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Dedication







To Emma,

Welcome to the world little one.

Also, I made sure your mom doesn’t let you close to this book until you’re 25…Trust me Ale, it’s for the best. 



















Contents





	
Prologue


	
Chapter 1


	
Chapter 2


	
Chapter 3


	
Chapter 4


	
Chapter 5


	
Chapter 6


	
Chapter 7


	
Chapter 8


	
Chapter 9


	
Chapter 10


	
Chapter 11


	
Chapter 12


	
Chapter 13


	
Chapter 14


	
Chapter 15


	
Chapter 16


	
Chapter 17


	
Chapter 18


	
Chapter 19


	
Chapter 20


	
Chapter 21


	
Chapter 22


	
Chapter 23


	
Chapter 24


	
Epilogue


	
Acknowledgments


	
About Author


	
Also By










Prologue




Matteo, Sicily
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“E
 lena!”
 I
 shouted
 up
 the stairs. “Come down, per favore
 !”

She came down the stairs running, looking at me with her eyes full of love, her trademark happy smile set on her adorable heart-shaped face. I couldn’t remember if anyone ever looked at me like that, with so much openness, so much love, and I truly hoped it would never happen again. She stopped a few steps away from me, frowning at the two suitcases by the door. She threw me a quizzical look.

She pointed at her ridiculously childish suitcases covered with some stupid superheroes. “Why are my suitcases here?”

“You’re leaving, now,” I ordered, my voice cold and detached.

“Matty?” she asked, her voice breaking, a true reflection of her youth. A grown woman would never show this weakness, never show how much she was hurt.

But she was only eighteen… just a girl really.

“My name’s Matteo,” I replied coldly. “I’m tired of you being around. You are going back to England, right now. Your summers in Sicily stop now. You will not be back.”

She shook her head, her dark brown hair moving from side to side in her high ponytail as if she were trying to chase away the nightmare she was having. “But you are always so nice to me. You said spending time with me was always the highlight of your trip.”

I sighed. “I was being nice to the awkward girl. You want me to say it? Fine. I felt sorry for you, Elena.” I pointed at her clothes. Her t-shirt with a red robot on it, black jeans, and red Converse. “You’re almost a woman. Per l’amor del cielo
 , dress like one!”

She dressed like a twelve-year-old boy and despite the odds, it was something I’d always found stupidly endearing.

“And you could maybe lose a few pounds. Men have a tendency to prefer thinner women.”

Her dark eyes filled up with tears as her shoulders hunched at my harsh words, my well-crafted lies. She was perfect. Fuck me, she was. All curves and softness…

“But last night. You… you kissed me.” I was grateful her words came out as a broken whisper. I didn’t need my men knowing about my moment of weakness, my one slipup. The decisive moment that made her departure mandatory.

I scoffed. “Merely giving you the thing you dreamed of. It meant so much to you and nothing to me. Plus—” I shrugged. “I’d forgotten it was your birthday and I knew how much you wanted that.” I smirked.

She gasped as if my words physically hurt her.

“It was your first kiss, wasn't it? Late bloomer and all.”

She seemed frozen on the spot; only her trembling hands showed how much it was affecting her.

That kiss had clearly been her first and it had been the biggest mistake I’d made to this day.

I was a thirty-one-year-old man. I had no business giving a kiss to an eighteen-year-old girl who I knew was as innocent and inexperienced as they came.

What I had not expected was the effect the clumsy, yet eager kiss would have on me. It made my heart flutter… even if it was only for a second, and this was not acceptable. This was a liability I could not accept.

It was when I decided she had to leave and never come back, at least not when I was here. I realized then that the friendly Matty I had been to her had to die and be replaced by who I really was. Matteo Genovese, the cruel king, the coldhearted sociopath. A man she should start to hate and stay the fuck away from.

I shook my head, snapping my fingers to one of the guards standing by the main door, then pointed at her two suitcases on the floor.

“This infatuation of yours has become much more annoying than I anticipated,” I told her just as the guard picked up the suitcase.

I wanted him to spread the words of my cruelty and my blatant indifference to the extraordinary young woman standing before me.

I shrugged, burying my hands in the pockets of my dress pants, and let out an exasperated sigh. “Having a puppy around was fun for a while but the older you got… the clingier you got. And honestly? It really started to make me uncomfortable to have you around all the time. Don’t you have a little self-respect?”

The light in her eyes dimmed, and I knew I'd just broken part of her, causing a scar to her heart I knew would heal, but it would leave a permanent mark and I needed her damaged; I needed to wear permanent warning signs. She needed to want to stay away.

I was too cruel, too despicable, and usually it would have pleased me; I loved breaking people… It was one of my favorite pastimes but doing it to her had no flavor. I hated doing it and it was one more reason why I had to.

I looked up the stairs. “I have to go now. Anna-Maria is waiting.” I winked at her. “You’ll understand when you’re older. Have a nice life, little girl,” I added dismissively before turning around and going up the stairs without a look back.

Anna-Maria was beautiful and the latest woman my father wanted me to marry. She was the perfect Mafia wife; that was for sure—absolutely stunning with long legs and a perky ass and tits. She was raised within our rank and she was trained to behave as she was supposed to. Be quiet, be beautiful, be submissive, be a good housekeeper, be a good wife and mother, and always keep your fucking mouth shut.

There were speculations—people already saw us together—but I didn’t want her. She had no effect on me; I was above all of that.

I ordered Elena for a reason, promising myself I'd never see her again.

I stayed hidden in the shadows of the balcony as she exited the house briskly, her back straight. She turned toward the house, her beautiful smile gone.

Her face was so different—full of anger at what she took as the ultimate betrayal—but she didn't know the truth. Of course she didn’t.

She didn't know that, as she stepped into that car, she was taking with her the last tiny remaining piece of my now fully cold, dead heart.
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Elena
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F
 our
 years
 later



“That’s absolute nonsense!” Max threw his hands in the air as we entered Costa Café after my last lecture of the day.

“Why?” I asked him with a small smile. He was so unreasonable when I was attempting to get out of the sheltered life.

“Because it’s Oxford!”

I shrugged. “Oxford can wait a year.”

He grumbled something under his breath as he walked to the counter to order our drinks.

I rolled my eyes as I sat at our usual table and looked at him with a small smile as the barista laid on thick with her flirting, and as usual, Max was oblivious to it all.

He walked at the other side of the counter and turned toward me, sticking his tongue out at me when he saw my smirk.

Max was a stunning man, tall and well built. With his wavy brown hair, hazel eyes, and slightly tanned skin, he could be a Hollywood star, and weirdly enough in the four years I’ve known him, he’d stayed single.

I sighed, watching him playing on his phone. I cared for him immensely, and had I not been broken all those years ago, I would have wanted to date him, but Max was my only friend, the only man, other than my father, whom I trusted completely and there wasn’t anything I would do to risk what we had.

He walked over with the tray with our flat whites and a brownie.

“Max.” I sighed as he set the brownie in front of me. There were days like today when the faint voice of the devil still played in my mind. ‘You could maybe lose a few pounds. Men have a tendency to prefer thinner women.
 ’ Ah, the joke was on him. I’ve actually gotten heavier since the last time I saw him. Uni had not been so kind despite my Italian parents and I did put on the mandatory five pounds… followed by ten more. If he thought I was too fat then, I wouldn’t even want to know what he thought now.

“Hey, princess?”

“Yes?”

He reached across the table and took my hand. “I’m not sure where you went but I’m not a fan of that look on your face.”

I forced a smile but I didn’t think I fooled him. “I need to diet, Max. This—”

He rolled his eyes. “Eat the damn brownie, woman.” He sat back, crossing his arms over his chest. “I had to fight a horde of old ladies to get you the last Belgian chocolate brownie; you owe it to my chivalry to eat it.”

I rolled my eyes but picked up the plate and took a piece of brownie between my fingers. “You know I saw you at the counter, right?” I put the piece in my mouth and as the chocolate goodness started to melt in my mouth, I closed my eyes and moaned. The person who said ‘nothing tastes as good as skinny feels’ obviously never had that brownie.

When I opened my eyes, Max was looking at me with his mouth slightly ajar.

I frowned subconsciously. “What?”

“I—” He cleared his throat, twisting on his chair to cross his legs. “So, Oxford.”

“Here we go again. Listen, Max. I’m twenty-two and I’ve never been alone by myself. I’m either with you or my dad or…” I shrugged. “Whatever. I’m not the first person to want to take a gap year to travel.”

He ran his hand through his hair. “Why not do your master’s first? We can travel after.”


We…
 Here we went again. “Is that the issue? I can travel alone, you know. You don’t have to delay your own studies for me.”

He shook his head. “This has nothing to do with it. It’s just an internship. It doesn’t matter.”

“Everybody is always telling me what’s best for me.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

“Now’s not the time for this.”

“Why not? It was not the time after school. Now, it's the time whether you or my parents like it or not.”

I was getting seriously annoyed at everyone treating me like I was not able to do anything. I just finished my last exam, and I knew I’d graduate with a first-class honors from my bachelor of science degree in Artificial Intelligence from the University of Kent.

I stood up. “You know what? I’ll just head home.” I grabbed my Tardis bag and started for the door.

I had just escaped the coffee shop when Max grabbed my wrist.

“Fine, I’m sorry. Ele, please stop.”

I turned around, my eyes stinging with unshed tears. “Are you really thinking I’m that incompetent?”

“What? No, princess. I think you’re spectacular.” He rubbed the inside of my wrist right there in the middle of the street.

It was early in the afternoon but the display in the middle of the street still attracted some curious glances. It made me uncomfortable. I hated when people looked at me.

“Let go, please.”

“You’ll stay?”

I gave him a sharp nod.

“Do you want to go back in?” he asked, jerking his head toward Costa.

I sighed. “No, this exam drained my energy. I’m going home.” I was too frustrated.

“Princess, don’t be mad at me, please.”

“I’m not.”

He threw me a side-look, indicating he didn’t believe it.

“Not much,” I corrected as we started to walk side by side up the cobbled pedestrian street to my house.

“I’m sorry. You’re right,” he said, nudging me playfully. “We’ll go, wherever.”

I stopped walking and turned toward him. Despite being in public and the gray sky and heavy atmosphere announcing imminent heavy rain, I needed to address that now.

“Is that why you’re reluctant? Because you thought I was going to ask you to come with me?”

“What?”

“I’m not expecting or asking you to come with me, Max. I’m doing this alone.”

He frowned and cocked his head to the side as if my words didn’t make any sense. “Of course I'm coming. Where you go, I go, princess; that’s how it is.”

“No, it isn’t.”

He snorted. “Of course, it is.”

I turned, starting to walk again. Max had been a miracle. It had been the worst summer of my life; I’d suffered a humiliation I’d still not fully recovered from. I was ready to suffer my last year of school, to be in my usual quiet corner and heal my wounds but he just burst into my life. It was rare for students to join in year thirteen and yet he just waltzed into my life. All the girls fanned over him, but he only saw me, and we connected straightaway. He stayed despite my broken heart and quirks.

Four years being together every day. At first, I was too busy hurting after my last trip to Italy to even think of what our relationship was or could mean. I was just happy to have a friend who enjoyed spending time with me and doing all the things with me that I used to do by myself. It was so much better to do things with someone else.

People in Uni started to question our relationship for the last couple of years and it made me think too, but I was too scared to mess things up. I didn’t want history repeating itself. I’d been heartbroken enough for a lifetime—stupid Italian asshole. I couldn’t keep on going like that with Max, questioning what we were and what we could become.

“Princess?” he asked, resting his hand on my forearm.

“What are we?”

“What?”

“Us.” I pointed a finger from him to me. “This is not a normal friendship, Max. is it more?”He looked heavenward before looking down, his eyes full of conflict. “It is more. Even if that’s something that was supposed to happen.”

“What do you mean?”

“Can we just go home?” he asked as a light drizzle started. “I don’t think it’s something we should discuss in the street, and I don’t want you getting soaked and being sick.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

He smiled at me, but it looked sad somehow, concerned. As stupid as it was, it looked like a smile that said goodbye.

He moved a wet strand of hair from my face and pulled up my hood. “Come on, princess. Let’s go.”

We walked silently up through the town and even without seeing him, I could feel the new tension between us, something that was not there before, the weight of the secrets.

“You’re my best friend,” I whispered, not trusting my own voice as we turned onto my street. “I don’t want to lose you.” I was not good anymore at opening up to people. I tried not to wear my heart on my sleeve, not to be weak. Not to be the girl he
 destroyed.

Max didn’t reply straightaway, but I felt his hand brush against mine, his pinky, hooking up with mine.

“You’ll never lose me, princess. Things may change, but you and I, it’s forever.”

I turned to him to speak but he stopped walking, his eyes focused on my parents' semi.

“What?” I studied the house; nothing seemed different.

“The blinds are closed,” he replied absentmindedly, still scrutinizing the house.

It was odd, yes, but didn’t warrant this level of suspicion.

He took a couple of steps down the alley and stopped again.

“Max?”

“The door is open,” he whispered.

Now I was really worried. My father was ex-military and really big on security.

“Stay here,” he ordered, resting his hand on my belly and pushing me back a step.

“No! Absolutely not.” He was out of his mind if he thought I was going to let him go in by himself.

He threw me a quick conflicted look but sighed at the determination on my face.

“I’m sorry, princess, for everything.”

“What are y—”

I stopped when my best friend, the only guy in my life that had always been here for me, reached back and retrieved a gun from the back of his pants.

I took a step back instinctively, my eyes locked on the cold black metal in his hand.

“Since when do you have a gun?” I whispered urgently, looking around, hoping that our neighbors and especially nosy old Mrs. Whitley weren’t watching.

“I’ll tell you everything.” He pulled me behind him. “Please stay behind me.”

He walked slowly to the house, his shoulders tense, his breathing rapid.

I followed behind him, my head swirling with the million questions I’ll have to ask him.

He stopped suddenly in front of the cracked door and I stopped right behind him. I felt his muscles tense up when I rested my hands on his sides, unsure if it was a reaction to my touch or the situation.

He pushed the door slowly and I was too short and too close to him to see anything other than his green shirt.

I kept my hands on his sides and mirrored his leg movements as he took slow steps in my hallway.

He stopped in the middle of the hallway and cocked his head to the side to listen, but the house was eerily quiet, too quiet.

“Kylo?” I whispered, my heart in my throat. Kylo was a stray puppy I adopted two years earlier after nagging my father for years. He was a half-dachshund half-German shepherd little scoundrel—a genetic freak but the love of my life. He was also a delusional guard dog; you could not step into the house without him coming down the hall for a couple of warning barks.

“I know.” His low voice carried the worry I felt.

We kept on walking to the living room and just as we entered the room, Max turned to ice as he took a sharp intake of breath.

I moved to look around him, but he raised his hand to stop me, somehow missing how short I was as I dodged under his arm easily.

When my eyes connected to the scene in front of me, it took my brain a couple of seconds to comprehend the horror I was witnessing.

My mom was lying on the floor, a bullet between her eyes. My father was sitting on the sofa, his white t-shirt covered with crimson blood as his throat was sliced so deep, I could see inside.

I opened my mouth to scream but nothing more than a squeak came out.

There was blood, so much blood.

I kept my eyes fixed on my father, a man I used to see as my hero, invincible. His skin had taken a sickening pale hue as if it were some kind of wax and his dark eyes—usually so expressive—looked like two dark marbles.

Bile rose in my throat at the dark blood coagulating on his throat. It could not be real; it was a terrible dream. Wake up, Ele! Wake up!
 my brain screamed but I knew I was awake because even my worst nightmare was not that bad.

I rested my hand on my mouth, trying to stop whatever was about to come out—vomit or a scream. I was too numb to be sure.

Suddenly, we heard a faint creak. Max whipped his head up sharply, looking at the ceiling light. The creak was coming from my bedroom. He uncocked his gun softly and turned to me.

“I need you to do something for me, princess. Okay? He looked toward the door. “I need you to run, run with everything you have, and you don’t stop for anything or anyone until you reach my house.”

“Max, no. I can’t leave you alone,” I whispered urgently before pointing a finger at my dead mother on the floor. I shook my head. “If anything happened to you, I—”

He rested his forefinger on his mouth and I stopped talking immediately. He tapped his ear and I listened more intently.

I opened my eyes wider when I heard the faint creaking to the left; the person upstairs knew we were here.

“You have to go now, princess, I know what I’m doing; I can protect myself but I can’t if I have to protect you too. Please for me, princess, run.”

I turned around and just as I heard the first step upstairs, I ran with all my might, which admittedly didn’t mean much as I was not sporty in any way, shape, or form, but I didn't stop.

I ran so fast my lungs were on fire; my feet on fire in my Doctor Who Converses that were made for anything but running. My legs were screaming for some respite that I was not willing to give them.

The image of my dead parents flashed in my mind just as I turned the corner of Max’s street. It had to be a nightmare; there was no other way.

I was just a normal English girl, with a boring life… This couldn’t be.

I reached his house just as it seemed like my lungs were about to collapse.

I tapped my fists against the door a few times, trying to catch my breath, feeling like my lungs were not working the way they were supposed to.

“Elena?”

I looked around. The door was closed, so how did he know it was me?

“Max’s not here,” he added firmly.

“Dead,” I let out on a huff. “They’re dead.”

The door opened immediately. How?
 I shook my head. Now was really not the time for that.

He reached for me and pulled me in before slamming the door shut.

He grabbed my shoulders and shook me slightly. “Who’s dead?”

I looked around the hallway, still not computing all that happened in the last fifteen minutes. My mind was clearly snapping as I was now focusing on the most random thing like realizing that it was the first time I ever got into Max’s house.

Suddenly the image of my dead parents resurfaced along with a strong wave of nausea. “We need to call the police! Now. I—”

His uncle shook me again, a little more forcefully this time. “Elena, look at me, now.”

The harsh command of his voice forced me to refocus and I met his dark eyes. “Who’s dead?”

“My parents.” I let out a sob. “Someone killed my parents.”He closed his eyes and muttered something under his breath.

“Max…” I said, my voice breaking. I’m so sorry he stayed behind and—

“Max will be fine,” he replied gruffly before pulling me into the living room and pushing down on my shoulders until I sat down.

I tried to stand up but he pressed on my shoulder a little more forcefully.

“Stay,” he commanded, his face just as hard as his voice.

“But the police, we need to call—”

He raised his hand to stop me. “Just stay here. Don’t move. Understand? I’m taking care of it.” He reached for a mobile phone from his back pocket and threw me a last warning look before exiting the room and disappearing in what I presume was the kitchen, closing the door behind him.

I finally took the time to look around the room, trying my best to focus on the here and now and stop myself from acting and making Max’s uncle even more annoyed than he seemed to be.

The room was painfully bare, if it wasn’t for the extremely uncomfortable sofa and the TV on the wall.

There was nothing else—no furniture, no photos, no books, nothing. It was like this house was not lived in at all.

No wonder Max never invited me home; it would have raised many questions.

I looked down at the maroon sofa and a wave of nausea hit me again. It looked so similar to my parents' blood.

I jumped from my spot, looking from the closed kitchen door to the entrance door, really conflicted.

Max asked me to come here and stay but my parents… I retrieved my phone from my bag with shaky hands.

I texted Max. R u ok?


I waited a minute for a reply. Fuck it!
 I would not risk his life like that. I headed in the direction of the door, dialing 9-9-9.

“Hang up the phone and stop where you are.”

I froze, my thumb hovering over the green dial button.

I turned around and met Max’s uncle's deadly glare. “What did I say?”

I swallowed my fear. What could he do to me anyway?

“You didn’t say anything!” I yelled, throwing my hands up in the air. “I have to go!”

He pointed at the door. “If you go out this door you’ll die.”

I took an instinctive step back, my back hitting the wall. Did he just threaten me?

He rolled his eyes, probably seeing the fear on my face.

“I won’t be the one hurting you, little girl. I’m trying to keep you safe.” He let out a huff of frustration. “If you leave you won’t be safe, and Max will get hurt trying to keep you safe. Is that what you want?”

I looked down at my shoes. “No, of course not.” I looked up, hating the strain in my eyes of the tears starting to build up. “But I’m scared and my parents—” I let out a little sob.

His features softened, and his scowl disappeared in light of my distress. At least he was not as heartless as it seems.

He let out a weary sigh. “I understand, I really do, but as horrific as it must have been for you, I need you to keep your head for now because your parents, they—” He stopped talking, his eyebrows drawn together as if he was thinking about what to say next. “They were not what they seemed to be.”

“They were in the witness protection program, weren't they?” I used to joke about that, but it made so much sense. They had been protective of me to the point of obsession, taking me to class and back from the moment I had to go to school, always refusing for me to go out by myself until Max entered my life. My father being retired from the Army, but I never saw a photo of him in service…

“Something like that, yes.”

I shook my head. “How do you know all that? Are you their handler or something? I can’t be in danger anymore, can I? I know nothing.”

“I’m not their handler, Elena; I’m yours.”

“M-mine.” I backed against the wall, grateful for the support as my knees gave out from under me. “I… Why?”

“I’m not— I don’t know why,” he finally admitted. “I just do what I'm ordered to do.”

“Max?” My voice broke, the hurt all too real. Max had been my saving grace for years, a man who seemed to care for me despite all my quirks. It could not have been all pretend. Could it?

“Max got more involved than he ought to.” He shook his head.

The desperation I felt was overwhelming and the only people who could make it better were not with me. I needed my mother to give me a gentle kiss on the top of my head, telling me that it was never as bad as it looked. I needed my gruff dad who never knew how to deal when I was sad but was always making me feel better anyway by getting me a giant tub of ice cream and sitting beside me on the sofa as I watched a marathon of superheroes films. Or my sweet Kylo, my little boy who was cuddling with me every night, or even Max.

My legs finally gave out under the weight of despair and I slid down the wall until my ass touched the floor.

My life as I knew it was done and it felt like I didn't appreciate it, didn’t make the best of it. How could I keep on going like that?

“What am I going to do?” I asked the man I’d only ever met once before. A man I only referred to as ‘Max’s uncle’ was now the person I looked at as if he was my lifeline.

“Now?”

I nodded mutely from my spot on the floor.

“Now, you’re going home.”














Chapter 2




Matteo
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I
 t
 was
 not
 the
 way it was supposed to happen, not in a rush, but Giacomo was a soldier not a father or a carer. He could not keep Elena with him and Lord only knows what he could tell her about her situation.

A situation he didn’t know anything about. I’d assigned him for extra protection on Elena sixteen years ago when I’d taken my full seat at the council and after I met the little girl she had been at the time.

I could see her like it was yesterday. It had been a bad day, like many were during my early trip to Italy, with my father questioning all the choices, all the decisions I made for the famiglia
 back in the States. It was a hot miserable day all around and I walked in Don Dario Garibaldi’s kitchen when I saw that little plum seven-year-old girl with pigtails and dressed like a boy, with an action figure she later said was Captain America held in her hand. She looked at me, her mouth slightly agape, and I glared at her like I glared at anyone really, but instead of retreating like she should have done, like all the others did, she ran to me and hugged me with all her might.

