder because this sick club was only sick because of me. Without my funding, he’d never have gotten it off the ground, and I wasn’t averse to taking advantage of that fact.

Not where she was concerned.

In class, I’d heard her on the phone one day. She’d been upset as I walked in, and because my radar always flickered to life around her, I heard her over all the other idiots in my classroom. They were talking about parties and who was fucking whom. Phoebe? She was worrying about making rent, about paying her bills.

She’d needed a job.

So, I’d gotten her this one at Crow.

Of course, she didn’t know. She never would either. I didn’t intend on ever revealing what she was to me, but some nights, like tonight, when I saw the way men hung on her every word, when she looked tired from a full day’s work, I wished I had the right to make her life better.

I didn’t.

Even though she was my everything.

But to her, I was and always would be nothing.

Someone in the shadows her light couldn’t touch. Someone too dark, too hideous to ever be loved by someone like her.

It hurt, sure, being so close to heaven. It was like hovering my hand over a naked flame on a candle and expecting it not to burn, but I’d deal with it, would endure it, because she needed me.

She didn’t know she did, of course. But everyone needed a savior. Even if that savior was a monster.

Sometimes, monsters could be heroes too.

I ran my thumb along my bottom lip when she reached up on her tiptoes to grab some of the expensive liquor from the top shelf. Her skirt rode up, revealing strong, sleek legs, and her breasts jiggled as she moved—I wasn’t the only one to notice.

Running a hand through my hair to still my agitation, fighting the desire to touch and not just look, instead, I stared down at my phone and the notes I’d been making for tomorrow’s class.

She’d be in it, and I always made sure that she knew she had my attention. It was the only time I could ever truly look at her without reprimand, and I took full advantage of it.

Maybe I was hard on her, maybe I was bitter—even monsters had feelings.

Eyeing the lesson plan, I thought about what we’d discuss, and then thought about how early I’d have to be up too.

Stalking wasn’t easy.

People didn’t give credit to stalkers, and they should. That level of dedication couldn’t be bought.

Of course, Phoebe had it worse since she had to work throughout those hours, whereas I just hung out. But still, we’d be going home shortly before she had to wake up at four for her shift at the coffee shop.

I had papers to grade so I’d stay busy from my little corner where she never saw me, where I always sat so I could see her reflection in the glass opposite me. It was hit and miss, but it was better than nothing. I could watch her, know she was safe in the mom-and-pop joint that really needed more staff at four AM.

How could I rest knowing she was in danger?

How could I sleep in my warm bed knowing she was not only working, but that she was in peril?

The answer was, I couldn’t.

And I stayed with her.

Kept her safe.

Last month, only my presence had averted a mugging, and she didn’t even know. She’d been in the back when a guy had come in and started ransacking the register. Had she left the kitchen, he’d have blown her brains out.

Instead, with the skills that enabled me to stalk her, I edged out of my booth, shoved my own gun behind his head, and told him to back off.

Politeness worked sometimes.

My lips curved down at the memory.

Phoebe was in constant danger, and with it, I was constantly stressed.

When the lights flashed as a particularly irritating song was blared over the speaker, I took advantage and hungrily ate up the sight of her.

She was as pale as white silk, and her mass of curls made me wish I had the right to grab those waves in my fist so I could urge her closer to me. She had the brightest green eyes, and the softest lips.

She was a woman, all woman.

My woman.

She just didn’t know it, and she never would either.
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