“I hope I make your day better,” she said, tightening her little arms around me as hard as she could. “Mom says that’s my superpower; I can make people's troubles go away.” And for a second, just a second, she’d done it.

A half smile started at the corner of my mouth at the memory.


No,
 I shook my head. This was not allowed; it was not me. It could never be me. Heartless and without feeling, that was who I am. The cruel king with ice where my heart used to be.

I parked in front of Gianluca's house with a sigh. Coming here was always aggravating, but it was not news I could really give on the phone even if I wished I could.

I rang the bell and put my meanest scowl on my face.

Domenico’s woman, India, opened the door with a big smile on her face and I had to do my best not to roll my eyes.

Of all of them, the beautiful Amazon was the one I found the most aggravating, always trying to read my mind, always trying to figure me out. If it wasn’t for Domenico, I would have made her disappear.

I let my eyes trail to her hand on the door and the engagement ring.

“Still living in sin, I see.” I adjusted my jacket sleeves with a mocking grin.

She laughed. “Ah, I still have quite a lot of work to catch up with you on sins.”

She didn’t have the slightest idea how right she was.

“Maybe Domenico is not sure he wants to commit.”

She shook her head, clearly unfazed by my comment. It must be nice to be that confident in one's relationship, not that I ever wanted to know.

She moved from her spot, gesturing me in. “You’re right on time for family dinner.”

“How nice.” Fuck me sideways. Family time, how dreadful was that. “Thanks for the invite.”

She rolled her eyes. “We’ve invited you six weeks in a row; we got the message.”

Like I needed their pitiful invitations they considered as mandatory since I saved the life of Domenico, my reluctant half brother.

I walked into the kitchen where Cassandra, Gianluca’s wife, was getting a big oven plate out of the oven, and I had to reluctantly admit it smelled wonderful.

“Ah, Matteo, just in time for dinner.” She gave me a nice smile, removing her bright-yellow oven mitts that matched her apron. She was the perfect Mafia wife; I had to give her that much.

She turned toward India. “Add a plate?”

“On it.”

“I’m not staying,” I replied, turning toward the men already sitting at the table, both of them busy feeding Gianluca’s twins. Lord, the kids were there. Could things get ever more tedious?

“Gianluca, I need to talk to you; it won’t take long.”

Gianluca looked at the food his wife put on the counter and shook his head. “Food’s ready. Let’s eat first.”

I could order him—of course I could—I enjoyed playing the boss card but today what I was about to tell him, I needed him a little more receptive to me.

I let out a sigh and took the seat that Domenico’s woman just set up.

Cassie set the serving platter in the middle of the table, bringing in a delicious aroma, before reaching for her daughter in Domenico’s arms.

“Time for a nap,” she cooed at the little girl.

“We’ll be back,” Gianluca added, standing up and following his wife out of the kitchen.

“He
 picked a good wife,” I stated as soon as they exited the room.

Dom’s mouth tipped at the side. “Should I tell Luca to watch his back?”

I rolled my eyes. he knew it was a jab at him, but it didn’t work. Was it what it did to you to be in a happy relationship? Did you lose any backbone you ever had?

“We may be able to find you one. Let me think on it,” he added.

I scoffed. “Like I need something based on your taste, no offense, brother.”

“Offense was intended but none taken. You clearly could not handle my woman.”

I would not have the patience for his woman; that much was sure. She was all fire and big mouth. Both of these women were too unruly to be a wife worthy of a king.

I was about to tell him that just as Gianluca and his wife came back.

“Okay, mangiamo
 .”

His wife extended her hand for my plate, again being the perfect hostess, serving the reluctant unwanted guest first.

“I hope you enjoy Eggplant Parmesan,” she said with a smile, placing the plate back in front of me.

“No,” I barked.

She frowned. “You don’t. l—”

“This”—I pointed to the plate—“is not eggplant
 parmesan
 . It’s melanzane alla parmigiana
 . Don’t denature what it is by Americanizing everything; it’s insulting.”

“Genovese…” Luca growled, the warning clear in his voice. If only he knew how little I cared.

“No, Luca; he’s not wrong.” That woman was also a peacekeeper. A skill she would need to use more than she realized yet.

I threw a quick look to Gianluca; he really hit the jackpot with that one even if she was born out of our ranks.

“Can I ask you a question?”

I turned to Domenico’s woman. “As if I could stop you.”

Domenico chuckled.

“What’s your problem with food?” She rested her fist under her chin, eyeing me intently. “It’s a legit question. You kicked a fuss about the ham sandwich not being pastrami and now that? You’re usually so hard to wind up.”

I was not that hard to wind up, quite the contrary actually. I was just a master at hiding it.

“You wanted to join the famiglia. We need to respect our tradition and heritage. Well, at least one of us has to.”


Take that, Gianluca
 . He had broken all the rules and walked so close from the line, never truly crossing it which would have forced me to end his life, but close enough to attract interest from the Italians.

I put the first forkful in my mouth and suddenly I was glad I stayed. The melanzane was exactly like Gianluca’s mother used to make it.

Her death and his sister’s death had been a great loss for the famiglia and even if I didn’t show it, I did grieve them. They had been one of the very few people I truly missed.

Gianluca’s mother had been a truly kind and loving woman who saw past her husband's many flaws and various cuts to their wedding vows. A lot of women from the famiglia who married out of obligations were cold; how could we blame them? No soul remained pure in the famiglia—at least very rarely—and Gianna’s soul had remained pure and loving.

I looked at Gianluca’s wife as I chewed my food. The way she smiled lovingly at her husband, or cared for the people around the table, including me who have been anything but pleasant to that woman, maybe she was one of the pure souls; maybe she was strong enough to resist the darkness.

“Not fair.”

I turned toward Gianluca as he was looking at me expectantly. Vaffanculo
 !


I shrugged. “Life’s not fair.”

Gianluca shook his head. “Still, you two are related,” he said, pointing from Dom to me.

I glanced at Dom who was sitting there, his arms crossed on his chest, a smug smile on his face.

I looked down at my half-eaten plate. I had to admit Cassandra truly knew how to cook, but being there, with them laughing and chatting like our world was not in danger, like they were a normal family without blood on their hands, was getting annoying.

I took a couple more bites—it was too good to simply let go of waste—then rested my fork on the plate.

“Okay, not that I didn't appreciate our time together…” I really didn’t but the food made it almost worth it. “But we need to talk now.”

“Fine.” But instead of standing up as I expected him to do, he took another forkful of food and stopped before reaching his mouth. “Talk.”

I looked at him as he chewed, trying to keep my face as smooth as possible. Here he was crossing the line again, bending the rules. We didn’t talk business in front of our women, we never did—for many reasons, one of them to keep them safe but also because the older generations saw women as weak and more inclined to break if interrogated and tortured.

This was a load of shit. I was a master in torture and I knew firsthand how easy it was to break a man.

“Here? Gianluca, are you discussing our business in front of the women?”

Cassandra and India frowned, visibly displeased by my comment, but purely Mafia business was not to be talked about in front of any kind of people that were not directly involved. We would not have lasted that long if it was not for the level of secrecy that was borderline psychotic.

He shook his head. “You’re not here to talk business.”

“Oh, am I not? What are you, Gianluca? A mind reader?”

He turned his cunning eyes toward me, a half smile on the side of his scarred mouth. “Hardly! But I know you better than that. If it was official business, you would have made me crawl all the way to your office just because you could.” He shrugged. “So talk because whatever you tell me will be reported back to my family. We have no unnecessary secrets here.”

I may have been the king of the Mafia, the one who killed without remorse and tortured with a certain pleasure, but Gianluca Montanari was dangerous in a very different way. On top of being extremely intelligent, he was very observant and this gave him an edge on most people, me included, which I found extremely annoying.

“Fine.” I wiped at the corners of my mouth with the bright-yellow napkin, then slowly put it back on the table as all eyes turned toward me with different degrees of curiosity.

“Well, you’re aware of the Garibaldi curse, aren’t you?”

Gianluca raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Okay, that’s really not a subject I thought we would approach.”

“A curse?” Cassandra asked, her eyes shining with curiosity.

Domenico rolled his eyes. “Old streghe
 stories.” He took a sip of his red wine. “What a waste of oxygen.”

“Old witches? Don’t you believe in being cursed, brother?” I asked him with a mocking tone. We all knew how deeply he believed he was cursed until he met his soulmate, India.

“Of course I do but I believe in curses caused by actions and traumas. Not by hexes and triton eyes.”

“What’s this curse about?” Cassandra asked me gently.

It was a wonder after all the monstrous things I'd done and that she was well aware of that she was still so gentle when she talked to me. There was never any fear when she looked at me—she was an anomaly. Gianluca was a lucky bastard.

I gave him a look and he grinned, as if he was reading my thoughts. “My luck had to turn eventually.”

It did but I couldn’t help but let out a little laugh. He was in for a treat.

“Our most powerful family, the Garibaldis are—were based in Palermo. They were the controlling clan, the top of the food chain but apparently one of the older ones attacked a gypsy who refused him and raped her as a punishment.”

I didn’t miss India’s movement from the corner of my eyes, how she rested her hand on Domenico’s as comfort. Was that what love was about? Dive deep in your lover's dark past? Accept and atone for his sins as if they were yours?

I hoped nobody would ever be foolish or desperate enough to love me because they’d drown in it.

Gianluca cleared his throat, a not so discreet invitation to move on from the uncomfortable subject.

“Anyway, the woman ended her life—unable to deal with the shame Garibaldi caused her. But the story says that before she threw herself from the cliff, she swore Garibaldi would have no boy and that their line would disappear.”

“Wow. That’s something.”

Gianluca looked at her with a tender smile, his features changing completely as they did every time he looked at his wife, showing that his whole world resided within her. Weak, stupid fool.


“It’s nothing, tesora
 , just a stupid story.”

I cocked my head to the side. “I don’t know.”

Gianluca waved his hand dismissively. “The most powerful family not able to sire an heir—now their share is left in the hands of the three other families in case someone ever claims the seat.”

“Yes, but the curse is not to sire a boy, not an heir,” I reminded them.

Gianluca rolled his eyes. “Yes, Dario had a daughter, but she died like what? Twenty odd years ago.”

I nodded. “Yes, her cause of death was one of the secrets they kept well hidden.”

“Okay?” His voice was now serious, finally catching on that something big was coming his way.

I leaned back on my chair. Now that I had their full attention, it was time for the show to really start. “She died in childbirth.”

Gianluca frowned. “How do you know all that? You were merely a boy then.”

I had to smile at that; the full reasons for my knowledge were not for him to know. “I was fourteen and already considered a man then, plus as you know I’m the keeper of secrets, Gianluca. I keep them and solve problems.” Knowledge is power. Accumulating secrets made me so much more powerful than any brute force could have ever done.

“For a price,” he replied bitterly, probably remembering what he owed me and what I would be collecting very soon.

“Nothing in life is free, Gianluca, and if you believe that, you’re stupider than I thought you were.”

“That’s not true; that’s just a very cynical and bitter view of the world.”

I let out a sigh of aggravation at Domenico’s woman’s interruption. Ms. ‘I-know-it-all’ because I’m a head shrink… Fuck, didn’t she have enough work fixing all of Domenico’s trauma, instead of piping up in my business?

I turned my cold eyes toward her but she seemed unfazed. She let her eyes slide down to my arm resting on the table as a small smile formed at the corner of her mouth.

I glanced down and noticed I was rubbing my thumb and forefinger together in a circle, something I was doing subconsciously but a gesture that seemed to mean a lot to her.

“Live a few more years in our world and then let's talk,” I replied dismissively.

She opened her mouth to reply, and I tightened my hands into fists, ready for a verbal fight with that mouthy woman.

“What about Dario’s daughter?” Gianluca interjected, clearly not missing the tension.

I turned toward him. “She had a little girl, Elena.”

“I didn’t know Dario had a granddaughter,” Gianluca continued.

“No, very few knew that. Clara was a disgrace for her family. Pregnant and unmarried.”

“So?” Gianluca took a sip of his wine. “He should have married her to whoever got her pregnant. That’s how it’s done.”

“Luca?” Cassandra whispered, looking at him with incredulity.

He grimaced, reaching for her hand and rubbing her knuckles with this thumb. “That’s how the old generations do it, tesora.”

“That’s what tradition still requires, yes. Not marrying a woman you deflower can be a death sentence.”

India opened her mouth and I braced myself for a tedious tirade about women’s rights, but Domenico reached for her hand and squeezed it.

“Not now, Dolcetta
 .”

She pursed her lips but nodded which I was grateful for. I didn’t have the time to explain to her how our world really worked.

“He couldn’t marry her, you see. He was a much older American man who was already married. He was also much too powerful in the Italian Mafia here to be discarded and made public for the indiscretion of eighteen-year-old Carla Garibaldi.”

Domenico sobered as Gianluca paled; they understood what I was not saying.

“The baby?” Gianluca whispered, his nostrils flaring and his dark eyes burning with barely contained anger.

“Dario was a grieving father and that baby held a lot of power. Two pure lines so he sent the baby away, in all secrecy.”

“Where is she, Genevese?” Gianluca snapped.

“Your sister?” I asked, keeping my eyes locked with his.

One of the women gasped at my side as a piece of cutlery fell onto a plate, the only sound in the room that had turned eerily silent.

I could see by his rapid breathing, his dark look, his bulging jaw that he was trying to contain his anger—not for my benefit, Gianluca never gave a fuck, but I also knew that he’d been trying very hard to keep his wife shielded from his darker side.

I glanced at his hands, now balled into tight fists. He was going to burst; I was sure of it.

And suddenly it happened; he jumped from his seat, erupting like a volcano, and I couldn’t help but smile. Seeing Gianluca drop his cool, perfect veneer was a treat.


“
 Vaffanculo Stronzo!”
 he roared, his whole body vibrating with anger. “How— How!”

I kept my face as smooth as usual. He would not touch me; he was not stupid enough to even try. I could almost feed from his anger. I loved anger; it was a feeling I understood well because it was one of the only ones I let myself feel.

He started to rant in Italian about all the ways he would like to hurt me and make my body disappear without a trace. I did like Gianluca’s dark side; it was so close to mine.

“Luca.” I turned toward the gentle voice, and here she was standing beside him, her hand over his heart, looking at him with so much love I wanted to vomit.

His face morphed almost immediately, his rage draining as he looked down at her as if she was a catalyst, a bringer of peace.

“Breathe,” she whispered gently as he rested his hand over hers. Well, I’ll be damned, but that little woman was not scared when he unleashed the feral beast, and most surprising of all was how she managed to tame the beast.

“You had no right to keep this from me, Genovese,” he spat through gritted teeth, still keeping a tight hold on his wife’s hand.

“It was not my secret to tell.”

He scowled. “And now it is?”

“Now she’s been uncovered; now she’s in danger.”

“In danger?” The remainder of his anger drained immediately, morphing to concern.

I nodded grimly. I was worried too—something I hated. It was an unfamiliar feeling to worry about anyone other than myself and I was not particularly fond of it.

“La Mano
 …” I trailed off. This was not something the women needed to know.

“Did they hurt
 her?” His voice broke at the word hurt. He already lost a sister. I knew that losing a second would break him even if he had yet to meet her.

I shook my head. “No, but the people she thought were her parents were killed.”

He closed his eyes as sorrow filled him, and his tiny wife wrapped her arms around him.

“Where is she?” he demanded, opening his eyes again.

I checked my Panerai watch as a little tremor of anticipation at seeing her in person again fluttered in my chest. I needed to smother that and fast.

“She’s still in the safe house in Croydon, I presume. She’ll be taking the first plane out tomorrow morning with one of my best men.”

“She’s coming here?” he asked, his eyes wide with both surprise and excitement.

I nodded. “Yes, I’ll pick her up and—”

“Like fuck you will!” he barked, switching so fast to anger once more.

God, feeling things had to be both tedious and draining.

“I’m picking her up! Give me the time and place.”

“She doesn't know you, Gianluca; she has no idea she has a brother. Are you trying to freak her out?”

“Me?” He pointed at his chest. “Me? I
 will freak her out?” He snorted. “Have you met you?”

I rolled my eyes. “She knows me.” And probably loathes me with passion. “I’m familiar, you’re not.”

“Yeah? And who’s fault is that?”

“Not mine.” It was my turn to point at my chest. “You can blame a lot on me, Gianluca, and I take the blame with a lot of pride, but this is Dario’s decision.”

“Time and place, Genovese. I’ll meet you there.”

“JFK, nine a.m., British Airways flight 3489.”

Gianluca nodded, grabbing the chair he’d toppled onto the floor.

“So are you happy?” I asked as he was about to sit back down.

He froze mid-sit. “What did you say?” The scarred side of his mouth twitched.

“Happy? You got a new sister.”

Domenico grumbled under his breath as Gianluca stood up again.

He looked at me for a few seconds. “Genovese, you’re the—” He stopped pursing his lips. “I’m done,” he added, raising his hands in the air in surrender. “I’m just done,” he repeated, turning around and exiting the kitchen.

“Matteo…” Cassandra sighed before following her husband outside the kitchen.

“So, are you coming tomorrow or not?” I shouted after them before turning to Domenico who was looking at me with a frown, his arms crossed on his chest.

“What?”

He shook his head with a weary sigh. “What you did was cruel, Matteo, even for you.”

“Oh, is it, brother
 ? Is that really the worst thing you saw me do?”

“You can’t just do that to people,” he insisted, keeping his pose.

“Why not? He was mourning a sister; I gave him another.” I shrugged. “He should thank me.”

Dom let out a startled laugh. “Thank you?” He looked at his woman. “Thank him?”

Her lips quivered as she tried to contain her laughter.

I frowned, my mood turning sour. Woman or not, no one had the right to mock me.

Domenico shook his head. “I need to buy you some emotional flashcards, I swear.”

“What’s the problem? I could just drop her here like a lost puppy tomorrow and so be it. I told him before the fact.”

“Not even twenty-four hours before, Matteo,” Domenico added with a sigh of exasperation.

“Dario made me swear secrecy. It was not
 my secret to tell.”

“And it is now?”

I shrugged. “I made an executive decision.”

“An exec— What?” He rolled his eyes. “Dario died three years ago. Don't you think you could have made this executive
 decision when Luca lost his family and was in his pit of despair? Don’t you think it would have helped him?”

“Helping him was not my job and she was safe and happy then. She is not anymore.”

He snorted. “You never cared about anyone but yourself. Please don’t pretend that you care about her.”

I remained cool; she was someone I cared a lot for, too much.

India’s eyes narrowed and I stiffened, suddenly on my guard again. She saw too much; I hated that.

“How come you know her?” Domenico continued, oblivious to the debate going on inside his woman’s head.

I stood up. No way in hell was I going to tell him anything else in front of her.

“It’s irrelevant,” I replied coldly. “She’s going to be your problem now.” I adjusted my cuffs, not sure why I said that because it was a lie. Of course she was my problem; she’d been my problem since she was seven.

“You’re leaving already?” he asked, arching his eyebrows. “Cassie made Buccellato
 .”

Fuck, I did love Buccellato, but I glanced at India who was still looking at me intently, her head slightly cocked to the side. It was better I left while I was still ahead.

I smirked. “Careful, brother. I’ll start to think you enjoy my company.” That also would be a first. People sought my company because they feared me, because they needed something—certainly not because they enjoyed it.

“Who knows, maybe I do.”

“Sure, you do.” I smirked at him. “I’d just come to do my duty, not that I don’t enjoy our time together and all that, but you know. The less the better.”

“Awww.” Domenico rested his hand on his chest. “It would have hurt my feelings if I didn’t know you were a sociopath.”

“Glad I didn’t hurt you,” I replied deadpan. I was not a sociopath—at least I didn't think I was. I just had a respect for rules and tradition that they seemed to be lacking.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yeah, sure.” I waved my hand dismissively. “I’m looking forward to it.” And truth be told, I did look forward to tomorrow, and I hated it.

See her again after four years, her looking at me again? Would the anger have faded? Would she be happy? Would she look at me like I was her superhero again?

I sighed as I sat in my car.


Welcome to your new life, Elena. You’re home now.















Chapter 3




Elena
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I
 t
 took
 less
 than
 a minute for my life to be turned upside down. I still felt like I was in a horrible nightmare I could not get out of.

Max’s uncle made me get in a car and drove for a couple of hours to a house in the middle of nowhere where two men waited for us. He took my phone and locked me in a room until I threw a tantrum and he finally gave me the phone to speak with Max.

He told me to be patient and that the danger was real both for me and the people around me. He asked me to do whatever his uncle wanted and that once I would be safe, he would join me and that everything would make sense.

I trusted Max, more than anyone, and the last thing I wanted was to put him in danger as he was the only person I had left.

So I played nice despite the fear in the pit of my stomach and I accepted everything happening like when they dropped off two suitcases full of my clothes. I also complied when they bought me a ticket for New York and put me in the plane with a brute of a guard that didn’t even speak a word to me during our flight above the Atlantic and only grunted to communicate basic orders.

I turned on my seat and looked down at the cluster of skyscrapers in the horizon as we approached our destination.


New York.
 That was a place I always wanted to visit. I’d written in a journal all the things I wanted to do there, and Mom and I had been talking about going there once she would have more time.


Mom…
 My heart constricted in my chest at the thought of her and the horrible last images of her flashed in front of my eyes. Her lifeless body when she used to be so warm. In retrospect, part of me regretted not listening to Max then. I wished I had not seen them like that, wished that my last memories of them would have been Mom preparing breakfast on that morning and Dad moaning at the news, and not them lying in a pool of blood.

I let out a little tearless sob, resting my tight fist against my mouth. Now was not the time to break down; when could I even break down?

I was going through the motions, taking one step at the time as if my life was not my own anymore, and in many ways it wasn’t.

My parents, my life, I felt so disconnected; it was like it happened both yesterday and a hundred years ago.

I stepped out of the plane, my scary looming shadow close behind as I waited in line to enter the United States.

I’ve never been to the US before. Well, to be fair I’ve never been anywhere other than England and Palermo once a year during the summer.

I always thought my parents may have had money issues and this was why we never went anywhere other than back to Italy where my father was from. I never thought it was because they were hiding from someone dangerous. My boring parents were wanted? I never would have thought that, and now they were gone and I had no one to explain it.

Max said that the answers I was looking for were in the US, that it would all become clear then and that I was being protected by my family.

My family. What family? My family was gone and I was not looking for another one.

After grabbing my suitcases, the big man grunted and jerked his head toward the exit before leading the way.

I sighed and followed him a few steps back. I guessed anyone who would actually use words with me would be a step up from him.

I stopped when we passed the gates of the arrivals, overwhelmed by the amount of people there smiling and so happy to see each other.

I looked at a young girl hugging an older woman tightly. My heart dropped in my chest; that was something I could never look forward to again.

I let my eyes wander in the sea of people and froze as I noticed him, towering over the crowd with a scowl on his face, his beautiful blue eyes piercing them with so much coldness they parted in front of him.

And for a second I was just so relieved to see someone I knew that I forgot everything that had happened four years ago and was back to the stupid girl I’d been then.

“Matty!” I shouted and ran toward him.

I saw his eyes flash with surprise just before my body collided with his.

He let out a huff as I wrapped my arms around him. Burying my face in his white dress shirt and taking in his warm and spicy woodsy cologne I hadn’t forgotten despite all the time we spent apart.

I felt him hug me back and as his big warm hands touched my back, everything from that day came back like a tidal wave and it was like I was back at the bottom of the stairs all those years ago.

I tensed and took a step back.

“I’m sorry, Matteo. I forgot myself for a minute.” I tried to sound detached. Did it work? Did I manage to hide the overwhelming emotions I felt at seeing him?

I pulled at my t-shirt and glanced at my shoes, suddenly self-conscious again. He was not the one I was going to stay with, right? If it was the case, I would rather take my chances with whoever wanted to kill me.

“Elena.” I looked up at the unfamiliar voice and noticed the scarred man standing a couple steps behind Matteo.

Damn, that man was even taller than him! What did they feed him?

The man took another step forward, studying me so intently I couldn't help but blush as I brought my hand up to my face. Did I have some chocolate there? It would unfortunately not be the first time.

Matteo threw an irritated look over his shoulder.

“What? Do I need to introduce you too?” he barked and the man threw him an equally icy look before looking at me again.

“I’m Gianluca Montanari but you can call me Luca. I—” He brought his hand up and brushed the scar cutting his lips. “You’re going to come with me.”

I took an instinctive step back at his statement. He was a big, stern-looking stranger who transpired danger. I’d seen that film before.

“Oh, for God's sake, Luca.” I heard a woman sigh before he was suddenly nudged to the side, and a short redhead appeared with a big smile on her face.

Despite everything going to shit in my life, her lovely smile made me smile back.

“I’m Cassie.” She reached forward for a hug without even giving me a chance to move away.

I hugged her back almost automatically. She smelled faintly like flowers, and it was weird to actually hug someone who was shorter than my five three.”

“This big loof,” she started as soon as she broke the hug, “is my husband. Sorry for him being that direct; he’s not used to talking to people.”

Luca scowled down at her but it lacked heat.

She rolled her eyes. “It’s true though.”

He shrugged. “Still no need to say it like that.”

Matteo sighed, looking at his watch. “Andiamo
 .” He snapped his fingers to the man with my suitcases. “Take those to the Explorer,” he ordered in Italian. He turned to me, keeping his cool blue eyes on me. “Not that it’s not nice to see you, Lena, but this crowd is getting on my nerves.”

“Elena,” I corrected him challengingly. He’d lost the right to call me Lena when he broke my heart.

“Yes.” Cassie claps her hands. “We need to get home; my babies are waiting.”


Babies?
 I’m going to be in a house with babies? I winced silently as I started to follow them outside. At least Luca couldn't be that bad, being a husband and a father.

I was following them out, halfway lost in my thoughts when Matteo slowed to fall in pace with me.

I glanced at him as we walked, his hands buried in his pants pockets.

“You changed your hair,” he muttered as if he had any say in it.

“I did,'' I replied, running my hand in my layered neck-length hair that was now more ash blond than brown.

It was something I did on purpose when I came back from Italy after he broke my heart. I spent the next two days in bed crying before going to the hairdresser and changing everything about the hair he told me he loved so much.

I changed everything about it, just as a stupid way to cut any ties I ever had with him. My hair used to be dark brown and stopped in the middle of my back. I cut it to the back of my neck, asked for a blond balayage, and I never looked back.

“I don’t like it,” he added, in case his scowl didn’t portray his dislike.

“Oh no, what a pity!” I replied with heavy sarcasm, resting a hand on my chest. “How will I ever get over it?”

Matteo's nostrils flared with obvious annoyance as Luca let out a low chuckle, showing that he didn't miss any part of the conversation.

Cassie pointed to the black SUV. “Would you like to ride with us?” she asked with her lovely smile. I couldn’t help but like her. She couldn’t be much older than me, but she was exulting in a motherly vibe that I craved these days.

“She’s riding with me,” Matteo ordered, getting me really pissed off.

“I think not,'' I replied, already opening the door of the black SUV. “I have nothing to say to you.”

He glowered. “You don’t know them.”

I shrugged. He well knew how uncomfortable I was with strangers. “I’d take my chances with Charles Manson if you were the alternative option.”

“Elena.” He let out with a warning tone. “I think we need to discuss things.”

“I don’t think I have anything to say to you, old man.” I gave him a jab for him treating me like an inconvenient child.

Luca eyed me with a glint of humor and pride. “Fine, Elena. Get in the car.”

I’d just closed the door behind me, settling in the amazingly comfortable back seat when Matteo gripped Luca’s arm and pulled him out of earshot. He looked positively murderous as he talked to him.

“I hope I didn't get him into trouble,” I said with genuine concern as Cassie got into the front passenger seat.

She let out a little laugh. “Luca doesn’t need you to get himself into trouble, believe me.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Matteo doesn’t like being told no.” She rolled her eyes. “He’ll get over it.”

“Are they working together or something?”

Cassie threw me a wary look. “Something like that. Also, don’t let him get you down. I’m not sure how your hair was before, but you’re rocking the blond.”

I beamed. Except for Max or my parents, I rarely got compliments. My mood plummeted at the thought of my parents—images of their murdered lifeless bodies lying on the floor and me running away invaded my mind.

“Hey…” Cassie turned more in her seat. “What’s happening?”

I blinked back my tears. I shook my head. “It’s just—” A lump formed in my throat. It was not time for me to cry.

Her face morphed into a gentle sad look. “I’m truly sorry for your loss, Elena.” She reached back for me and grabbed my hand. “I know it doesn’t seem like it now but even if the pain won't completely fade, it will get better. I swear it will.”

I nodded mutely, knowing that if I tried to answer I would open the flood gates.

“Okay, let's go,” Luca huffed, getting in the driver’s seat.

He looked in the rearview mirror and frowned. “Is everything okay?” he asked, his voice laced with concern.

Cassie reached over and squeezed his leg. “It will be.” She turned around, throwing me a small smile. “Let’s go home.”

I looked at the road as we drove to wherever was home for them as Cassie filled the silence, explaining all the nice things we could do while I was here.

I nodded and every once in a while I could see Luca's eyes in the rearview mirror, looking at me speculatively.

Once the wave of sorrow that hit me finally subsided, I felt like I could talk again.

“It’s a long drive.”

“It is,” Luca said, somehow apologetically. “But you will see, you’ll love the house.”

I nodded. “It’s okay.” It was not like I intended to stay there forever. Once the danger was gone, Max had said I could go back to my life.

I had to take it upon me. My parents had done everything to keep me safe my whole life; I couldn’t risk my life now.

I turned and met Luca’s eyes in the mirror again.

“What is it?” I asked, touching my face.

“I’m sorry.” He winced. “Your eyes—”

“Are the most common eyes there could be. It seems like most of us of Italian descent have the same eyes.”

“No, not yours. You have some gold threaded into the brown.”

“Oookay.” I frowned; that was creepy. I did have some gold in my brown, but it was not something that could that easily be seen unless you studied them closely, too closely even.

“No, I didn’t—” He shook his head and if it was not for his olive skin, I was sure the man would have blushed. He quickly looked at Cassie. “They’re identical to Arabella,” he said to her, his voice full of sorrow.

She reached for him and rested her hand on the back of his neck, stroking gently.

It was somehow humbling to see this small woman soothing this big, scarred man. It was love.

I returned my focus out the window at the countryside, trying to think of what I would really do once it was all over.

I wanted to go back to my life but what life? My parents would not be there; Max would probably be gone with his uncle. I was not completely naïve. I knew there’d not be a life like before, but at least there’d be a life I could control.

Here in this car with strangers, I controlled nothing at all.

“We’re home,” Luca announced, and I was grateful he interrupted my thoughts as they took a dark turn.

I looked idly through the windshield and my mouth fell open as the huge iron gates opened for us.

I kept my eyes transfixed on the house in the distance, and the closer we got, the more I noticed it was much more than a house. In England, we’d definitely call that a manor.

I glanced at Luca. How rich was this family? I was sure we could fit at least five of our semis in this house.

“It is a family legacy,” Luca stated as he parked the car at the bottom of the stone stairs.

“It looks lovely,” I admitted.

Cassie smiled. “I’m sure Luca would love giving you a tour.”

I was about to reply when a black BMW parked behind the car.

“Why is he here?” I froze as dread settled in the pit of my stomach. “Does… does he live here too?” I asked, keeping my eyes fixed on Matteo as he exited the car smoothly, his dark Ray-ban aviators on his face like a stupid movie star.

“God, no!” Luca blurted so vehemently I couldn’t help but grin.

Cassie threw him a chastising look. “Matteo lives in the city, but my cousin and Luca’s best friend live with us. My little brother too but he’s away at school right now.”

“That’s a lot of people.” I looked at the door thoughtfully. “Are you sure I’m not too much of an imposition?”

“Nonsense. Gianluca loves having people over,” Matteo replied drily, coming to stand beside me.

He was too close, his cologne too enticing. I took a sidestep that Luca didn’t miss.

“Okay, Cassie, why don’t you show Elena to her room. Matteo and I need to have a word.”

I threw him a grateful look as I wrapped my backpack more closely on my shoulder.

“Sure.” Cassie smiled at me. “I’ll introduce you to India and the babies too.”

I nodded mutely, following her silently inside the house. I stopped in the middle of the hall and looked around in awe at the high ceilings, the marble floor, and the humongous staircase. I felt like I was in a movie.

“It’s quite impressive at first,” Cassie confirmed. “But you’ll get used to it.”

“I won’t be here long enough to.”

She gave me a side-look but didn’t reply. “Let me show you your room.”

As we reached the first floor, a woman exited a room at the end of the corridor. She was an absolutely stunning model-like creature.

“Ah, India! You’re done.” Cassie gestured to me. “I’d like you to meet Elena.”

“Elena.” The tall woman stopped in front of me, her green eyes so mesmerizing on her bronze skin. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

She and Cassie were absolutely stunning in their own ways. I certainly didn’t belong to this club.

I shifted on my feet awkwardly. I was not used to being with people I didn’t know and especially not that pretty. I was not in the pretty ones’ club.

She looked at her watch. “I have another patient in a few minutes and I’m dying for a cup of coffee, but we will talk more tonight, okay?”

“I— S-sure,” I stuttered as I watched her go down the hall and down the stairs.

“She is stunning, isn’t she?” Cassie commented behind me.

I nodded and she chuckled.

“Wait until you realize that she is not just beautiful, but she is smart and kind too.”

“Just like you seem to be,” I admitted honestly.

“That’s lovely for you to say.”

I stifled a yawn as the pressure of this trip and the adrenaline at seeing Matteo started to subside, leaving in its wake a weariness I had not expected.

“Oh dear!” She rested her hand on her chest. “You must be exhausted, you poor thing. The jet lag must be kicking in.”

I nodded at her. “Yes and I can’t really say I slept much these past few days.”

Her emerald eyes filled with sadness. “Yes, of course,” she whispered. She reached for my arm and rubbed it gently in a pointless attempt to comfort.

I sighed. “Yeah.”

She rubbed my back and gently pushed me to the right where a big man in a suit just put my belongings. “This will be your room.” She opened the door to a room that looked eerily similar to the one I was occupying when I was going to Sicily. “I hope you like it,” she said, looking around, nibbling on her bottom lip with uncertainty. “If there’s anything you’d like to change, just say the word and we’ll order it for you.”

I looked at the room full of white expensive-looking furniture and pale-peach walls. This room was nothing like me, but it was better than I could ask for a temporary shelter.

I glanced at her; these people were much kinder than they ought to be to a stranger.

“It’s perfect.”

She let out a little sigh of relief. “Oh good, good. I insisted with Luca that you get this room. It was mine when I came here and I loved it.”

“Good choice.” I yawned this time.

She took a step toward the door. “The bathroom is right through this door.” She pointed at the door beside the fireplace. “Take a nap. I’ll come get you when it’s time for dinner.”

She stepped out but stopped just before closing the door.

“I’m glad you’re here, Elena,” she said gently before closing the door softly.

I looked at the door for a few seconds, hardly believing how strangers that I’d never seen before could be that lovely to me.

I sighed, sitting on the foot of the bed and looking at the flatscreen TV mounted over the fireplace.

I stretched and winced, my muscles quite sore after the trip.

Maybe Cassie was right, a shower and a nap would probably help.

I looked around for my small suitcase of toiletries and found it missing.

I took a deep breath and exited the room. I was overwhelmed by the huge unknown house full of strangers—stunning strangers.

I had to get used to it, at least for now. I rushed down the stairs.

“Cassie? Hello?” I called, reaching the bottom of the stairs.

I heard some muffled voices and followed them to a long corridor before stopping in front of a slightly ajar door.

I raised my fist to knock but stopped when I heard my name.

“Lena's not helpless,” Matteo spat and it warmed my chest despite what he’d done to me. “She’s tough.”


Mainly thanks to you
 , I thought with a little bitterness.

“She just lost her family,” Luca interceded.

“Has she?” Matteo said.

“Cut her some slack; she needs time,” a man I had never heard before added quite sternly.

“And who are you to take any part of this conversation? You’re here out of my good will.”

“How magnanimous of you, oh Matteo, great leader of the Underworld.”

I couldn't help but smile at the jab. I didn’t know who that man was but I liked him already.

“I agree with Dom. She is in danger, chased by someone we don’t know. She just lost all her points of reference.”

“Yes, and don’t you think it will help to know you’re her brother?”

I reacted before I could even think.

“You’re my brother?” I asked, entering the room and facing the three men in there.

All of them looked at me with shock; only Matteo's mouth was tipped up in an infuriating satisfied grin.

“I— Elena.” Luca reached for the back of his neck, rubbing it with discomfort.

“Elena, nice to meet you. I'm Dom,” said the man before extending his hand toward me.

I glanced at his hand and shook my head at his pathetic attempt to distract me.

“You’re my brother?” I asked again, looking at Luca.

“Yes.”

“How old are you?” I asked in a feeble attempt to comfort myself that neither of my parents had cheated.

“Thirty-four,” he replied, obviously taken aback by my question.


Thirty-four.
 I felt the cut of betrayal at my parents' marriage. They’d died a year shy of their fortieth anniversary.

Did it mean my father—? I met Luca’s eyes once more.

“Did my dad cheat?”

Luca shook his head. “No. Listen, Elena. Things are not that simple. I can explain to you but—”

“The people who raised you are not your parents. They took you in to hide you. Luca’s father was a dick who got a girl, whom he had no business touching, pregnant. Here, it’s clear.”

Luca froze and I turned to Matteo slowly. I eyed him, his arms crossed on his chest, a smirk on his face. I never hated him until right this second.

“You didn’t,” Dom huffed from beside him.

Matteo shrugged. “What? Like a Band-Aid ripped off at once.”

I opened my mouth to answer but no words came out. It felt like I was there, seeing and hearing but prisoner of my own body. Was that what going into shock felt like? I thought it happened when I saw my parents dead, but now it almost felt like an out-of-body experience.

“Matteo, this is someone’s life. This is not merely a flesh wound.”

I could see myself stab him. I tightened my hands into fists. I was going to hurt him. I was going to take a swing.

I jumped out of my trance when I felt a hand on my shoulder.

I jerked away from the touch and glared at Luca who was looking at me, his eyebrows etched with worry.

“Why did you think I’d like to know that?” I spat. Logically it was not his fault, but he was still the cause.

“Elena.” He started taking a step toward me.

I raised my forefinger at him in a cautious gesture.

“No!” I took a step back. “No! I don’t want to know. I never wanted to know! What did you think? That knowing the truth would make it all better?”

“Why not? They were not your blood. You should
 feel better.” Matteo added.

“And I wish I never met you,” I spat at him and I meant it.

“I wish so too,” he replied.

I was taken aback. I looked at Luca and the other man; I forgot his name. “I don’t want to have another family. I want my own. Leave me alone!”

I turned around and ran back up, my vision blurry with unshed tears until I was in the safety of my room.

I locked the door and fell on the bed, crying all the tears I had left in my body.

Who was I really? How could I grieve in peace with the information that had just been thrown at me?

I closed my eyes as my tears subsided. I just wanted to sleep… sleep and not wake up until that nightmare was finally over.














Chapter 4




Matteo
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I
 sat
 in
 my
 office chair, looking down at the crystal tumbler with scotch in it.

I soaked in the silence of the empty house. I always enjoyed the loneliness of the place, especially after spending time in Gianluca’s crazy house. There were too many people there, too many children, too much noise. Too much everything.

I ran my hand through my hair before resting it on Lena’s file. Lena, who looked at me like I was the worst thing that had ever happened to her and maybe I was.

I let her go back then. I did the only rightful thing I ever did in my life and that made me the monster. I did what I was supposed to today, no matter how heartless they all thought I was. They sent me away, me, their capo. Saying I was furious at their dismissal was an understatement, and the only reason I relented was not to damage my relationship with Lena any more than it was.

They’d let her go after her tantrum, like she was some weak little girl, when they should have locked the door behind her and tell her everything there was to know about her origins and the life she was now part of.

She was stronger than they thought. She could take it all without drowning.

I opened the file and looked at the photo of her I had there. Do you really believe she is that strong or is it what you need to deal with you?


She’d unsettled me with her hug at the airport. For a minute, I thought she’d forgotten about what happened in Sicily, making my life and my next mission a little easier, but as soon as my arms closed around her, she tensed and I felt her rejection go right through me like a fucking arrow. I hadn’t expected for it to touch me in any way. I was mostly hated and feared—I wanted that. Fuck, I worked hard for that, but somehow I hated it when it came from her.

I looked down at the photo and sighed again. It was a photo from four years ago and despite keeping tabs on her all this time, I’d refused to look at her again for reasons I was not sure I wanted to acknowledge.

She was the same in many ways. Wearing bright t-shirts with things on it I didn't understand, jeans, and sneakers. There was nothing feminine about her and yet she was not the young woman she had once been. She was even more voluptuous, all curves and softness that made my body react in ways it had no place reacting in public. She walked out of the arrival hall with confusion and fear despite her trying so hard to hide it, and it felt like I was back in Palermo with all the conflicting unwanted feelings trying to gnaw their way out of the box I’d sealed them in.

My desk phone rang, interrupting my thoughts. I looked at the clock and it was past one a.m. Only one person would dare call at that time using this line.

I growled with frustration. It would teach me giving Enzo some time off to travel; he would have been the perfect buffer.

I sighed, knowing that I could not ignore that call no matter how much I wanted to. “Pronto
 .”

“Why did you get the girl to the US?”

I rolled my eyes. “How are you, Padre
 ?”

“I’m serious, Matteo. She would have been safer in Italy and you know that.”

“Would she?” I took a sip of my drink.

“Of course!” he scoffed. “We’re the original famiglie.”


Here we go again
 . He and the other members of the council were under the delusion that the purity of the Italian blood made them more powerful. I snorted internally. What good did it do for me to be pure blood?

I almost wanted to remind him that the purity of his blood didn’t save him when he fell from grace. A grace he wanted back because of me.

“Dario put me in charge of her,” I replied somberly. He had walked in when she was hugging me, and he had appointed me to be the secret keeper.

“A mistake.”

I removed the phone from my ear to glare at it. I was no longer the young boy who looked for his father’s approval; I hadn’t been for years. Not since I was old enough to know he was barely hanging on to his seat at the council.

“Her family is here.”

“Gianluca Montanari?” He snorted. “The man is doing everything that he shouldn’t do. Breaking all the rules and traditions.”

“Not all, Father. I don’t remember him stealing a woman who was promised to another.”

The line went quiet and if it wasn’t for the screaming seagulls behind him, I would have suspected he hung up.

I didn’t bring his shame forward often, but I did it when he started to think he was better than me. It was a public service really, reminding him that his spot in the council was only his because he was the only heir of the Genovese line.

“Italy is safer.”

“How did they find her?”

“What?” he asked, taken aback.

“I was the only one in the US who knew the truth and I didn't share the information. So let me ask again; how did they find her?”

“Do you think your side of the ocean is safer for her?”


Yes, because I'm here.
 I remained silent.

“Do you know why we’re coming?” he taunted.

I knew whatever was about to come out of his mouth was going to be full of shit. “To remind us you’re all still here?”

“To remind you
 , we’re still here.”

“I see.” I took another sip of my drink.

“There’s unease in your rank. Romero Lucione expressed some concerns.”


Old asshole!
 I gritted my teeth with annoyance at the attitude of the old traitor. I knew he never approved of my nomination so many years ago and I also knew he didn’t approve of my ways and especially not my favoritism and taste for blood, but this betrayal…

I would kill him if I could, I truly would, but I was already too busy hunting the Mano Vendicativa
 —the cockroach I would squish under my Brioni.

“The council is welcome here. I’ve got nothing to fear.”

“Perfecto
 , then. We were talking about dates.”

“Maybe you should come in September, be here for your son’s wedding.” I smirked, imagining his glare. “Well, not mine, your other son.”

“That man is not
 my son.”

“Agree to disagree.”

“Don’t start.” His tone carried a warning that used to cause me a pure wave of fear when I was a boy. Now? It slid right off. I was long past trying to get my father’s validation. I stopped when I realized he was a man just as flawed and stupid as any other, leaving some of his decisions to his cock rather than his brain.

I rolled my eyes. “Come whenever you wish. Is there anything else I can do for you tonight, Father?”

“Matteo, the girl doesn’t belong there. You don’t have the right people to ease her into this life. Your mother is—”

“Elena Garibaldi-Montanari is perfectly cared for here, Father.” No way in fucking hell I was having this conversation with him. “It is now late and I need my beauty sleep. Please give Mother my regards, well, if she is in the marital home this week.” I hung up before the man had a chance to make a comeback.

I looked at the phone, my mood exponentially worse since the call. I knew he was looking forward to finding all the flaws in my organization, all my weaknesses, somehow wanting to prove to the council that putting me in charge was a mistake.

The only thing now was that I had to find who was the stupid threat to my famiglia before the council visit and also have a word with Romero.

Calling the council on me was nothing less than a betrayal, one I would not forget or forgive.

One that was forcing me to catch a few favors I was holding on to for the future.


“
 Cazzo
 ,” I muttered, grabbing my phone and dialing a number I really didn't want to call.

The phone connected but the line remained silent.

“I need to cash in.”

“Rosy’s Stop
 in two hours.”
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I parked my car in front of the godawful truck stop and winced. I wouldn’t be caught dead in a place like that and yet here I was at three a.m.

I looked at the clock. I was twenty minutes early but based on the yellowing, flaking paint, flickering sign, and customers I could see through the grease-stained window, this place had the power to clog my arteries just by looking at it. I was not going inside until I really needed to.

I looked at Lena’s file while I waited. She was so bright, beautiful, and kind. She grew up to be a woman so much more magnificent than I ever expected her to be.

I promised Luca to give him some time with her, and based on the cold shoulder she gave me, it may be for the best.

Finally, the clock hit three a.m. and I exited the car, looking around the parking lot, trying to see another luxury car in between the trucks.


Fuck, he better not be late!
 I was already pissed at just the thought of sitting in his dump longer than necessary.

I crinkled my nose as soon as I opened the door as a whiff of old bacon grease, sweat, and burnt coffee hit all my senses, seemingly sliding to the back of my throat.


Lord, was this what lower-class life was all about?


I studied the sparse customers, quickly looking for one that looked less like a truck driver and stopped on a man sitting at a small table in the back, wearing a blue cap, the hand tattoos hint enough of who he was.

I walked down to him, my shoes sticking on the floor with each step.

I rolled my eyes when I was close enough to read his cap. ‘
 Honk if you think I'm hot
 .’


“Classy,” I deadpanned, stopping in front of him.

Alexei looked up with a smirk. “I needed to blend in with the crowd.” He took in my clothes. “I see you didn’t even try.”

I looked down at my black thermal shirt and dark blue jeans. I never wore jeans. “I actually did. I just didn’t think you would ask me to meet in a place like this one.” I looked at the discolored table and plastic chair. “What a charming quiet abode for our clandestine meeting.”

He let out a low chuckle. “At least nobody will look for us here. No offense, but I’m not that keen to be seen with the head of the Italian Mafia.”

“Why not? We’re the real deal. We’re the cool kids of the Mafia world.”

“No, you’re the obsolescence of the Mafia world. The one who refuses to evolve with your time and see yourself as better than us because of your stupid oath and rules that you barely respect yourself.” He nudged his chin toward the chair. “Take a seat.”

“Do I need to?”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re the one needing my help. I left a warm bed and a soft woman for this.”

I forced myself to sit, trying to ignore the sticky feel as I settled on my seat. “Ah, you’re forgiven then?”

He shrugged, looking down at his coffee cup. “It’s a work in progress.”

“Some things are hard to see past.”

He took a sip of his coffee. “What do you want?”

I took a deep breath, looking at his coffee cup. It was hard for me to ask for help, and it was even harder to ask for it from my enemy. “I need you to help me sniff out the rat.”

“Ah.” He leaned back on his chair, crossing his arms on his chest. “And here I was thinking that you and your band of merry men were so much better than us.”

I pursed my lips, grinding my teeth so hard my jaw hurt. I had to control my temper; I needed him. Fuck, I hated that feeling.

He let out a guttural laugh. “I’m fucking with you. I know hunting your own men is hard.”

“Talking of experience.”

“Yes.” He sighed. “Why do you think I came to you for my girl? Believe me, I was just as desperate as you seem to be.”

“I’m not desperate.”

“Sure you’re not.”

I was about to speak when a tired-looking waitress with an ugly faded orange and green uniform that I was sure was new in the sixties stopped by our table.

“What can I get ya?” she asked with the voice of a chain smoker before grabbing her pad from her apron and the pencil from behind her ear. This place was getting classier by the minute.

“Another coffee and some bacon and eggs.”

“Sure thing.” Her tone was so flat, like she had lost the will to live, and I could not blame her with the life she led. “You want something too?”

“No. God, no!”

She nodded. “I don’t blame ya.”

“How can you eat here?”

He shrugged, rubbing his thumb on his lips, his fingers spelling ‘death.’ “I’m hungry, there’s food. You’re too sensitive, Capo. Italian and their little food sensitivities. You’d not survive our training in Mother Russia.”

“Probably not,” I admitted. “I’ve got standards.”

“What d’you want?”

“You to spy on us.”

He shook his head. “That’s war for us if we get discovered—even you wouldn’t be able to stop it.”

“I know.” Did he think I was that thick? “I’m going to bait him. I just need you to catch him; that’s all.”

“And how do you propose I do that?”

“I don’t know; you’re supposed to be the super spies, aren’t you? I’m sure you’ve got a few KGB agents on your payroll.”

He looked at me for a second, his blue eyes just as cold as mine. He shook his head with a sigh. “This is insane.”

“Do you think I would have come to you if I had any other choice? That mierda
 knows things about me, about my secrets he has no business knowing.”

“Meddling in other people’s Mafia is—”

“Risky, I know.” I couldn’t deny it, and even if he owed me a few favors, I was not sure it went to the extent I was asking. “But you know it’s better with me on top.”

He let out a startled laugh. “Oh yeah? Because you’re so special.”


Obviously!
 “No, because you know we can work together. You know I can bend the rules when necessary.”

“When it suits you
 .”

I shrugged. “Maybe so but I can assure you, if I’m replaced, it will be by the most stuck-up man there is.” Fucking Romero was probably already salivating at the prospect. I wanted him to be the Mano Vendicativa more than anything; I even spied on him via Enzo and unfortunately it wasn’t the case.

“I see. Better the devil I know and all that shit.”

“Exactly.” I waved my hand dismissively. “You’ve seen the shit Benny Montanari did.”

“You let him.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that. I did let him, if only for Luca to stop being a little bitch and step back to his rightful place. “Maybe so, but I can tell you the Italian who wants my seat, you don’t want him. Trust me.”

Alexei looked at me silently, scratching at his beard. “Trust you?”

I shrugged. “You did before.”

He sighed, muttering something in Russian under his breath which I was sure were not compliments. “Out of desperation.”

I was taken aback for a second, not expecting him to admit his weakness so freely. Alexei Volkov was a man in love.

I had to give him what he wanted to hear, to make him believe we were similar, that he could relate.

“There’s this woman…”

He let out a booming laugh, attracting the curious looks of some tired truckers. “Now we’re talking. Tell me more, tovarisch
 .”

I sighed. “He tried to hurt her and that’s unforgivable.” It was the truth. Lena’s safety was my responsibility and whoever crossed me deserved the full extent of my wrath.

“Do you love her?”

“Do I love her?” I repeated the question. It was the most absurd moment of my life, talking about love or the lack of it in a greasy truck stop in the middle of the night with a Russian Mob boss.


“
 Da
 .”

“She’s as close to love as I can get.”

The waitress set the plate in front of Alexei and I crinkled my nose at the grease staining the plate. Yes, I admitted that I was a food snob, but this was a whole other category. I could feel my arteries clog.

“You know your body is your temple and all that.”

He shrugged, taking a big bite of egg and bacon. “A good vodka will clean all that.”

I let out a snort. “It seems that vodka is the answer to everything.”

“It is. It’s medicine in Russia. Like you and garlic bread.”

“Vaffanculo, garlic bread is not even Ita—” I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a deep breath to calm myself. I was not about to have an argument about Italian cuisine with a Russian. Nope, not today.

“So, are you going to help or am I wasting my time?” I snapped. I wanted out of this hellhole.

He narrowed his eyes, chewing his food slowly. I suspected he was just doing that to piss me off.

I looked at him, already thinking of alternative solutions. I already asked for help. I'd rather remove my own eye with one of these filthy spoons than beg him for it. I would never beg anyone.

He reached for his paper napkin and wiped at the corner of his mouth. “It’ll cost you.”

“Obviously. What’s your number?”

He shook his head. “I don’t want your money. I’ve got plenty.”

I leaned back on the uncomfortable plastic chair. “What do you want? A favor?”

“Da.”

I shook my head. “I don’t give blank favors.” I was in need but I was not fucking desperate like Gianluca had been.

“No, I didn't expect you would. I’m asking for protection.”

“You need me
 to protect you
 ?”

“Why would I need an Italian?” He shook his head. “No, I need you to protect Rosa. If anything happens to me—or if I just ask you to. I need you to take her under your fold, no questions asked.”

I had to admit that intrigued me. Was shit brewing within the Russian ranks? I couldn’t help but think that if they weaken, we could maybe take back what was once ours.

“Is it because of my nurturing nature?” I deadpanned.

He grinned at me, somehow looking scarier like that than when he was scowling.

“No, if it was for nurturing, I’d probably give her to a nest of King cobras before giving her to you. It’s just because even the Russians would think twice before coming for Matteo Genovese.”

I puffed my chest a little at the compliment; they were right to fear me—like everyone should—and yet that stupid worm was too much of a coward to face me while threatening my kingdom.

My mood plummeted again as my anger and hate for my unknown adversary grew again. I’d give almost everything to Volkov to put my hands around his neck and a bullet between his fucking eyes.

“Done. I give you my word. Your Rosa will get the whole extent of my protection. So what do we do?”

“You do nothing; you let me talk with my people and get a plan.” He reached in his pocket and slid a crappy flip phone along the table. “Not the nicer one but untraceable.”

I grabbed it and put it in my pocket. “But I didn't bring you any gift.”

“Your charming personality is enough of a gift,” he replied with a small shake of his head.

I nodded, genuinely grinning for the first time today. “True, my presence alone is a gift.”

He rolled his eyes. “Now go, Tovarish. I’d like to finish my food in peace.”

“Food… a bit of a stretch but I’ll allow it.” I tapped the pocket where I’d just put the phone. “I’ll be waiting for your call.”

“Yes, soon.”

I exited quickly and somehow felt a little more at peace. The Mano Vendicativa wanted to steal my power. Well, he had another thing coming. He may have forced me to make a deal with the Russians—something I never thought I’d ever subject myself to—but I was ready to do anything necessary to have my revenge.

Be ready, figlio di putana
 . I’m going to destroy you.














Chapter 5




Elena
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I
 sighed,
 turning
 on
 my side and looking out the window to the sky softly turning purple as the day turned to dusk.

I’d been in this house for the past three days and so far they respected my wishes and left me alone, only knocking softly when they dropped food in front of my door.

I sighed and sat on the bed, watching as Luca and Cassie were hand in hand, slowly walking back from the greenhouse, each of them with a baby strapped to their chest.

I felt like a brat. I did, and also a little guilty for rejecting these perfectly nice people, but I had no place for anyone else in my life, for people who were trying to replace my family… my family who died probably because of me.

These people should not want to embrace me into their lives; they should stay away from me just like Max did.

I looked down at my phone and dialed Max’s number again, knowing I would get the same message I had for the past three days.


‘
 The number you have dialed has not been recognized. Please check and try again
 .’


I couldn’t blame him for avoiding me though; how could I? He had not signed up for this, for a girl full of problems, chased by a psycho for reasons she ignored. He did the right thing by running and leaving me behind. I was not worth it.

A soft knock distracted me from the dark turn of my thoughts. I looked at the time on my phone. “Thank you,” I called before looking at the clock on my phone again. It was a little earlier than usual for dinner, but I was already the inconsiderate girl living with them, eating their food, hogging their space.

I started when the door opened, revealing the tall, beautiful woman I’d quickly met on the first day. India, I believe her name was. I had to admit I was not expecting her, especially based on the impression she must have of me.

“Am I catching you at a bad time?” she asked, looking at me from the half-open door.

I looked at myself still in pajamas, my fantasy book opened on the bed and the TV on pause on a random episode of Stranger Things
 . She was clearly interrupting nothing productive.

“Not really.”

She let out a little sigh and walked in.

“Luca said we should give you your space,” she said, closing the door before resting her back against it.

I looked at her silently, not sure how to respond.

“But I didn’t listen.” She wrinkled her nose in a funny grimace. “I’m not good at listening. Cassie is not either.”

“Yeah, Max used to say that about me.”

“Max?”

“My best friend.” I glanced at my phone which had remained painfully silent. “Or so I thought.” I shook my head with a sigh. I was not going to spill my life story to someone I just met. “It doesn't matter.”

“Of course it matters.” She took a couple of steps toward me, her face so open, her emerald eyes shining with a sort of understanding and care I didn’t expect from a stranger. “If it matters to you, it matters. Don't let anyone tell you that your thoughts or feelings are not valid because they always are.”

I couldn’t help the little humorless snort. “You sound like a psychiatrist.”

She smiled and winked. “That’s good because that’s what I am.”

I tensed, sitting up straighter on my bed. “Are you coming here to fix me?”

“Fix you?” She cocked her head to the side. “Do you think you need fixing?”

Nope, I was not playing this game. “Can I help you with something?”

She didn’t miss the frostiness in my tone as her eyes turned apologetic.

“I’m sorry, truly. I should leave you be, but Luca is sad. You’re here, so close, and he wants to know you so badly. I thought I could help.”

“I miss my family. I just want to go back to my life.”

She sighed and sat uninvited on the foot of my bed.

I scooted up, resting my back against the headrest and wrapping my arms about my flannel-covered legs.

“Luca is a good man, Elena. He truly is. He is not trying to minimize what you went through but you’re his family, you know.”

“I’m just here for a short time. Once the person who k-killed my parents is gone, I’ll go back to my life.”

“But you won’t though, will you? I mean you can go back to England. Nobody will stop you but your life as you know it… it’s gone.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” I replied stubbornly, knowing it was nothing more than wishful thinking.

“Maybe not.” I knew she was indulging me.

Somehow, I needed her to understand, to see things how I saw them. She had to see I was not being unreasonable. “I don’t want a new family. I had a family.”

“You did.” She reached for me but when she saw me tense, she let her hand fall on the cream-colored comforter. “But what’s stopping you from having another? Letting Luca and all of us in. Doesn’t make you love the people who raised you any less.”

I looked down at my hands and the chipping blue nail polish. I ran my forefinger on top of my thumbnail. It was the last thing that my mother and I had done together. A mani-pedi to celebrate the end of Uni.

“The thing is if they were not my parents, and now I’m being hidden. I can’t help but think I’m the one those people wanted to kill.”

I looked up from my nails as she remained silent. She wanted me to say it.

“Meaning I'm the one who killed them.”

She took a deep breath, her eyes filling with understanding as if she’d just cracked the puzzle of the mess I was.

“This guilt, it will eat you alive.”

I looked away, blinking back my tears.

“I’ve not experienced this before, but Luca has. He knows this destructive guilt more than anyone.”

“He does?” I asked, looking back at her.

She gave me a wistful smile. “We’re all dealing with our own trauma, loss, and guilt to various degrees, but most of us started to heal when we let others in.”

She finally reached for me as I felt her hand rest on my fluffy sock. “Have a word with him, Elena. You may never see him as family, but frankly I don't think you have much to lose.”

“I have a lot to lose. Who I thought I was, who I thought I would become.”

She squeezed my foot. “You are your own person. Who you were born to will never change this. Your future was never set in stone; it’s not because it will change that it will be bad. You’re smart and beautiful, and despite what you believe, you are already loved here.”

I looked away, too overwhelmed by emotions to answer her. I blocked all thought of what she said and her presence. I looked at the book on my bed, only detailing the cover of it, the purple roses surrounding the gold crown, the snake wrapped around it… the epic adventures of an orphaned princess. Oh, the irony of it all.

I felt the bed shift a little as she moved from her spot on the bed. “If you just want to stay in this room and grieve your parents and your life, do as you wish. But if you want to give this new family a try, there’s nothing wrong with it too.”

I nodded mutely, still keeping my eyes down.

“Think about it, Elena. There’s nothing wrong with trying to heal.”

I didn’t look her way until I heard the door close behind her.
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I ate dinner in the room again, feeling guilty with each bite, especially after reading the little note that Cassie wrote asking me what my favorite dessert was so she could make it for me.

I let out a huff of frustration as I looked at the door. Maybe India had been right after all. Maybe I could try to get to know them and figure out how I could help them resolve my problem.

I took a quick shower and changed from my pajamas to my best pair of jeans and sweater.

I grabbed my tray and took a deep breath, trying to rein in my nerves, but I was not able to stop my heart from hammering so hard I could feel it in my throat and hear it in my head.

I had never been good with new people in general and even if I was not in this house forever, I wanted them to like me. He was a stranger, yes, but my brother after all. The only family I had left.

I went down to the kitchen with my tray, somehow disappointed to find the man I saw the first day doing the dishes in a bright-pink apron.

He glanced over his shoulder, his eyebrows shooting up in surprise at seeing me there before recovering quickly and smirking at me.

“I’ve been an ass at dinner. This is my punishment,” he admitted, his voice as low and rich as expensive alcohol.

I put my tray on the kitchen island and I couldn't help but smile as he raised his hand, showing me his pink rubber gloves covered with soap.

“Was it worth it?”

His grin widened. “Teasing Luca is always worth it.”

“Speaking of Luca. I’d like to see him if possible. I mean if he’s busy, it’s okay. I can wait. It’s just, you know. It doesn’t matter. I mean I can wait; it’s not like it’s urgent or anything. I just—” I waved my hand dismissively, cursing myself and my babbling. I was always doing that when I was nervous; it was always the same. There was a reason why I never socialized.

“He is in his office. He will be thrilled to see you, Elena. Second floor, third door on the right. Go see him; you’ll make his day.”

I threw him a grateful look, mentally thanking him for stopping my babbling.

He turned off the water and turned toward me. “I’m also happy to see you down here.” He winked at me. “In case you don’t remember me, I’m Domenico, but my friends call me Dom. I’m Luca’s best friend and India’s fiancé.”

I wiped my clammy hands on my jeans and forced a smile. “Thank you, Domenico.”

“Call me Dom,” he said before turning back to his dishes.

I took a couple of steps toward the door and stopped.

“You said only your friends called you Dom. We’re not friends.”

He looked over his shoulder again. “We’re not, but we will be. See you later, Elena.”

I felt a little lighter as I took the steps up to Luca’s office. Dom managed to put me at ease despite his huge size.

I noticed his office straightaway as it was the only room with the door open.

I stopped in front of it and took a deep breath before knocking softly.

“Come in.” Lucas had a strong commanding voice.

I pushed the slightly ajar door of his office and peeked inside.

He looked up from the paper he was holding, a deep frown between his eyebrows, and as soon as his dark eyes met mine, his face softened and his eyes lit up with what seemed like genuine happiness at seeing me there. Was he feeling a kinship that was still missing to me?

“Do you have a minute?”

“Yes, of course. I always have time for you.” He pointed to the chair in front of him. “Please sit down,” he added, putting his papers on a pile to the side of his desk.

“I’m sorry for the way I behaved.”

He waved his hand dismissively. “Please don’t. We’re the ones who barged into your life without any kind of warning as you’re grieving. All things considered, you’ve been dealing quite well.”

I sighed, settling more comfortably in the seat. “I’m sorry to say, if I had a chance to go back to how my life was, I’d take it. No offense to you or your family.”

He mirrored my position, leaning back on his seat. “My family is your family, Elena, but I understand. I do. Unfortunately, things can never go back the way they were. No matter how much you wish for it.”

“I know they’re dead.”

“That’s not the only reason. You are in danger now and despite me wanting to give you all the time in the world, I fear I can’t.”

“I wished it was me,” I whispered softly. Admitting it hurt much more than I thought.

“You what?”

“Who died.” I wished I'd been in that living room instead of them and that this person got to me. “Somehow just the thought of not being here anymore is… peaceful.” I let out a humoring laugh. “How sad is it to envy the dead?”

His eyes filled with so much sorrow that I knew right then that my pain, my loss spoke to him.

He stood up, adjusting his light-blue dress shirt, and gestured toward the door.

“Come with me. I want to show you something.”

I frowned but stood up, not expecting him to do something like that. We walked silently side by side to the end of the corridor, his huge frame somehow calming rather than intimidating.

He opened the door to a pink room full of flowers that was clearly designed for a little girl.

I walked in, taking in all the toys and stuffed animals before turning toward him.

He was leaning against the doorframe, his face bittersweet as he kept his eyes on a pink unicorn resting on the fluffy pillow.

“This is Arabella’s room.” His voice was deeper, as if sorrow was clouding it.

“Arabella?”

“Our sister.”

I took a step back in surprise. I had a sister too? I opened my mouth to ask where she was, but he kept on talking.

“She died four years ago, along with my mother in a car accident.” He ran his hand through his hair, the line around his eyes tense. He was in pain at the memory and he was reliving this for me. “It’s the only room I can’t convince myself to remove.”

He walked in, running his fingertips on her white dresser. “I was driving and for the longest time I blamed myself for it. I’d killed my baby sister and my mother, and that guilt, that pain, I deserved it, I was calling it. I needed
 it.” He took a deep shaky breath, and I could not turn my eyes from this big man’s profile as he was coming completely undone in front of me, showing me his weaknesses, his pain. It was so mesmerizing, humbling, and a little cathartic to know that he truly understood.

“Dom did the best he could to keep me afloat, all that to the detriment of his own life and for that I'll be always grateful.” He turned to me and gave me a small smile. “And then Cassie entered my life like a beam of light and I fought her and my feelings for her with all I had. I didn't deserve to be happy, to have a life when I took theirs. How could I?”

“How did you do it?” Did my voice sound as desperate as I thought it did?

He walked toward me and rested his big hands on my shoulders. “I opened up. I let Cassie in and she helped me forgive myself as much as I could; she allowed me to see that my mother and my sister loved me and they would have never wanted me to waste away the way I was.”

I blinked rapidly, trying to get rid of tears that had no place to be right now. “Why does someone want me dead? I’ve never done anything.”

He looked heavenward, rubbing my shoulders. “I know you haven’t, and I wish I didn't have to change your life, but I do because I won’t lose you too.” His hands tightened around my shoulders almost painfully. “I refuse to let anything happen to you. Do you understand that?” He looked down at me, his dark eyes fierce and full of a protectiveness I’d never seen on anyone before.

“I do,” I replied dumbly. What else could I say?

He squeezed my shoulders. “You also need to know that I had no idea you existed until a few days ago. If I had known, I would have come for you. No matter when or where.”

“I believe you.” And I truly did. His face was too open to be deceiving.

He let out a sigh, like I just gave him what he needed. He let go of my shoulders and grabbed my hand, pulling me toward the single bed. He sat down, nudging me to sit beside him.

“I turned it over and over again in my head, how to tell you everything, but I can’t find an easy way.”

“You don’t have to go easy on me,” I replied, trying to make my voice sound strong. “Do it like a Band-Aid.”

“Ummm, okay.” He squeezed my hand but didn't release it. I kept my eyes trained on our hands as he started his story. “Turns out my accident was not really an accident. It was an attempted murder on my life. My mother and our sister were only collateral damage.”

I gasped, looking at his profile and the scars on his cheek.

“Murder?”

He nodded. “The same person who wants to kill you, wanted to kill me.”

“Why?” I whispered, my heart hammering so hard in my chest I expected it to pierce through.

He turned his face slightly, peeking at me from the side. “You’ve been to Italy many times over the years, haven’t you?”?”

“I have,” I replied, confused as to how it pertained to what we were discussing.

“You’re a smart girl, Elena; you saw what happened there. You knew who they were.”

I looked away from him, concentrating on the porcelain doll resting on the windowsill. Of course I knew. The heavily guarded house, all the men in suits… the glimpses of conversation I caught here and there. “Mafia,” I whispered, somehow feeling a certain relief at admitting it out loud.

He nodded. “Yes and you’re not just anyone. You see, there are six capi in North America, and I’m one of them. I’m Luca Montanari, the capo of the East Coast, the head of the most powerful Mafia outside of Italy.”

“Oh.” I tried to remove my hand from his but he tightened his hold.

“I’ll never hurt you. You’re my family, Elena. Even if I’ve only known you a few days, I would die before hurting you.”

“Is that why they want me dead? Because I'm your sister?” I didn't mean for my tone to sound so accusatory but that didn’t seem fair.

He shook his head. “No. Well, maybe partially but—” He cocked his head to the side, furrowing his eyebrows as if he was having some internal debate. “Okay, so in Italy, there are four, well now three families. These families are the most powerful of them all, and them and us? We don’t mix blood. We’re beneath them.”

I grimaced. “Not cool.”

He let out a humorless laugh. “No, not cool. You’ve met Dario Garibaldi, right?”

“Nono Dario?” I couldn’t help but smile fondly at the memory of the old man. He’d been feared by everyone, my parents included, but he had always been the sweetest old man to me.

“Yes. Well, Dario was possibly the most powerful of them all and he had a daughter who had an indiscretion with my father and…” He shrugged.

I twirled briskly on the bed, freeing my hand from his when realization hit me. “Dario was my grandfather?”

“He was,” he confirmed. “Which means you’re part Montanari, part Garibaldi.”

“Where is your father?” I asked, remembering that he only mentioned his mom and sister. “What about my biological mother?”

The way he looked at me, the sadness in his eyes was worth a thousand words. “I’m sorry.”

I looked down at my hands resting on my lap. “Maybe it’s for the best, less people to mourn.”

“Yeah, maybe,” he replied softly.

We stayed like that, in complete silence, as I tried to comprehend everything he just told me. Tried to make it all fit in my narrative.

“So they want to kill me because of who my parents are?”

“I believe so and what you represent.”

“What do I represent?”

He turned his head, his eyes locking with mine. “Power.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that.

He raised his eyebrows in confusion.

“With great power comes great responsibility.”

“Okay?”

“Peter Parker? Spiderman
 ,” I continued as his face still reflected his confusion. I waved my hand dismissively. “Never mind. It’s just superhero stuff. Don’t mind me.”

“You’ll love Jude. He’s into superheroes too.”

“Who’s Jude?”

“Cassie’s brother. He’s at his boarding school for super-geniuses but he’ll be back in a few weeks for India and Dom’s wedding. You’ll be best friends. Same goes for Enzo, our cousin. He’s on vacation in Europe, actually following some kind of chess tournament, but he’ll be back for the wedding too.”

I nodded. “I’d love to meet him if I’m still here.”

“Why wouldn’t you be?”

“If the person is caught, I’m going back home.”

Luca rubbed at his neck. “Why not stay here? With us? We’re your family, Elena.”

“Where does Max fit into my story? And Matteo?” I asked, purposely changing the subject. The man was very sweet, I didn’t feel like hurting his feelings now.

“Ah.” He took a deep breath, my change of subject not fooling him for a minute. “I heard you at the airport. You called him Matty.” He threw me a curious look. “How well do you know Matteo?”

I still felt an echo of the pain he caused when he’d banned me.

“Not well. I thought I knew him when I was a little girl but I was wrong.”

Luca rubbed his bottom lip with his forefinger, deep in thought. It was clear he wanted to ask more but I just hoped that the look I threw his way was enough to stop him. “Who’s Max?”

“My best friend. He was there when—” I shook my head to swipe away the image of my parents. “He saved me. He promised to try to find Kylo.”

“Who’s Kylo?”

“My dog.” A lump formed in my throat. “He usually greeted me at the door and I knew something was wrong when he was not there, and I still don't know if he is alive or if they ki—” I stopped talking, the lump of emotion in my throat too painful to let me talk anymore.

He reached behind me and rubbed at my back. It felt nice and comforting, a bit like when my father did it with me.

“You miss them.”

“Max and Kylo?”

He nodded.

I let out a weary sigh. “Very much so.”

“Kylo, it’s such a unique name.”

“It’s from Star Wars
 .”

“Star Wars
 ?”

All my thoughts escaped at once. “Star Wars
 ,” I repeated. He had to know what Star Wars
 was.

“I just—” He gave me a little uncomfortable laugh. “I don’t know much about all that stuff but maybe you can tell me about it.”

My chest expanded with affection for this man. He clearly couldn’t care less about any of that, but yet he wanted to connect with me.

“Yes, and maybe you can tell me more about you.”

His smile widened, showing me how happy my little gesture made him. “Yes. What do you say we spend the day together tomorrow? I can show you around the area.”

Luca really wanted me in his life; he wanted a sister, and right now I wanted someone to really want to be with me, not because I was an obligation or a job. I needed this brother in my life, to care for me.

I nodded. “That’d be nice.”

“You’ll love Jude,” he said with a sharp nod. “He loves all of this. He’s going to some big convention in a few weeks with Enzo in the city.”

I opened my eyes wide. “The New York Comic Con?”

“I think so.” He took in my keyed-up expression. “You— You’d like to go?”

I bounced on the bed, not even realizing it. “Of course! It’s been a dream for years but—” I deflated. “It’s sold out.”

He waved his hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about that. You’ll get in.”

“But is it safe?” I asked, trying to tame my excitement a little while longer. I didn’t want to put any more people in danger.

“Would it make you happy to go?”

“Immensely!”

“Then I’ll make it safe.”

That was it. My excitement burst out and before I could think better of it, I reached beside me to hug Luca.

He leaned into the hug almost immediately, hugging me back tightly, and for a few seconds I forgot the shit show that my life had become and I felt safe and happy.

Reality crashed down pretty quickly and I let go of him, looking around quite awkwardly, surprised at my own outburst.

He stood up from Arabella’s bed. “What do you say we go have some iced tea and cake Cassie made?”

My throat felt parched after that much talking, especially after being basically mute for the past few days I spent locked in my room. “That be nice. Where’s Cassie?”

“She sleeps early these days; the twins are a handful.” He threw me a sheepish look as we went down the stairs. “To be fair I’m partially to blame. I may give in a little too easily. But she will be thrilled to know you’re out of your room.” He pointed to the stool by the kitchen counter. “Sit.”

“Okay.” I looked at his back as he worked around the kitchen, filling two glasses of tea. “I’m really sorry for how I acted with you. It really was unwarranted.” I felt guilty no matter what he said to me.

“Cassie will forget it as soon as you come down tomorrow.” He slid a plate with what looked like Tiramisu in front of me. “She’s a ray of sunshine my Cassie, forgiving to her core. Which I have to admit is a blessing to me.”

I took a forkful of tiramisu and the flavor in my mouth almost made me weep. It felt like my mom baked for me.

I looked at him leaning against the counter across from me, eating his one supersized slice of cake. “She needs to forgive a lot?” I asked, somehow hoping she didn’t. I wanted, no, I needed him to be a good man.

Luca chewed on his food, considering my question. “Are you asking if I’m a good husband?” he asked, arching an eyebrow, a half smile tucking at the corner of his scarred lips.

I felt the heat of a blush creep up my neck at the intensity of his stare and looked down at my flowery plate.

“I think I'm a good husband, but you’ll need to ask her that. I love her; I’m faithful, and I never intend to betray, hurt, or lie to her.”

“I think that makes you a good husband.”

His eyes crinkled at the corners as his smile widened. “I’m glad you approve.” He took a deep breath, his face turning serious again. “This life is not all black and white, and there’s some things we have to do that’s not always—” He stopped. “Cassie is my partner in every sense of the word. I can’t hide the darkness of our world from her. She needs to be all in for her light to keep me from sinking.”

I understood what he was not saying. I might not know much about this life, but I'd witnessed firsthand the cruelty of their world when they’d killed my parents.

That was also another reason why I didn't want to have anything to do with this world. I wanted to be me again, Elena Caprese. Not Elena whoever, Mafia royalty, and I also needed to be as far away as possible from Matteo Genovese.














Chapter 6




Matteo
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M
 y
 level
 of
 annoyance
 increased the closer I got to Gianluca’s house. I had a fucking rat to find, fear to induce… people to torture.

He told me he was going to keep me updated on Elena’s progress, but after a week I hardly believed him anymore and I wanted to see for myself if she was still not coping with the situation.

I looked at my clock as I stopped my car in front of the iron gates. It was past ten p.m., much too late for a courtesy visit.

It was fitting because I was not here to play nice. My father had pissed me off again today, talking about Lena. He taunted my softness, my weakness as far as she was concerned. She had to be introduced to the famiglia, and so far I let Luca keep her hidden. I couldn’t do that anymore.

I pressed the button on my pass, opening the gate without announcing my arrival. A present from the late Benny, Luca’s approval-seeking idiotic uncle.

I entered the house using the key and couldn’t help but have a look in the kitchen, somehow wishing I’d find Lena sitting there with one of her novels and a big glass of milk with Oreos as she had done so many nights back in Palermo.

The house was quiet, but I knew Gianluca—I knew him well—and as expected, I noticed the light under his office door.

I walked in without knocking and Gianluca started, removing his eyes from the screen.

“Genovese!” he said, a little breathless from his surprise. He recovered quickly, his surprise morphing into annoyance.

He looked at his watch. “What are you doing in my home at this time?” His frown deepened. “How the fuck did you get in without raising alerts?”

I shrugged, closing the door behind me. “Your uncle was an idiot who would have done anything for approval.” I grabbed the set of keys attached to the remote for the gate from my pocket and wiggled it in front of his eyes. “He gave me the keys to the kingdom.”

Gianluca pointed a finger on his desk beside his beer bottle. “Keys that you’ll return immediately.”

“I don’t think so.” I put the keys back in my pocket as I slanted my eyes with suspicion. Gianluca didn’t drink beer and there was nothing on his desk. “What are you doing in your office this late?”

“Nothing,” he replied much too fast.

I rounded his desk to see the screen frozen on a weird-looking man.

“What is that? Why is he wearing a Fez?” I turned to Gianluca. His cheeks were slightly red with embarrassment. I took a step back, my lips tipping down in mild disgust. “Is it… porn
 ?”

He jerked back in his seat. “What? No!” He shook his head. “What the fuck would I need porn for? I’ve got a sexy wife with a healthy sexual appetite.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. You may be into weird shit”—I pointed at the screen—“like tall lanky, weird-looking men.”

He rolled his eyes. “No, it’s for Elena. She keeps talking about that Dr. Who.”

“Who?

“Yes, who.”

I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose in frustration. Was he retarded or something? “I don’t know, you tell me.”

“I am lost,” he admitted.

“You are asking me who? I don’t know. I’m not watching that thing.”

“No.” He smiled. “The name—” He pointed at the screen. “That’s the name of the show. Doctor Who
 .”


“
 Questo e stupido.”


Gianluca nodded. “It is stupid but also strangely engrossing,” he said as if he wasn’t even sure why. “I can’t stop watching for a reason I can’t explain.”

Normally, I would have just ordered him to do what I came here to tell him to do and let him do his weird thing and the emotional bonding, but this was about Elena, something she enjoyed. And despite my better judgment, despite my growing need to find the traitor and do my work, I wanted to know.

I shrugged, pulling one of the chairs from the other side of his desk and sitting down uninvited. He glowered at me. Let’s see him try to make me move.

I leaned back on the seat, jerking my head toward his computer screen. “Okay, let's see.”

He resumed the show.

“How is that even possible?” I asked as we started the third episode.

“What?”

“That phone booth! It’s so small it can’t possibly—”

“Really, Genovese? That’s what you’re stuck on?”

I sighed. “It’s not possible.”

Gianluca rolled his eyes. “Yes, and the time traveling alien is fine?”

I sighed. “I don’t see the appeal.”

At the same time Cassandra opened the door, dressed only in a long nightgown, her face full of sleep, her hair in complete disarray.

She blinked a few times, probably trying to get past the fog of sleep. She paled and straightened, her body in high alert as she noticed me sitting beside Gianluca.

“Is something wrong? Who died?” she asked him, resting her hand on her chest.

“No one, sweetheart. Everything is fine. I swear.” His voice carried such a gentleness when he spoke to her. That was so reckless, exposing your weakness like that for the world to see.

A weakness that I’d used to my advantage in the past and would do again.


For now at least, things are fine. Wait until I tell you what I need you to do
 , I thought but simply tipped my head toward her. I respected this woman more than I expected. She was the perfect Mafia wife, something I would have never expected from an outsider, but I presumed it was one of the only good things coming out of the horror that was a love match.

“Then why are you here so late?” She frowned, taking in our positions directed toward the screen.

“Is it porn?” she asked, tiptoeing on bare feet toward us.

I couldn’t help but grin when Gianluca let out an irritated sigh.

“See? Easy assumption.”

She rounded my seat to come stand beside Gianluca. He wrapped his arm around her waist and leaned his head against her breasts.

“Do you think I need to watch porn? And with Genovese? Really?”

She giggled as he tightened his hold on her and she bent down to kiss the top of his head.

This was yet again a breach of the famiglia’s unspoken rules. We never showed our affection in front of someone, mostly because it was pointing out your weak points but also because it could make God frown.

Frankly, it was tacky and foolish, and yet I felt something tremble in the dark pit in my chest.

She looked at the screen. “Doctor Who
 ?”

“Yes.”

She grimaced. “I'd rather it was porn,” she replied, making me laugh.

She turned toward me in surprise. I had never laughed at anything she said before and the smile she gave me showed that she enjoyed it.

That woman was insane. She knew how bad I was, the things I did, and yet she was always so welcoming and willing to accept me into her fold.

Luca looked up and she kissed his lips chastely before disengaging herself from him. “I find that lovely that you want to connect with your sister, husband dear, but it’s late and I’d like my husband to come join me.”

He nodded. “In a minute. I just have to discuss a few things with Matteo first.”

She walked to the door and turned toward us again.

“It’s quite late, Matteo. You sleep in the guest room downstairs; you know the one. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I normally would have ignored it. I hated sleeping in a place I didn't own. You were vulnerable in your sleep, and you needed to trust the place you slept at. Trust was really not my strongest suit, but I knew that if I stayed, I’d see Elena and make sure she was okay. She was my responsibility after all.

I sighed. “She’s probably the best decision you ever made.”

“I agree.” He stood up and walked to the wet bar. “A drink?”

I nodded, rubbing my forefinger on my lips.

“What did you want, Matteo?” he asked, putting a tumbler of scotch in front of me.

I took a sip of the drink as he turned off his computer.

“Have you told her?”

“What specifically?”

I threw him an exasperated look.

He leaned back on his seat, looking down at the amber liquid he was swirling in his glass. “I did. She took it better than I expected.”

“Of course she did. Elena is stronger than she looks.”

Luca looked at me from under his eyelashes and I realized my slipup. “It’s in her blood,” I added quickly.

“She wants to get involved in finding the traitor. She wants to get back to her life.” He shook his head. “After all she’s been through, I couldn’t say no.”

Something quite similar to concern came to coat my anger and annoyance at Gianluca’s poor decisions and inability to be a bad guy with the women around him.


Fine, I’ll be the bad guy if I have to
 . I always was anyway.

“Of course you could!” I snorted. “I say no all the time, to everyone.”

“Yes, but you’re a heartless asshole.”

“She can’t go back there; there’s nothing for her.” I pointed in the general direction of the door. “This is where she belongs!”

Gianluca cocked his head to the side. “I’m not sure how this has anything to do with you.”

“Her safety has been trusted upon me. Elena is my
 responsibility.”

“Was,” he corrected. “I’m her family; she is mine now—your precious laws say so.”

I stood up, throwing him an exasperated look. “You know full well that’s not how it works. You’re only an American
 .”

He let out a little laugh. “I know you’re saying that as an insult but with the little I saw from your stuffy old decrepit mafiosi in Sicily”—he shrugged—“I’m taking it as a compliment.”

I waved my hand dismissively. “You’ll figure out soon enough how bloodthirsty they are.” I walked to the bar and helped myself to another drink. I was not sure what it was about these people that made me want to turn into a fucking alcoholic.

Gianluca looked at his watch. “Say what you’re here to say. I’ve got a soft wife and warm bed waiting for me. Not that you know what that means.”

I smirked, then took a sip of the scotch. “Sharing my sleeping space? How dreadful. I bleed for you, Gianluca.”

He just looked at me silently, not taking the bait. What a pity.

“Elena knows where she comes from.”

“Yes, I told you.” He sighed, crossing his arms on his chest. “You know, you could have called me to ask all of this. A trip up here was not necessary, especially at—”

“You have to organize an introduction party,” I interrupted him, cutting straight to the chase.

His scarred eyebrow raised with surprise. “An intro—” He shook his head. “Absolutely not.”

“Gianluca.” I left my glass on the bar and walked across to his desk. “This is the tradition and you know it. She’s a woman of age; you have to let all the other families know that there is an available woman.”

He shook his head again. “She won’t agree to this.”

I rolled my eyes. I sometimes wondered if he had all the capability to be a Mafia boss. He did have honor, yes, but his moral compass was a little bit too straight for my liking and for the life we led. “You don't have to tell her.”

“I won’t lie, Matteo.”

“I don’t care what you tell her. It’s happening.”

His brows furrow with annoyance. “For God’s sake, Matteo! She’s not used to our customs; she’s not cattle; she’s my sister! That’s backward and frankly, just no.”

I lost the little remains of my cool and slammed my fist on the desk, making his tumbler fall on the carpeted floor. He had no fucking idea how precarious my situation was and mostly because of my leniency toward him and Domenico. He put me in this situation!

“I am your capo, Gianluca, and I just gave you a fucking order!” I demanded coldly. “For once just do what you’re fucking asked!” I threw my hands up in the air in exasperation. “I’m not saying you need to marry her to the first loser to ask her to dance. Fuck! I know you’ll refuse them all, but just—” I took a deep breath. “Follow tradition, just this once,” I added, sitting heavily on the remaining chair across his desk.

Gianluca blinked a couple of times, taken aback from my reaction.

“Fine, I’ll organize it and I’ll talk to her. Two weeks, is that okay?”

I leaned back on my chair. “I don’t care.”

“I think you do.”

I looked at him silently, unsure what he was referring to. Tradition or his sister? Truth be told, both matters, and I was not even sure anymore what came first.

Gianluca sighed, running his hand through his hair. “We just started to make progress here and I— I can’t really tell her the purpose of this party. ‘Hey, Elena, I'm going to showcase you like prize cattle to see who wants to wed you.’”

No matter how irrational it was, I tightened my fist at the wave of jealousy the idea of Elena being touched by any man of the famiglia caused me. “You won’t marry her, to anyone.”

“Of course not. Do you think that I’m stupid? Well,” he rubbed at his neck. “Unless she wants to and then—” He shrugged. “That’s different.”

I slanted my eyes with suspicion. “Why? Did she tell you anything?” I’m going to have that man killed
 . I was surprised by my own irrationality and yet I knew that I would.

“Not really.”

Not really wasn’t the no I was looking for.

“Are things that bad?” he asked, his face showing genuine concerns.

“Things would be better if Romero died and I found the traitor but—” I rubbed my hand on my stubbly jaw. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

“You don’t have to do everything by yourself. You seem in way over your head.”

“I can handle everything, Gianluca,” I spat through gritted teeth.

“You lost your cool; you never lose your cool.”


Not outwardly at leas
 t
 . “The Italians are coming, and sister or not, if they think we’re not doing well, they’ll take her away.”

His nostrils flared as his eyes lit up with his useless rightful fire. “I won’t let them.”

“You’re a bug under their leather shoes; you can’t stop them.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Don’t pretend you’re doing all that for me and my sister.”


If only you knew, idiota
 . “No, but Dario trusted me with her well-being. I kept her well, safe, and hidden for over ten years. It’s not to have it all blown up in my face now.”

“Ah.” He let out a humorless chuckle. “And have daddy give you a big fat ‘I told you so.’”

He was uncomfortably close to part of the truth.

I stood up, arranging my jacket. “I’ll go to bed now, accepting the offer your wife generously made. Go join her, Gianluca, before she realizes she deserves better and leaves.”

“Have a good night, Genovese.”

I exited the office and stopped at the top of the stairs, looking at the doors in the corridors, wondering in which room she was sleeping and how her nights were.

“Don’t become like them. You don’t care,” I muttered to myself before going to the guest room and locking the door behind me, trying my best to ignore the woman sleeping only a few doors away from me.


Or what?
 a little voice taunted. Or she’d need a fucking army to fight this hound and I was sure she wasn’t ready for it, at least not yet.














Chapter 7




Elena
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I
 dipped
 an
 Oreo
 in the milk and watched as the color turned a little as the cookie soaked in the milk.

This week with Luca and his family had been truly salutary, and despite everything, India had been right. Opening the door to them had helped me feel a little better and alleviated some of the guilt I felt.

But everything seemed to be changing too much, too quickly. I had a life, then lost everything, and now I was a sister, an aunt, Mafia royalty, and soon to be bridesmaid to a woman I’d just met.

Somehow just sitting there at the kitchen table in my nightgown in the early morning light, like I used to do before coming here, helped me appease my mind a little. It felt like I could keep a little of my routine. Like I was still me.

“I’m glad to see some things never change.”

I froze, the cookie halfway to my mouth at the familiar, lightly accented deep voice that caused my body to shiver in a very infuriating way.

It had to be one of my sexy dreams that this demon man was the center of. It had to be; he could not be here. Not in this house at six a.m.!

I kept my back to the kitchen door and bit on the gooey goodness of my Oreo. If this was a dream, at least it was calories I could enjoy without guilt.

He suddenly appeared in my line of vision. He was wearing a pair of black dress pants and a tight button-down shirt, opened at the collar, revealing his tan skin and the light dusting of dark chest hair. I didn’t think I'd ever seen him in anything other than a perfectly tailored three-piece suit and tie. I looked up at his face, and his hair was slightly in disarray instead of his usual flawless, side-parted, slicked-back hair.

It was clear he’d just woken up, However, he looked just as cool and nonchalant as he always did, his blue eyes as expressionless as ice.

“What are you doing here?” I asked before looking down and concentrating on my pile of Oreos.

“Good morning to you too, Lena. How are you doing?”

“Don’t call me that.” I shook my head, reaching for another Oreo from the pile. “I go by Elena now. I grew up.”

“And yet you’re still very much the same.”

I glared at him. “Sorry to disappoint.”

He looked down at my Oreos with a small smile on my face. “It’s nice. I remember how excited you got every time you came to Palermo.”

I had to smile at the memory. “I must have terrified Dario with my tears at not having Oreos there because every summer after that his cupboards were full for me. I was always so excited and never knew how Dario managed to get all these different Oreos.”

“Seeing your smile made the hassle of bringing them around worth it.”

I let the Oreo I was holding fall in my milk. “You brought them for me?”

“One suitcase of clothes, another full of Oreos. Every year.”

I was speechless at the revelation. That was a version of Matteo I’d forgotten after he cast me away with his cruel words.

A version I always thought was fake but maybe—


No!
 I angrily shoved an Oreo in my mouth. It took me so long to heal from him, to try to forget.

I was not going to go down that route again.

“You shouldn’t have gone through that trouble for me.” I stood up. l was not going to talk with him, not now.

Especially not when I was vulnerable and his voice and look affected me that much.

“I have to go.” I threw a sad look at my discarded Oreos, cursing him for interrupting my ‘me’ time.

“No, you don’t.” He cocked his head to the side. “You’re running away from me, Lena. Why?”

His suave tone affected me in ways it had no business doing.

“Yes, I do.” I crossed my arms on my chest, jerking my chin toward him in defiance. I didn’t care what Luca said about him being a super powerful Mafia boss. “I have to go get ready for my bridesmaid dress.”

“Bridesmaid?” He arched his eyebrows. “You?”


Damn it.
 Despite everything, it still stung when he acted like that.

“I might not be the most beautiful woman in the world, Matteo, but you know what they say; you’re not supposed to upstage the bride. Not that I think anyone can upstage India. She is stunning.”

He shrugged. “She’s not that special.”

I snorted, throwing him a knowing look. Of course she was, that woman was stunning.

“Lena, listen—”

I raised my hand to stop him from talking.

“What happened to my parents? I wanted to know and it was the only thing that Luca wasn’t completely sure about. He doesn’t deal with things outside US soil.”

Matteo's jaw ticked as he clenched it. I’d interrupted him, not something people probably did to the fearsome Mafia capo dei capi. Like I cared right about now.

“I thought Luca told you. His father died in a—”

I shook my head. Was he doing it on purpose? “No, I mean my parents, my real parents, the people who raised me. Gina and Paolo Caprese.”

“They are not your parents. They’re just people who were paid handsomely to care for you.”

His words stung—there was no way around that—and he was so emotionally handicapped that he didn’t even realize it. Matteo didn’t say that to hurt me; that much was clear on his face. No, he didn’t understand that it all went so much deeper than blood.

“Humor me.”

“Fine.” He let out an exasperated sigh. “Gina and Paolo Caprese went back to Italy after their daughter graduated university. They missed their natal land and their daughter who took a gap year went to travel the world.”

My heart squeezed in my chest. How easy they made them disappear, to make my whole life disappear. “How original.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and shrugged. “I’ve noticed that people accept simple lies much easier.”

I snorted with a shake of my head. “And you’re a professional liar. We both know that.”


You managed to make me think I was special, cared for; you almost managed to make me feel beautiful. Stupid girl
 .

“Lena, I’ve—”

“Save your breath, I was a stupid girl then. I’m not that girl anymore.”

His eyes raked down my body, stopping at my breasts, hips, trailing down my bare legs, and stopping at my painted toes.

He met my eyes again, his blue eyes darker. “You’re not that girl anymore; you’re all woman now,” he agreed, his voice lower, gruffer. He licked his bottom lip slowly.

I cursed my body and the heat settling in my belly. I hated him; he was a cruel man, and Luca said he was called the ice man, the cruel king, but my stupid body seemed to ignore every single warning.

“Are we blushing, Lena?” he asked with a half grin.

I glared at him and was about to tell him to stick his grin where the sun doesn't shine just as Cassie entered the kitchen with Arabella in her arms.

She looked from Matteo to me a couple of times silently as if she was trying to decipher the situation.

“You know I'm an early riser,” I said, trying to stop her from trying to decipher this situation.

“I do—” She trailed off, looking at Matteo with questioning eyes.

“I’ve got to be back to the city for an early meeting. We were just catching up, right, Lena?”

He knew I didn’t want him to call me Lena anymore. I suspected he was doing it to piss me off like the asshole he truly was.

“There wasn’t much to catch up on to be honest. I’ll go back upstairs to get ready for the day.” I looked at the little girl who was looking at me with her bright-emerald eyes.

I felt a twitch in my chest, just looking at her. She was my niece, a part of me, and somehow it made me feel less alone.

“Do you need help?” I asked, taking a step toward her, feeling Matteo’s eyes burning the back of my neck.

“No, thanks. Go do your thing, take your time. The stylist won’t be here before ten.”

I nodded. “Okay, see you in a bit.” I had to use all my willpower not to look at Matteo despite his burning eyes going right through me.

“Arrivederci, Lena. Ci vediamo molto presto
 ,” he called after me with his suave voice just as I turned the corner.

My pace faltered but I kept on going, almost running up the stairs. ‘I’ll see you very soon.’ Why did it sound so much more like a threat than a promise?
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“You don’t mind dark green, right?” India asked me as the seamstress helped her adjust the bodice of the most stunning wedding dress I’d ever seen. It was a mermaid cut eggshell-colored wedding dress that fit her body like a second skin. The embroidering on it was dark green and her tulle veil was bordered with dark-green lace. She was absolutely stunning.

“Why would I?” I asked, taking one of the sample dresses the woman had brought for me and disappearing behind the screen to try it on. “It’s your wedding after all.”

I was still surprised by how much money this family seemed to have to be able to spare a whole room just for wedding prep.

“No, I know, but I don’t have to make you feel uncomfortable either.”

I grimaced behind the screen, happy she could not see me. I wanted to admit to her that I would be uncomfortable with what color I’d wear on the day. I was going to be a central piece of an event with actual people, lots of them, most being perfect strangers. I’ll be wearing a dress, something I'd not done since my confirmation when I was fourteen.

I was still not sure why I told her yes. I think it was mostly because they both looked so hopeful and happy when they asked me to be a part of the wedding that I didn’t have it in me to say no. Why couldn’t I say no?

“It’s fine, really.”

“Ummm, what was that this morning with Matteo?” Cassie asked, trying to sound nonchalant but failing miserably.

I froze, one leg in the silky material of the bridesmaid dress. “What do you mean?” Lord, did I sound as guilty as I felt? Why should I feel guilty anyway?

“You two seemed to be quite engrossed in your little world; you didn’t even hear me come in the room.”

I felt the familiar burn of flush on my cheeks as I stepped into the dress and pulled it up.

I fanned my cheeks for a couple of seconds, wishing the color away before stepping out from behind the screen.

I turned my back to her. “Could you help me zip it?”

“So?” she pressed from behind me as she zipped up the dress.

I shrugged. “It was nothing, just idle chatter.”

“Idle chatter? With Matteo Genovese?” India asked and I had no other choice than to turn around and look at her as the seamstress was kneeling at her side, putting some pins on her dress.

“I guess,” I said, breaking eye contact with her all-seeing eyes and concentrating on my flowing dress that was much too long and spreading around me like a sea of blood on the beige carpet.

“Matteo doesn’t make conversation,” Cassie offered, studying my dress.

I cursed inwardly. I needed a change of subject now. “Why are we doing everything here? Wouldn’t it be easier for us to go to your store?”

“Oh, it’s no trouble at all,” the woman announced quickly. Somehow, I was sure she was paid handsomely for the inconvenience. She stood up and studied me with a smile on her face. “I know this is not the right color. I’m sorry I didn’t have it in stock in your size, but I think it’s the one.”

I looked from Cassie and India for confirmation.

India smiled. “I agree. It really brings forward all your assets,” she said, cupping her small breasts.

I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help but blush with pleasure at the compliment. I did have generous breasts. I guessed it was what came with the territory of being plus size.

“It’s a lovely dress,” Cassie agreed, coming closer and arranging the wide belt of the empire skirt.

I looked at her own dress. It was much closer to the body, a shape quite similar to the wedding dress.

“I, umm.” I wiggled my toes, sinking them into the soft carpet. “Is it okay if I pick this one? Because it’s quite different from the one you’re both wearing. But you know even if I’m on the short side like you, it’s just my shape is different.”

“Yes, you are a different shape. I don’t see how that matters in anything.” India pointed at herself. “I’m all flat lines and sharp corners. Cassie is basically an hourglass shaped midget.”

“Hey!” Cassie yelled with mild indignation.

“You are,” India continued, still looking at me. “And you’re all soft curves and big breasts.” She grinned. “That’s the beauty of being a woman. We come in all shapes and forms.”

I smiled back at her, at her ability to make me feel at ease.

The woman started to walk around me, taking in the dress. “I’ll only need to do minimal touchup on the other one,” she said, adjusting one of the straps. “I’ll need to take a few inches from the hem and adjust the straps but other than that, it’s perfect.” She knelt down at my feet and started to measure the hemline. “Empire style dresses are made for you, but you can try some other shapes if you wish.”

I looked at the rack with the three other dresses and winced. The less I tried the better it was.

“No, no, I like this one.”

“It looks lovely on you, and I have to admit I do feel bad that red is not the theme. This color really suits you,” India added, carefully removing her veil and handing it to Cassie.

“Max says that too.” A little pang of sorrow hit me at the thought of my former best friend. I’d stopped trying to call him. He didn’t want anything to do with me anymore; I couldn’t force him.

I took a deep breath, forcing these negative feelings deep down. “So do you have a lot left to do for the wedding?” I asked quickly, before any of them could ask anything about Max.

“Not really. We’re pretty much done now,” Cassie said quickly just as she started to unbutton India’s bodice.

“Yes, the florist is coming next week to show us some arrangements, but then we’re done.”

“You did everything from here?”

“Yes, we did the most we could from here,” Cassie replied, still working on India’s dress. “You know Luca loves me, but he is very protective and with the life he leads, he feels better when we’re in the safety of the house.”

I threw a quick worried look to the woman still working on my hem.

“Lucia had been working with the famiglia forever,” Cassie added, throwing me a reassuring look.

I knew what it meant; this woman was part of the Mafia too.

“It’s different. Are you okay with spending most of your time here?”

India and Cassie looked at each other for a few seconds before India went behind a screen and Cassie turned toward me, reaching for the zipper on the side of her dress. “There’s something about men like ours—they love passionately, almost overwhelmingly.” She slid behind her own screen and I cursed inwardly at not seeing her expression as she talked. “If we wanted to go to town, really they wouldn't stop us; they love us enough to let us do whatever we want. But we also love them enough not to cause them unnecessary worry.”

Cassie stepped out from behind the screen, dressed in her normal trousers and sweater, the dress over her arm.

“We all make sacrifices for the people we love.”

“Is it worth it?”

“Every single one of them.”

“Perfect. I’m done.” Lucia stood up. “I’ll come with the right dress in a couple of weeks when the wedding dress is ready, si
 ?”

“Yes, fine.”

I went back behind the screen and eagerly stepped back into my jeans and Doctor Who
 hoodie, as if I was putting my skin back on, stepping back into my comfort zone.

“Is there anything I can help you with?” I asked, wrapping my arms around myself.

“No, but—” Cassie bounced on her feet. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”

“Cassie—” India trailed off with a warning. “This is Luca's thing.”“No, no, tell me,” I pleaded, my interest really piqued now.

Cassie gestured toward me. “See, she needs the pick-me-up.”

India shook her head with a little smile. “You’re such a kid, I swear.”

Cassie clapped her hands and I did too. Her excitement was contagious.

“Can you help Lucia out?” Cassie asked India. “See Elena is excited too.”

India rolled her eyes. “Not that it’s your fault or anything.”

Cassie gave her a wide angelic smile, cocking her head to the side and resting her cheek in her open hand.

“Just go and show her, but I’ll get Luca on my way up.”

Cassie gave her a thumbs-up and jerked her head toward the door for me to follow her.

By the time we reached the bottom of the corridor and stopped in front of a door, I was completely wired. It was the most excitement I have felt in forever.

“Ready?” she asked, resting her hand on the handle.

I nodded, my fingers twitching to reach for the handle and open the door myself.

She opened the door and rushed in before twirling around, opening her arms wide. “Surprise!” she exclaimed, beaming.

I walked into the room and looked around. The left side had been arranged like a seamstress corner with a sewing machine, a wall-long shelving unit containing all you could possibly need to make clothes, and roll after roll of fabric. I walked closer and noticed a couple of books on cosplay creations.

I threw a confused look to Cassie.

“You told Luca how much you enjoyed creating costumes for Comic Con, that it had been one of your hobbies. So he thought you might want to do that for the New York one.”

My heart swelled with so much affection for my brother… Brother
 felt both like something so foreign but also so real.

I had just babbled to him about everything and anything, like I always did when I was nervous. I just couldn’t believe he had listened to everything.

“I told Jude about your love of cosplay. I think you’re his new heroine! He said he can’t wait to meet you.” She let out a low chuckle. “I think my baby brother has a crush on you.”

I smiled. “I can’t wait to meet him too,” I admitted truthfully. Based on how they all talked about him, the kid seemed to be my kind of person, and it was also what made me decide to accept being part of India and Dom’s wedding. Jude was going to be the usher assigned to me. “I’ll make him a costume if he wants one.”

“Oh, he does. He said he was going to email us a list next week so you can have a look.”

Yep, that kid was really my kind of friend.

“That’s very nice of you.” I turned around and gasped at the computing corners. Dual screen and all the systems I used to have at home except much newer and so much more orgasmic.

“This is—” I was overwhelmed by the emotions now. I buried my hands in the pockets of my hoodie and looked down at my Converses.

“I want you to feel at home here.”

I tilted my head toward the door and caught Luca standing there from the corner of my eyes.

“This is too much.”

“I don’t think so,” he replied, stepping into the room.

“I checked what you had back home. Is it everything you need?”

I faced him fully, my vision of him slightly hazy because of the tears in my eyes. “It’s so much more, and please call me Ele, both of you. We’re way past Elena.”

He looked over his shoulder to where Cassie was standing. “If my wife hadn’t been so eager to spoil my surprise.”

“Oh, come on, Luca. She was a little sad; she needed a pick-me-up.”


Did I?
 I threw her a confused look but nodded when I saw her rounded eyes and guilty smile. “I did,” I confirmed.

“Uh-huh.” He narrowed his eyes, clearly not buying it. “I want you to be happy here, Ele.”

I liked how my nickname sounded so natural on his lips. I may not be living here forever but I wanted to keep them in my life. “I’m not sure how long it will take to settle the situation, but I don’t want you to see our home as a prison. I want you to thrive as much as possible.”

I walked to the computer corner and trailed my fingers on the high-end gamer keyboard. “It’s a lot of money to spend just on me.”

“You’re worth all the money in the world. You’re family,” he replied with a tone that seemed to say it was the most natural thing in the world. “Speaking of family.” He turned to his wife. “I think there are little humans needing their mom.”

“Oh?” Cassie frowned in confusion. “Oh!” she repeated, her eyes widening with understanding at his not so subtle way to ask for some alone time with me. “Sure, I’ll see you later. Enjoy your playroom!” She waved her hand toward me before leaving the room and closing the door behind her.

Luca grimaced. “That sounded a little too much like that Fifty Shades
 for me.”

I grimaced too and we both chuckled at how similar our faces looked right now.

“I wanted you to have your space, where you could feel comfortable.” He reached up and rubbed at his neck. He was nervously waiting for my approval, and it was just so endearing.

“It’s absolutely perfect.” I tapped on the desk. “I will be able to help you with your investigation with this. I’m quite a computer whiz.”

“Speaking of investigations…”

My heart jumped in my throat. Did he have a lead? Had he caught him?

“We’ll be organizing an introduction party in the next couple of weeks.”

“For whom?”

“For you.”

I took a step back. A party? For me? A party where I'll be the center of attention? I could feel the beads of sweat forming at my hairline at the mere thought.

“I rather you didn’t.” Because I will not attend
 .

“I get that. I do, but—” He pointed to the two bright-blue armchairs by the sewing machine. “Let's have a seat.”

“I’d rather stand.”

“Ele, I told you when we spoke. Our world has a lot of traditions and—”

I shook my head and walked to the window, keeping my back to him. “Yes, and I told you, I don’t want to be part of it.”

“You did but you can’t escape it, even if you want to. Even if I
 want to!” He sounded so calm, so reasoned. He didn’t understand. How could he? He was born in it!

“But you don’t want to, do you?” I turned around, my lips pursed with anger.

“No, I don't,” he said, having the decency to look guilty about it. He buried his hand in his pants pocket. “You may not love me yet; you may not care for me, and that’s okay. But I care for you deeply already and I want you here, with us, but not against your will,” he added quickly, probably seeing the offense on my face. “I hope that once everything is settled you will decide to stay here with us.”


Unlikely
 . I turned around. “I’m not a party person, Luca, please.” I was not above begging at this stage.

I don’t have much choice, Ele. If I did”—he walked closer, resting his hands on my shoulders—“it may help the case.”

I narrowed my eyes in suspicion.

“Listen to me. The person who killed your parents is looking for you, but now you’re gone, right? By having this party, you let him know you’re here and he might even come and we can—”

“So you basically want to use me as bait?” I interrupted him. That was genius.

“Ele, I’ll keep you safe. Nothing will—”

“I’m in.”

He arched his eyebrows in surprise. “Just like that?”

“Why? Do you want me to say no?”

“No, but—”

“Listen. One way or another I want this to end. I just… I can’t keep on going on like that.” I pointed at the room. “What you're doing for me is beyond amazing and I’m truly so glad I’ve found a brother. I truly am.”

“But you want more?” he replied, defeated.

“I want the option
 to want more. I want to have the choice. Do you see what I mean?”

“Yes, I do.” He looked outside the window. “I’m just not sure—” He stopped and shook his head. “Never mind, one step at a time, right?” He gave me a small smile that seemed fake. “You’ll need a dress for the event.”

I wrinkled my nose at the thought. Two dresses in the space of weeks? That was horrific.

“I hate shopping.”

“You don't have to. Lucia has all your measurements. Look for what you like online and she’ll make it for you.”

I nodded. “Do you think we’ll catch him?”

“Of course we will.” He replied so confidently I had no other choice but to believe him.

“How do you know?”

He shrugged and headed toward the door. “Because any other option is not acceptable.” He winked at me. “Enjoy your playroom
 , sorella
 .”














Chapter 8




Matteo
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“
 I
 still
 think
 we
 are losing a lot of money there,” Romero insisted from his end of the table.

I threw Luca an exasperated look. The old man was not even trying to pretend to stand by the famiglia decisions anymore.

“Look at Fabrizio.” He points to the bearded mafioso sitting beside him. “He got all the businesses.”

I sighed, doing my best not to roll my eyes. “Fabrizio territory is West Coast. No offense but except for the tiny Chinese triad and their bad coke and counterfeited money, he has no concurrence. Again, no offense.”

I couldn’t care less if he took offense, but I needed to keep my support.

“It’s true,” Fabrizio replied calmly. I sometimes wondered if the man was really Italian. He lacked the heat we all had in our blood.

“Since we agreed to share with the Russians, our profits in guns, gambling, and loans have tripled since we left the girls to them, and it reduced random death significantly,” Gianluca stated coldly, with a barely veiled warning in his eyes as he looked at Romero.

Romero was only here because of his longevity and respected status with the Italians. He was neither a capo nor a consigliere; he didn’t belong here. I wanted nothing more than to kick him out but so many people worshipped him and his direct line to the Sicilian Council.

I turned the page of today's meeting order.

“I believe there’s one more subject today. Gianluca?”

“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “We’re having an introduzione
 on the twenty-seventh.”

“Isn’t your daughter a little too young for that?” Fabrizio laughed at his own joke.

I looked down at my notes and rolled my eyes. I hardly believed he managed to deal with the West Coast Mafia after his father’s death. He was way too happy-go-lucky to be a boss.

“No, it came to my attention recently that I have a sister.” He threw me a look and I nodded slightly.


Say it all, Gianluca. You might as well
 .

“She’s half Montanari, half Garibaldi.”

I didn’t look around the table or cared about the curses of surprise. My eyes stayed on Romero the whole time.

He didn't look surprised, not even a little. He looked calculating as he looked at Gianluca. I clenched my jaw as realization hit me. Either he worked with the mano which seemed improbable as Romero would never agree to risk our Mafia like the mano did, or he was in contact with someone in Italy, someone who would help him steal a throne. Except I wasn’t sure which throne he wanted anymore. Gianluca’s seemed the most probable but if he had contacts with the Italian, if he was their little spy like my father taunted, then he could very well be gunning for mine.

I tightened my hand into a tight fist. I’d bury him alive before he even got a shot at touching my fucking seat.

“A single lady?” Fabrizio ran his hand in his hair. “Cool. I can’t wait to meet her.”

Gianluca rolled his eyes and I turned my head to the other side, hiding my half grin.

Oh yeah, Lena would just love the wannabe surfer. I couldn’t wait to see that actually.

“That’s wonderful, Gianluca!” Romero beamed, clasping him on the back. “I know how much you missed having a family.”

“I did.” Gianluca’s voice still carried the sorrow he felt. That was the issue with that man—he felt too much and showed it to the world.

“I will ask Angelo to come back from his trip. I’m sure he will be thrilled to meet your sister.” He winked conspiratorially to Gianluca. “Who knows. We may have a wedding in the near future.”

Gianluca smiled tightly. “Perhaps. Que sera sera
 .”


Whatever will be, will be?
 Fuck that! I’d be the hand of fate if it came to it.

I narrowed my eyes and pursed my lips. Angelo was all charm and flowery words but I also knew he was stupid, shallow, and frankly way beneath someone like Lena.

No, Lena would never look at someone like him and if she did, I’d be here to make her see reason.

I looked down at my notebook, pretending to read whatever was on it. I didn’t want Romero to read my face.

Once the conversations subdued, I cleared my throat. “We went through the agenda. Anything else?” I waited a couple of seconds. “No? Perfect. I will see you all at the introduzione.”

I tapped my pen on the table. “Gianluca, I need to discuss this matter with you privately. Would you please stay behind?”

I followed Romero with my eyes to the exit. He turned around as he reached the door, his eyes full of annoyance before he caught mine, keeping hold of them for a couple of seconds before leaving.

“He’s getting frustrated,” Gianluca stated once the door closed behind them.

“He always has been. He never really approved of the Italians’ choice to put me in charge.” I sighed and concentrated on him and Domenico who was leaning against the wall.

Domenico crossed his feet at the ankles before waving his hand dismissively. “He is way past his time. They respect him because of his age, not because of his wise decisions.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are you trying to cheer me up? Careful. I’ll start to think you care.”

He rolled his eyes. “Nah, I just want to make sure you don’t end up killing him and causing a shift of power we don’t need right now.”

“Kill him?” I ran my hand over my face. “That’s something I want to do but I know that even I won’t get away with it. Especially now.”

Gianluca frowned, resting his hands on the desk, leaning down and pinning his suspicious dark eyes on me. “What do you mean? If there are other issues I need to know. I won’t throw Ele to the wolves without all the cards in hands.”

“It’s Ele now, is it?” I smirk. “How lovely,” I added mockingly despite the sharp sting of jealousy at the bond developing between them. “Talking about Ele. How did you convince her to do it? She hates crowds.”

“You seem to know her well.”

I rubbed my forefinger against my lips, keeping my face completely expressionless. “What if I do?”

Gianluca stood to full height with a frustrated huff. “I’m not playing this game,” he barked.

“She said you’re insignificant, just a man she saw a couple of times when she was in Italy,” Domenico said, his eyes full of expectations. He was trying to bait me, just like I did with Gianluca. He was not my brother for nothing, and I would have been proud if I had not been the source of his manipulation.

I shrugged despite the anger that started to build up. I could just fucking march past them and kiss her like I'd done on that night and see if I was insignificant
 . I was pretty sure I could make her come with just that fucking kiss.

“…and it worked.”

I blinked a couple of times while looking at Gianluca, I’d been so caught up in my own head I’d missed what he’d said.


“
 Scusami?”


Domenico smirked and threw me a look that seemed to say ‘got you,’ then he got out his phone and started to text.

“I told her it would help the investigation, that the killer might show.”

“He might,” I agreed but the security will be airtight. “No one
 will touch her.”

“I know that.” His eyes narrowed in speculation. “Are you that protective for my sake or for yours?”

“Yours, of course. I’m all about altruism.”

Domenico snorted, looking up from his screen. “We’re going to be late.”

Gianluca looked at his watch as the scarred corner of his mouth tipped down in reluctance.

“Where are you girls going?”

“Wedding stuff,” Gianluca replied dismissively.

Domenico’s eyes turned playful as he put his phone back in his pocket. “Someone didn’t attend two of his suit fittings and picked the wrong shade of green for his tie.”

“Who really cares!” Gianluca snapped.

“Your wife does.” Domenico’s smirk widened. “And you better care too if you ever want to have sex again.”

Gianluca flipped him off. “We’ll see you at the party. It would be good if you could show your approval of Ele.”

I bowed my head “She has my full approval.” I looked at Domenico. “Talking about your wedding, I changed my mind. I’ll be one of the groomsmen.”

“Oh! I— Yeah…” Dom rubbed at his jaw. “I asked Jude already though.”

I stood up, waving my hand dismissively. “Giuda would hate it and we know that. He’ll be happy I took his place and you know how good it will look to have me part of it.” I grinned at him. “The capo dei capi
 seal of approval.”

“Uh-huh, and I can safely assume it has nothing to do with who my future wife picked as a bridesmaid.”

He was smarter than I gave him credit for; that much was clear.

“Want it or not?”

Domenico looked at Gianluca for a couple of seconds before nodding with a sigh. He could really use my support and he knew it.

“Fine, then you better come with us for a fitting today.”

I nodded. “Good. I’ll just get to the house and leave a note to Enzo. He’s coming back today. I’ll meet you by car.”

I exited the building and just rounded the corner when I realized I’d forgotten my Montblanc on the table.

I circled back but stopped just by the door as I heard Gianluca and Domenico talking.

“That was weird.”

“Not that weird. He’s your brother after all,” Gianluca taunted.

Domenico laughed. “Yeah, but he is Matteo Genovese. He couldn’t care less about me.”

He was wrong about that, but I didn't need him to know.

“You know there’s more to it, to them, right?”

My smirk slipped off my face and I took another step closer. Why was this pain in my ass so observant? Why could I not stay stoic in front of him?


Because you do it all the fucking time; it’s getting exhausting
 .

Gianluca sighed. “I do, but I'm not going to ask. I don’t want to know.”

“Why?”

“Because Ele deserves someone so much better than Genovese and because I pray this curse will never fall on her.”

I walked back silently, a small smile playing on my lips.


It’s too late for that, Gianluca. The curse was cast when she pressed her lips to mine. Now is just the time to collect what’s due.















Chapter 9
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I
 paced
 the
 length
 of my bedroom again. It was the stupidest thing I’d ever agreed to. Me? The center of a party. I shook my head. That was so stupid; everything was stupid!

I looked at myself in the mirror. My hair? Stupid! My makeup? Stupid! That dress.

I grunted, sitting on the bed. Why did I have to go pick a lilac dress? It was lovely for sure, a maxi evening dress with a deep V-neck and see-through full sleeves. The paillette design on the dress made it look like it had been designed with diamonds and despite being very flattering with my assets and my body type, it was making me really uncomfortable.

I wanted to lie down and forget everything, but I didn't want to mess up the amazing hairdo Cassie had done, putting some little flowers into my hair.

She’d been all teary-eyed when I was ready, resting her hand on her chest like a proud mother. I couldn’t believe how caring and motherly she was, and she was only three years older than me.

I winced at the soft knock on my door. I expected her back; of course I did.

I sent her away once I was ready, telling her I would be right down and that was—I looked at the bright-yellow clock on my night table—thirty minutes ago.

“I know.” I stood up, smoothing my hands on my dress. “I know,” I repeated.

The door opened and instead of Cassie, it was Luca, looking stunning in a perfectly tailored tuxedo.

He smiled at me, pride shining in his eyes.

“You look stunning, sorella.” He walked up to me and rested his hand on the side of my neck. “I’m so proud to be your brother.”

I looked down at his shiny shoes. “You don’t have to say that.”

He brought his hand up and rested his forefinger under my chin, lifting my head gently, leaving me no choice than to look into his eyes.

“I know I don’t. I very rarely say something I don’t mean.” He took a deep breath. “And I know you don’t want to go down there; I know you’ve changed your mind and I hate to do that to you but we have to go.”

“I know.” My heart started to beat faster in my chest again just knowing that all eyes would be on me.

“I’ll stay by your side the whole time if you want, and you don’t even have to stay that long.” He rolled his eyes. “I can assure you, after a while they’ll forget they were here for you and start their pissing contest on who is the most powerful.”

I let out a little chuckle, feeling just a little better knowing he would be by my side.

“And if you don’t come down, you won’t get your surprise.”

I twisted my mouth to the side. “Are you trying to lure me?”

He winked. “Maybe, but I can tell you, you’ll want that surprise.”

I took a step back, straightened my spine, and took a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

Luca hooked my arm with his and we walked down together. When we reached the bottom of the stairs, I could see the waiting staff running from the kitchen to the ballroom at the back of the house. The closer we got the louder the voices got and the more my anxiety creeped up.

Luca stopped in front of the heavy doors. “Ready?” he asked, squeezing my arm.

I nodded.

“Stand straight, Ele,” he said, standing straighter himself. “You’re Mafia royalty; don’t forget it.”


Mafia royalty? What a joke.
 I’d give anything in the world to go back to being good old geeky Ele from Cambridgeshire.

I pasted a smile on my face as the doors opened and the room turned eerily quiet, all eyes on Luca and me. That was probably one of my worst nightmares becoming a reality.

“Everyone,” Luca squeezed my arm again, trying to give me as much liquid courage as he could. “It’s my utmost honor to introduce my sister, Elena Montanari-Garibaldi to you.”

I opened my mouth to correct him but stopped myself as my eyes locked with Matteo’s icy ones.

I was startled when they all said in what seemed like one voice, ‘Benvenuto nella famiglia
 ,’ then they started to cheer and a few men started to line up on the side.

I threw Luca a curious look.

He leaned down. “Just a few key people you need to be introduced to. After that, I can help you vanish,” he added with a smile on his voice.

“No, I’ll want my surprise first.”

He chuckled under his breath as we walked slowly toward the line of men headed by a short man with completely gray hair and bushy eyebrows that reminded me of Martin Scorsese.

We stopped in front of him and Luca bowed his head to him.

“Elena, I would like you to meet Romero Bianco. He has been a very trusted member of the East Coast Famiglia for many years and he is a little like a father to us all.”

The man let out a booming laugh. “You make me sound like a fossil, Gianluca.” He reached for my hand and kissed it. “It’s such an honor to meet you, Elena. I can’t wait to get to know you better.”

I felt Luca’s arm bulge as he tensed beside me. I assumed that ‘knowing’ this Romero was not a good thing.

I nodded with a smile.

He looked around and made a gesture to his left and a tall, lean man appeared at his side with such a fake, flirty smile I had to do my best not to roll my eyes.

“I’d like just a minute to introduce you to my son, Stefano.”

“Bella Elena, meeting you is the highlight of my week,” he crooned, reaching for my free hand and kissing it.

I looked up and threw a ‘is-he-for-real?’ look to Luca. The corner of his lip to quiver in his attempt to contain a smile.

“It’s lovely to meet you too,” I replied, forcing my hand out of his grip.

“I’m sorry for cutting this short, Romero, but we need to continue the presentation.”

“I understand,” Romero announced, taking a step back.

“I will look for you later, Elena. Save me a dance,” Stefano announced with a playful smile.

“Yes, of course.” I bowed my head as I muttered to Luca, “Dancing? Over my dead body!”

He chuckled under his breath. “I’ll save you from him.”

We continued down the line with men a lot less creepy than Romero and his son. I couldn’t believe how many powerful Mafia men were in the same room. All of them welcomed me warmly into their fold with kisses on my hand or on my cheeks, all complimenting Luca, more or less sincerely about my beauty.

My heart was in my throat as we stopped in front of the last man; all the others had already gone, giving us some privacy.

Luca was stunning in a tuxedo—that much was certain—but Matteo Genovese was even more stunning than any Hollywood star and I hated him for that.

“Saving the best for last,” he announced, his deep voice cutting right through me.

A voice that had no business doing that to my body. It wasn’t fair, not after how he treated me, how I knew he saw me. I hated myself too at that moment.

I looked up at Luca, ignoring him. “I’m not sure it is necessary. I already know Mr. Genevese.”

Matteo arched an eyebrow. “Mr. Genovese? Careful, c
 uoricino
 , I might get used to it.”

I caught the corner of my bottom lip in my teeth and looked away. That was a cheap shot, using the term of endearment he had for me back in Sicily. ‘My little heart
 ’… I realized the irony now. He was a heartless man.

“He is the most powerful man in this room,” Luca admitted reluctantly. “An official introduction was necessary.”

Matteo smirked. “I’m glad you remember.”

Luca rolled his eyes but remained silent.

“Are we done?”

Matteo’s eyes narrowed with frustration. “Not quite.” His voice was a little colder; he didn’t like being dismissed. “So how did the other introductions go? Have you found your Prince Charming?” He was mocking the situation.

Ah! Two could play the game.

“Actually,”

His smile faltered a little as he cocked his head to the side.

“Fabrizio is funny,” I said sincerely. The man genuinely amused me. “I like him.”

Matteo scowled at the crowd. “Fabrizio is a whore with no ambition or respect for our rules. You won’t go there.”

It was Luca’s turn to frown. “I don’t think it has anything to do with you.”

Matteo raised an eyebrow. “You think?”

Luca stiffened and I pulled at his arm, not really looking forward to a battle of egos right now. “So, where’s my surprise? I think I deserve it.”

Luca relaxed with a sigh, looked around the room, then nodded at someone I couldn’t see through the crowd because of my height.

“Yes, let's go.” He turned toward Matteo. “See you later.”

“You will,” he replied but kept his eyes on me. The promise in them made my stomach flip.

We walked to a side door at the end of the ballroom. “You go in and enjoy your surprise. I’ll be around, entertaining my wife.”

I opened the door and who I saw standing in the middle of the small storage room made me forget everything about the party or Matteo.

“Princess.”

“Max!” I gasped, rushing into his arms. I closed my eyes, taking comfort in the familiarity of his citrus cologne, his familiar body, and his ability to give the best bear hugs in the world.

I felt him kiss the top of my head and that opened the flood gates.

“Oh, I missed you; I missed you so much.” I sobbed, not caring that I was soaking his soft navy suit jacket.

He hugged me even tighter, remaining silent.

“I thought you forgot about me. You never replied.” I took a deep shaky breath. “Seven weeks, Max. Seven weeks and not a word.”

He rested his hands on my shoulders and gently pushed me back, breaking our embrace.

“I could never forget you.” His eyes were also shiny; was he holding back tears? He reached in his pocket and got a tissue out and started to softly wipe my face, probably cleaning the mess my tears had just made. “I wanted to call you, but I had to deal with the aftermath of—” He stopped and his Adam’s apple bobbed as if he had trouble swallowing. “And then they asked me to leave you be for a while.” He sighed, resting his forehead against mine. “There has not been a day I didn't miss you.”

I reached up and moved the floppy fringe of dark hair that was falling over his eyes. My chest squeezed at the familiarity of the gesture.

“How come you’re here now?”

He smiled at me. “Your brother loves you very much. He pulled a few strings and here I am.”

“Here you are,” I repeated in awe. “Are you staying?”

He brought his hand to my cheek and rubbed my cheekbone with his thumb. “Let's take one day at the time.”

“Yes, okay.” I closed my eyes and let out a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad you're okay.”

“Me too.” He extended his arms to me. “You look spectacular, princess. Let’s go.”

I took his arm and followed him out. People were now dancing in the middle of the room. How weirdly old-fashioned. Did people still do that?

“Let’s dance.”

“What?” He pulled me to the middle of the dance floor, swirling me into his arms. “I can’t.”

“Says who? We did it before.” He smiled, taking my hand and resting his other on the small of my back. “We did it before.”

I started to follow his lead subconsciously.

“Yes, but it was in my bedroom watching Strictly
 !” I hissed. “Not really the same here, is it?”

He winked at me. “Just pretend like it is.” He squeezed my hand. “What are you?”

I rolled my eyes but followed his lead, keeping my eyes on his, doing my best to erase the world around us. “Come on.”

“No, not come on. What are you?” He chuckled when I remained silent. “Okay, I'll start. Beautiful as Aphrodite, wise as Athena, swifter than Hermes, and…” He trailed off.

“Fine. And stronger than Hercules.”

“Isn’t that adorable?” Matteo interrupted, stepping right behind Max, stopping him in his tracks and making us stumble. “I didn’t expect to see you here, Massimo. Why are you here?”

“Gianluca wanted to surprise Princess Ele.”

“Ah.” Matteo looked around, calculating. “Gianluca, I’ll need to thank him for bringing over my baby cousin.”

“Cousin?” I let go of Max’s hand briskly as if his touch hurt me.

Matteo gave me a snide smile. “Yes, I hired him to keep an eye on you in England, to befriend you. I see he took his responsibilities a little too seriously.”

I looked at Max, begging him to deny it, but the guilt on his face said it all.

“You were paid?” I asked softly.

“Princess.”

I shook my head and turned to Matteo. He could not have waited one day before doing that. Not one fucking day! “And you!” I poked his toned chest as hard as I could with my forefinger. “You had to do that tonight of all nights. Why?”

“Because I wanted to.” He pushed in front of Max, extending his big hand toward him. “Balla con me, cuoricino.
 ”

A few years ago, it would have been my dream come true, Matteo asking me to dance.

I took a step back. “No.”

His jaw ticked as he gritted his teeth. “Don’t do this,” he seethed.

I took another step back and looked at Max over Matteo’s shoulder. “You should go back to your other paying job.”

I turned around and walked out of the room, going up the stairs, trying to hold back my tears until I was in my room.

I reached for my handle when I got caught around the biceps and thrusted not so gently in the guest bedroom across the hall.

I swirled around as the bedroom door slammed behind me and contrary to any rational thoughts, some of my panic vanished when I saw that it was Matteo standing in front of the closed door.

A very angry Matteo who was looking at me with a scowl on his face, his chest heaving, reminding me of a bull ready to strike.

“What?” I asked, wrapping my arms around myself.

“What?” he repeated, arching an eyebrow.

He reached behind him and my heart jumped in my chest as I heard the lock slip into place.

“What?” he repeated again and took a slow, predatory step toward me.

“I—” I looked around the room. For what, I wasn’t sure. I knew that if I screamed, Luca or Dom would come in with guns blazing but somehow despite everything I was not afraid, not really.

“Do you know who I am?”

His question threw me off my train of thought. Was this a test?

“Matteo Genovese?”

“Good.” He took another step toward me. “And do you know what
 I am?”

“T-the boss?” I tried, wrapping my arms more tightly around myself.

“The boss, yes.” He took another step toward me. He was so close now that I could see the vein throbbing on the side of his neck and smell the enticing woodsy fresh cologne that seemed to be uniquely his. “I’m the boss of everyone in this house. It includes your brother and it includes you, cuoricino.
 You can’t just dismiss me; do you understand that? If I say you dance with me, you dance with me.”

My throat closed up, my mouth and lips dry from the emotional distress his closeness caused. I licked my dry lips, his angry blue eyes following the movement and darkening as they stayed on them.

I averted my gaze and concentrated on the beautiful mountain painting on the wall

“I’m not your little heart. Don’t play these stupid games with me.” I felt the indignation at him pretending to care yet again.

“What the fuck do you want?” he asked, gripping my face between his fingers and turning it toward him. He didn’t grip it hard enough to bruise or hurt but with enough force to show me that he meant business.

“Why do you have to be so difficult?” he asked, his fingers squeezing my cheeks, making me wince. “When you were eighteen, I gave you an innocent kiss and you forgave everything!”

I was an idiot in love then; I’m an idiot in pain now. “I’m not eighteen anymore. It would take much more than a kiss to get me to fall for you. You’re not as irres—”

He gave me a look so swift and so full of challenge that it was almost threatening, and the words caught in my throat.

“Maybe not.” He let go of my face and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me to him, crushing my body against his powerful one. “One way to find out,” he added before crashing his lips on mine.

It was nothing like the sweet kiss he had given me in the starry night on the balcony of the Sicilian villa.

There was no gentleness this time. This one was hard and punishing, his lips bruising and demanding. I gasped as I felt his hand trail up my ribs and cup the side of my breast. He took the opportunity to invade my mouth with his tongue, tasting, devouring like he was a parched man reaching the long-desired oasis.

I brought my hands up to push him away as my conscience screamed at me to break this kiss, to call for help, but a band snapped, and an unfamiliar lust took over. Instead of pushing him away, I wrapped my arms around his neck, burying my fingers in his soft hair.

I’d always wondered how his hair would feel between my fingers, what Matteo would be like in the heat of passion and now I knew. Despite all the red flags, despite everything that should have made me demand him to stop, I just closed my eyes, enjoying the overwhelming sensations.

He growled against my lips before breaking the kiss and letting his lips trail down my jaw, down the side of my neck to my cleavage.

He let his lips sweep back and forth on the top of my breast.

“I wanted to kill them for seeing these,” he whispered on my skin, clearly talking to himself.

He let his lips wander back up and kissed me again with such fever and passion that I didn’t care what could happen when I went through these doors again.

The kiss initiated an inferno inside of me so powerful I was aching, my lower belly squeezing painfully, asking for something I was not familiar with.

He suddenly moved back, looking at me with hooded eyes, his hair in complete disarray because of my hands.

I was confronted with a choice right there and then as his eyes seemed to ask what his mouth didn’t.

I didn’t trust him, but I was just as gone as he was and nodded as I willingly surrendered to my desires. I knew that only he could settle the ache inside of me.

A look of relief flooded over him as he pushed me against the bed and flashed a mischievous grin as he looked at me standing there, completely devoid of inhibitions.

I closed my eyes, allowing myself to get lost in the moment and the consequences be damned. I’d never felt anything that powerful with anyone other than Matteo. This feeling had been there since I’d been old enough to know what love and attraction was, only developing as the years went from innocent puppy love to something more lustful and carnal.

I’d lied to myself, telling myself the feelings were gone, replaced by hate. But they’d been back with a vengeance just by seeing him, hearing his voice, feeling his mouth on me.

Maybe if I gave in just this once I could get him out of my bloodstream and maybe he’d leave me be too.

He laid me down carefully on the bed.

I let out a sigh of pleasure as his hands found my ankles and went up, lifting my skirt as he went, his hands leaving a familiar burn on my skin.

“Look at me,” he commanded, and I was way too lost in the foggy lust to hesitate.

He kept his eyes locked with mine as his big hands moved to the sensitive skin on my inner legs, wrapping them around my panties, and he began pulling them down.

Matteo let out a deep groan as I lifted my bottom, assisting him in the process.

I blushed deeply as his eyes moved from mine to my most intimate place, and despite my insanity, it occurred to me, somewhere between slipping my panties off and looking at my dripping heat, how painfully open to him I was.

I let my eyes roam down to the evidence of his own arousal through his pants, somehow making me feel better.

“I’d forgotten how much I could feel until I saw you in that airport,” he whispered, resting his knee between my legs on the bed and hovering over me, softly, almost tenderly kissing his way down from my hips to my core.

I gasped and tried to close my legs as I realized what exactly he intended to do with his mouth.

"Don't do that, cuoricino. Let me play," he demanded, settling on the floor, his head level with my drenched pussy. There was no denying how much I wanted it; he could see it plain as day.

He kissed the inside of my right thigh and traced a path downward with the tip of his tongue, slowing a bit as he approached my pussy, then with increased pressure, licking the top of my thigh.

I whimpered, raising my hips off the bed. My breathing was already erratic from barely being touched.

He took one long lap and I nearly fainted. "Oooh my God." My hands immediately clutched the silky bedcover, my head falling back on the pillow.

He let out a low chuckle before putting his hands on the insides of my thighs, gently spreading my legs as far as they would comfortably go.

He lapped me up, just slow licks from bottom to top. I writhed around in sweet agony. Could you die from pleasure? I felt like my heart was going to explode!

“Oh God!” I shouted as Matteo wrapped his hands around my thighs, securing me in place before he buried his face between my legs. The first few licks were long and slow… teasing, torturing.

Matteo grunted on my clit, seemingly enjoying it just as much as I did. His tongue explored all around my folds, varying from the center by alternating licks along each side of my pussy, covering every inch with his tongue. I was so wet; I was certain his face was drenched in my juice. I arched my back against the bed and opened my mouth in a silent scream.

This was too much and not enough all at once. My body was begging for something I couldn’t name.

“Matteo!” I grabbed fistfuls of his hair and shoved his face farther into me.

He let his hands roam up to my heavy breasts and grabbed hold of them though the thin material of my dress.

He squeezed it almost painfully and I bucked my hips slightly, calling his name, begging for more.

Matteo let go of my breasts and lifted my legs over his shoulders and nuzzled his stubbly chin into the very bottom of my pussy. From this angle he was able to extend his tongue farther inside me, lapping away past the inner vaginal lips. In less than a minute I came, letting out a sound that was more animal than human.

I was buzzing and light-headed, so satisfied I would have given anything he wanted and I gasped when I felt him enter me with a finger, lazily massaging the inside of my walls.

“Matteo,” I whimpered, not sure if I wanted to ask him to stop or continue.

He inserted another finger and I winced, uncomfortably full now.

"You're so tight, cuoricino, so pure. You like what I'm doing to your body?" He growled as I bucked against his finger.

I squirmed. "Yes! Yes!" I hissed.

"You want more?" he teased.

I bit my bottom lip and nodded.

“Use your words.”

His commanding tone made me even hotter. Fuck, I had problem.

"Yes, please. Yes, Matteo!”

He fucked me slowly, letting me adapt. I could feel every nerve explode with pleasure.

Once I started to settle into this movement, he curled his fingers. I nearly flew off the bed, and I reached for him as he curled his fingers inside of me again.

He used my free hand to keep me down as he bit on my inner thigh lightly. "Take the pleasure, Lena."

I moaned as my heart pumped widely, waves of pleasure overflowing my body. My toes curled and my calves tensed painfully on his shoulders because of the pure, primal pleasure I was experiencing.

He began increasing the speed of his pumping fingers while he licked and kissed at my folds and mound.

Against all odds, I was getting close again. I opened my mouth and closed it again as he took my clit into his mouth, sucking and licking all the while still pumping his fingers inside me.

I called his name as my muscles tightened around his fingers and my thighs wrapped around his head.

I came with a guttural groan, clenching his fingers within me, and I could feel the reverberations of the orgasm along all my limbs.

I came down slowly, keeping my eyes closed, riding out the aftershocks of a pleasure so intense I didn’t know it was possible.

Was sex always like that? If it was, I wondered how people could even get out of bed.

I finally opened my eyes, blinking a few times while still recovering.

I let my eyes wander to him as he stood at the bottom of the bed, an indescribable look on his face.

I blushed deeply as I looked at his glistening lips, knowing they were coated with my arousal.

“A bit late to feel self-conscious, don’t you think?” he asked, obviously full of himself as he ran his fingers through his hair to put form or to the mess caused by my fingers and my thighs. “Tell me, did your friend Max ever make you feel like that?”

His taunting tone had the effect of a bucket of cold water being thrown on me and now, as the lust and the bliss of orgasm had dissipated, I realized with sheer horror what I had done.

I scrambled off the bed and ran to the door, completely ignoring my white cotton panties and heels on the floors.

“God, what have I done?” I let out with a distraught sob as I reached for the lock, fumbling with it as my hand shook.

“Lena, stay here,” he called as I finally opened the door and rushed out.

“Lena!” he bellowed.

I froze, turning around slowly, keeping my eyes on my painted toes.

“Look at me.”

I ignored his command, looking at the stair, hoping, praying that someone would come save me.

“Don’t start thinking I forced you into something you didn’t want.”

I looked up in surprise, forgetting my own shame for a minute. His eyes were hard, his jaw set in accusation, ready for a fight.

I shook my head. “I wanted everything you did to me, but it was a moment of craziness. It wasn’t you I wanted.”

His eyes morphed from hard to murderous. “Cazzate!
 It was my name you were moaning. Don’t fucking play this game with me. Lena, I fucking dare you to—”

A bark interrupted him and I turned toward my bedroom door, surprised.

“Kylo?” I whispered, fearing it was just my imagination.

He barked from behind the door again.

“Kylo!” I shouted and opened the door. It was not a dream. My baby was here, wagging his tail like crazy.

“Oh, my baby!” I fell on my knees as he rushed toward me, jumping into my arms and licking my face like crazy.

I hugged him tight, telling him how much I missed him and how I was happy to have him back.

“Oh, my baby.” I stroked his fur. “I missed you so much.”

I finally remembered that Matteo had been behind me, but when I turned around, he was gone.

I stood up, carrying Kylo in the room with me.

Maybe I could just pretend it never happened. Pretend that I didn’t just experience the most earth-shattering pleasure I would probably ever experience.

Pretend that he had not just ruined me for any other men.

I lay on my bed with Kylo against me and closed my eyes, seeking comfort in the familiarity of his little furry body against mine.

I wished for sleep to come and hoped I would wake up and forget everything.

Forget that the devil’s mouth had direct access to my heart and soul.














Chapter 10




Matteo
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I
 walked
 down
 the
 poorly lit grounds of Gianluca’s estate, hoping the cool air would tame the overwhelming unusual emotions driving me insane.

“Fuck!” I roared as I reached the small lake and sat heavily on the bench, looking at the moon reflecting on the placid water.

I fucked up in all the ways I never should have done. I crumbled like a weak teenager and now I had to rethink everything.

I had not planned what happened, none of it.

I was only supposed to stay there, in the background, and study our families, see who could possibly want her dead. And then she came down, and fuck me, she slayed me, especially since I knew she picked her dress for me, no matter how much she would deny it.

It was a rare shade of lavender, not one we could easily find but it was also my favorite color, something that no one but her knew.

It was the exact same shade of the lavender field I could see out of my window when I was a little boy. She could pretend it was a coincidence all she wanted, but I never believed the universe was that lazy.

When she came down those stairs, flaunting her beautiful curvy shape and revealing a little more of her cleavage than I would have liked, my dick stirred and just for that I was so angry at her. I controlled my body, always had until that fucking moment.

I stayed back as she greeted the self-important men of the famiglia, trying to put my dick back to sleep. I was pleased to see that none of the men introduced to her had an effect; at least it was something going my way.

And then I came in her line of vision and no matter how much she wanted to look detached, I saw the signs—the ones that were already there four years ago. The enlarged pupils, the slight flush on her chest and neck, the faint shiver as I spoke to her.

She wanted to hate me for what I did, and maybe part of her did, but she desired me whether she acknowledged it or not.

And then it all turned to shit when she reappeared in my line of vision with the brightest smile on her face on the arm of Massimo.

Fuck me! How did that little insignificant bastard manage to get here? He was supposed to be back in Sicily, making himself scarce. I looked around and noticed Gianluca's prideful smile. He’d done that, Fuck him; he’d betrayed me. The small sliver of sanity I had left at that moment tried to remind me that Gianluca had no idea of my intentions toward his sister, that he didn't actually betray me, but I didn’t care.

All I could focus on now was how Massimo was dancing with what was mine, his hand resting a bit lower on her back than he should have.

I’d tried to rein in my furor as I walked toward them, ready to break his hand and maybe even end his life if he tried anything else.

I interrupted their dance and offered my hand to her, asking instead of demanding her to dance with me. She didn’t know the importance of that gesture, how much it was costing me to do that, showing her any kind of interest in public when I had always kept any of my inclinations a complete mystery from these men.

When she took a step back, choosing his side instead of mine, I felt another wound of betrayal except that, coming from her, it was much deeper. I wanted revenge, to hurt her just as much as she’d just hurt me, and I’d told her how she was only a paid job to Massimo and instead of taking my hand then, she just flew away.

The anger I felt before was fueled by my indignation. She’d just dismissed me. Me! And in front of witnesses.

I followed her upstairs without even thinking it through. I wasn't sure what I wanted to do to her. Shout at her, kiss her, put her on my knee and spank some sense into her.

My dick had stirred again at the image of her lying across my knees, naked.

Once I had her in this room and she licked her beautiful pink lips, the choice was taken away from me and the monster broke his chain and kissed her.

I had forgotten how I could feel until I saw her at the airport and I discovered the intensity of these feelings when I kissed her. How dreadful it was, how confusing, how much I wished I could go back and never feel anything like that again.

Except that I felt it and when she turned pliable under my touch, my monster craved more and took everything she was giving me.

I licked at my lips, still tasting her there. She was everything; her passion had no equal, and she’d given herself to my touch, to her pleasure so easily. How could I ever forget that? How could I see her again without just bending her over the closest hard surface and eating her again—location and witnesses be damned.

I shook my head, running my hand through my hair again, and threw a look toward the house. I had to move much faster than I anticipated. I had wanted to wait until I killed the mano, until I reinforced my position as capo di capi before taking what was due to me, but it wouldn’t do. Not anymore. Not with Massimo sniffing around and not after she opened the Pandora’s box that was my feelings. Not after she turned my libido from basic functions to horny teenager.

I stood up and took a deep breath, feeling a little more in control and calmer now that I had a new plan.

I walked back to the house and was pleased to see that most of the guests were already gone.

I walked into the kitchen from the back door and found Cassandra filling the dishwasher.

“You know you have people for that,” I said with an eyebrow raised.

She startled at my voice and turned around, wiping her hands on the apron she wore over her evening dress.

“I know I do, but I don’t like people touching my kitchen.”

“You’re a capo’s wife; this is beneath you.”

She laughed. “Oh, Matteo. No, it really isn’t. This is my home, my responsibility. Nothing having to do with my house and my family is beneath me.”

“Where’s Gianluca?” I asked her, looking out of the kitchen.

She frowned. I was not usually that rude to her, but I wanted this deal done and things secured immediately.

“He went to his office an hour ago to talk business. Is everything alright?” Her face was paler, showing signs of anxiety.

“Everything is good; nothing to worry about. Juro
 .”

She sighed. “Okay.”

I nodded, walked to the kitchen door, and turned around. “Tell Enzo to go back to town and wait at home.”

“Oh, maybe he could stay. I think Ele didn’t feel well, and they haven’t met yet so maybe—”

“No.” I kept my face as neutral as possible. “He has work to do. He will go home. Claro
 ?”

She pursed her lips and turned her back at me, a dish towel in her hand. “I’ll tell him.”

I walked upstairs and stopped on the first floor for a couple of minutes, looking at her door and wondering if it was locked.

I shook my head. Not now
 , I told myself as I walked up to the second floor and walked into Gianluca’s office uninvited, setting the tone of the conversation to come.

I was the boss and he’d do as I said even if I knew that what was to come would be hard to swallow.

Gianluca smiled at me and I was taken aback by his apparent good mood; he hated these kinds of events just as much as I did.

“I thought you left.” He pointed to the bar. “Want a drink?”

I nodded and helped myself with a double dose of whisky.

He looked at my glass with speculation and I couldn’t blame him. I was not one to drink much in public settings but after what happened today, I needed alcohol.

“Where’s the conjoined twin?”

“Helping downstairs, trying to kick the guests out as politely as possible. I had business to discuss.”

I sat across from him and took a sip.

“Where did you
 disappear to? Enzo was looking for you.”

I rolled my eyes. “I was discussing
 business too.”

Gianluca's smile wavered a little. “Genovese, did you kill anyone on my domain?”

“Don’t be an idiot. You’re too far from anywhere to get rid of a body effectively, and you miss the equipment I have at home.” I shrugged. “I’d drug them and put them in my trunk.”

“Charming.”

I looked down at my glass. “We all do stupid things. I kill people. You bring fucking parasites in the country.”

“Parasites?”

“Massimo.”

“She missed him. She needed something good in her life. He's your family and he’s a good kid.”

“A good kid
 ?” I tipped my mouth in disgust. “Why are you in such a good mood?”

“I think I resolved Elena’s problem.”

I frowned, tightening my hand around the glass, somehow already knowing I wouldn’t like it.

“Massimo offered for her hand. He is a good man. He’s obviously in love with her. He is a Genovese, a pure blood, and she is clearly smitten with him.”

Anger blurred my vision as I tightened my hand so tightly around the glass, I was surprised it didn’t shatter in my hand.

Massimo and Lena? Fuck, that was puppy attraction. It was not the inferno she and I shared.

“I’m sure she’ll be receptive to being with him. If she—”

“No,” I replied impassively.

“I— What?”

“I said no.”

He let out a startled laugh. “No offense, Genovese, but this is none of your business.”

“Isn’t it? The famiglia is my business.”

“Relationships between families, yes. This is purely a Montanari business.”

I cocked my head to the side, grabbing the argument. “Oh, is it? I remember you begging me to meddle in the middle of a family war to save your wife.”

He pursed his lips, angry with the reminder. “What’s wrong with Massimo?”

“Your sister belongs to someone else.”

“What do you mean she belongs to someo—” His eyes widened with understanding. “No, absolutely not!” He shot up from his seat. “Elena will not be with you.”

I remained seated, keeping my eyes on him as he paced the room back and forth, boiling with anger.

“Elena will be with me.”

“No!” He bellowed, turning toward me, and I could see murder in his eyes.

“Why not?” I asked coolly. I knew I’d win; he just didn’t know that yet.

“You’re thirty-five; she is only twenty-two!”

I nodded. “How old was your wife when you met her again?”

He threw me an exasperated look. “That’s different. Cassie had a different story, and I was not you. I have a heart, a conscience!”

“And I don’t?”

He shook his head. “Don’t make me say it, Genovese.”

I rested my glass on the desk and stood up with a sigh. “It’s a moot point anyway.”

“It is,” he replied, calmer now. Did he think he had won? Time to give him the killing blow.

“Because no matter what, she’s mine and she has been for a while.” I raised my hand to stop him from saying anything. I didn't have any time to waste; I had someone to threaten. “You made a vow when I saved your wife, you made a blood oath, Gianluca. You said you’d give me anything I wanted.” I straightened my jacket

He paled, knowing full well where this was going. “Don’t, Genovese, please. I beg you don’t do this.”

“Begging is wasted on me. I am claiming her.”

He hung his head down in defeat. Denying a blood oath was synonymous with death and he knew it.

“She’ll never agree to this.”

I waved my hand dismissively. “Let me worry about that. So, do we have a deal?”

“Do I have a choice?” His voice carried the extent of his defeat. A better man would have felt guilty. Lucky for me, I was not that man.

“No.”

He nodded, grabbing my half-drunk glass from the desk and finishing it in one go before turning toward the window.

“Gianluca,” I barked. I had to hear the words.

“She’s yours,” he replied, his voice breaking as he kept his back at me.

The relief I felt at the words was unexpected.

“Very well. Glad we could come to an agreement.”

I exited the office and grabbed my phone, speeding down the stairs.

“Where are you?”

“O-on m-m-my way back.”

“Call Massimo. I want him waiting for me when I get home.”

“It’s after m-m-midnight.”

“And I care because? I’m getting in my car now. Tell him he better wait for me at the compound or I swear to God…” I trailed off. Enzo knew me well enough to fill in the blanks.
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I was a little calmer when I arrived home. Having secured Elena before Gianluca did something stupid was enough for now.

When I walked into the waiting room leading to my office, Massimo was waiting, sitting on one of the sofas, a cup of coffee in his hand.

I threw an exasperated look to Enzo. “I told you to get him here, not to entertain him.”

Enzo met my eyes silently; he knew better than to say anything when I was in this type of mood.

I sighed. “You can go home now. I don’t need you tomorrow. Take the day.” I turned toward Massimo. “Let's take a walk.”

“To my grave?” he asked, only half joking.

“We’ll see,” I replied and twirled around, walking out of the room, knowing that if he wanted to keep on breathing he would follow me.

I took him down to the basement and opened the door to my playroom.

“After you.” I gestured him in.

He walked in and to his credit, he didn’t look overly impressed. Many men would already be on their knees, begging for mercy.

“Take a seat.” I jerked my head toward the metal chair that was just above the drain.

“Doesn’t sound like the warm catchup I was expecting,” he said sarcastically, taking the seat.

Again, I reluctantly had to admit I was a little impressed by his cool. He may have been more Genovese than I gave him credit for.

“Why are you here?”

“Luca told me Ele missed me.”

“I told you to go home and forget she existed,” I reminded him, walking around his chair slowly.

“You betrayed me by coming here.”

He shrugged. “You were supposed to stay away from her,” he accused me. “I guess we’re both liars.”

I stopped walking and grabbed one of the hunting knives that was on the wall.

Who the fuck did he think I was?

“You were supposed to protect her.”

“I did.”

“You fell in love
 with her. You offered for her hand!” My fingers twitched around the handle of the knife, the desire to cut his throat almost overpowering.

“Is that a crime?”

I cocked my head to the side. “In my eyes? Yes.”

“She deserves to be free, to have a life back.” He gestured to my basement. “She deserves much better than this life.”

“To be with you?” I asked with a little mocking smile.

Maybe I should flex for once and tell him what we did tonight. How she came all over my tongue, screaming my name, how I could almost still taste her on my lips.

“If so she chooses, yes. I’m done pretending I don’t love her.”

“I should kill you for this. You betrayed me and the famiglia and you tried to steal the only thing that made me a little bit human.”

“Then do it. Kill me, oh great king.”

I growled. If only he knew how much I wanted to. I played thousands of scenarios in my head on my way back, imagining all the ways I could hurt him before killing him.

I hated everything about him. I especially hated how much she cared for him, how much she trusted him, how much she loved him… if only as a friend. These were all mine, all my prerogatives, my rights.

“I can't,” I admitted, almost in disgust, throwing the knife across the room, planting it on the shelving unit.

“Why?”

“Because I believe it may very well be the only thing she’d never forgive me for.”

He grinned and I rethought his murder. Maybe I could hide it from her. It was a risk I was willing to take.

“You’re going to Sicily tonight and you’re never coming back.”

That wiped the smile off his face. “Matteo, no—”

“Tonight, Massimo. I called the airfield. The jet is ready. You leave here with your life; don’t make me regret it. If you come back, I won’t be as magnanimous.”

“Magnanimous is not a word I would use for you.”

“No, you are correct and the only reason I do it is Elena.” As infuriating as it was to admit it, only for her would I let anyone who wronged me, willingly or not, leave with his life and all his limbs.

“Leave now, Massimo. The driver will be waiting for you.”

He stood up and walked to the door before turning around. “I would have made her happy.”

I scowled at him. “Leave.”


Made her happy?
 That was so prosaic; she needed so much more than that.

Elena was a princess; she needed something much more important than the futile, unrealistic notion of happiness. She needed to be protected, shielded, and guided.

Elena needed me, whether she liked it or not.
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H
 ave
 you
 told
 her?

 I knew the answer to that. It would be the same one Gianluca had been giving me for the past week.

I was being so patient with him, but he didn’t appreciate it. Not that I was doing it for him really but still.


No, I need time
 .

I rolled my eyes.


You don’t have any. Do it or I’ll do it myself
 .

I threw my phone on my desk and ran my hands over my face in exasperation. When did everything start to fall? When did they stop fearing me?

The interphone on my desk beeped.

“What?”

“D-d-domenico is h-here to s-s-s-see you.”


Was he
 ? I looked at the interphone like it could answer my unspoken question. Domenico Romano was not a fan of me and I think part of him hated that we shared DNA but he probably reminded himself that it was better to share my DNA than the one of the twisted raping asshole who he believed was his father for over thirty years.

But something was sure, Domenico was not one to make a social call to me.

“Let him in.”

I smiled as Domenico walked in with decided steps as a man on a mission, which was probably the case.

“Ah, brother, to what do I owe this wonderful visit? Did your puppet master send you?” I asked, taunting.

His jaws ticked but he didn’t take the bait. What a shame; I enjoyed a good fight in the morning.

“I’m on my way to pick up Jude from the station, so I thought I’d stop by and see how you were doing.”

I leaned back on my chair. Domenico couldn't care less how I was doing.

“What do you want?” I asked before resting my forefinger on my mouth, keeping my eyes on him, trying to decipher any facial expression.

The micro expressions on someone's face said so much more than their words.

“Maybe to see how you are doing?”

I arched an eyebrow; that was such bullshit.

I sighed, too busy to play this game. “What does Gianluca want?”

“Luca doesn’t know I'm here. He actually asked me to stay out of it.”

I gestured toward him. “And yet here you are. It’s nice to know I'm not the only one you ignore directives from.”

“I need to know and I think it’s better to ask in person.”

“Know what?”

“It’s her, isn’t it?”

I tensed. “Her what?”

“The girl you told me about.”

I frowned. He was fishing for information. “What girl?”

He twisted his mouth to the side as if to say, ‘I can see right through you
 .’ “When I told you to stay away from India, you said you liked them much shorter and curvier.”

I had slipped up then, but to my defense I’d never thought I would end up having to make this choice now.

“Coincidence.”

“You don't believe in coincidences.”

“No.” I grinned. “But you seem like the kind who does.”

“Is she the risk you removed from your life?”

I pressed my lips into a thin line. Why did he have to listen to everything I had ever said to him? “Does it matter? Gianluca made his opinion abundantly clear.”

“Yes, he did and can you blame him? You’re known as the cruel king. You literally
 kill for pleasure.”

“No, not for pleasure. For entertainment value? Sure. But not pleasure.”

“Again, not really buying it here, I have to say.”

“I won’t hurt her. I won’t be cruel to her.”

“Yes, man. I’m sure you won’t hurt her, at least not voluntarily. As for not being cruel to her, I’m not sure you know how to be anything else.”

“What is it you want? For me to let her go, is that it?” I shook my head. “You’re wasting your breath here. The deal is made and if you want to be productive, maybe go help Gianluca’s quest to find a way out.” I let out a humorless laugh. “Do you think I really don't know why he is delaying telling her?” I waved my hand dismissively. “He’s probably running around like a headless chicken, trying to find a way to get her out. I knew what I did when I asked for a blood oath; there’s no way out of this.”

He at least had the decency not to lie to me. “That’s not why I’m here but you can admit it was not fair though. He didn't know he had a sister; he could not take that into account.”

“I never said I was fair. I did warn him that giving such a blanket oath was risky; he did it anyway. If anyone is to blame, it’s him not me.”

“A bit of a stretch but—”

“If you’re not here to make me change my mind, what is it you want?”

“Luca thinks it’s in my mind and neither you nor Ele are talking about it, but I'm not an idiot. There’s something there.”

I looked at him in silence.

“You know the night of the introduction party she disappeared. Luca got worried but he was busy with Cassie being the host and all, so he asked me to look for her.”

My heart jumped once in my chest, and I thanked the years I spent appearing unfeeling. It was the only way to keep my face as bored as possible.

“And?”

“I came upstairs, and well, she didn’t seem to be into too much trouble.”


That’s where you're wrong, brother. This is when she turned my curious interest into a full-blown addiction. The taste of her…
 I ran my tongue on my lips without thinking about it as if I could still taste her.

Dom noticed that and looked away with a clearing of his throat. He was not stupid or blind like Luca was.

“Well done, Sherlock.” I pretended to look around my desk. “I’m sorry I ran out of gold stars but remind me next time.”

“She is a good woman, you know. She deserves to be happy, to be loved.”

“Are you going to tell Gianluca?”

He snorted. “And be killed for being the messenger? I think not!”

“So you don’t think I’m bad for her?”

“Oh yes, you’re the worst.”

I frowned. He was really confusing and it frustrated me. “Just spit it out. I don't have time to play.”

“I think you’re the worst, but I also think you could be the best. She has feelings for you.”

My heart jumped once again. Fuck that bastard. I’d truly thought it was dead. “She’s stupid then.”

“No, she is strong, brave, incredibly kind and smart and above all hopeful.”

“Are you an expert in Elena Garibaldi now?” I spit out as, against all rational thoughts, jealousy settled in my chest. It was not a feeling I was used to. I never cared enough about anyone or anything to feel jealousy at the thought of losing it. Fuck, I wished it stayed the same.

He gave me a knowing smile, obviously not blind to my jealousy. “No, I'm an expert in India and Luca is a Cassie expert. These three are the same.”

“Can you finish now? I actually have work to do.”

He stood up. “Yes, I need to go anyway. I just—” He threw his hands up in surrender. “Promise me you’ll try to make her happy despite all your shortcomings. Promise that even if you don’t think you can love, you’ll try to let her convert you.”

“Why?”

“Because I think she could make you happy.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “You want me to believe that all you want is my happiness? Oh, brother, how gullible do you think I am?”

“Think whatever you want. Also, I’d like to invite Enzo for the weekend. Jude will be here, and I think he’ll like Ele.”

I gestured toward the door. “Sure, whatever.”

He moved toward the door but turned around again.

“What now? Are you going to talk to me about protection? She’s still very much pure if that’s—”

He raised his hand with a grimace. “Lord, Jesus, no. No! No detail, no info, nothing!”


“
 Cosa vuoi?”


“The Italians are coming soon, right?”

I nodded sharply, not sure where he was going with that.

“All of them?”

Ah, it was getting clearer now. “Tutti, si
 .”

“Does he know that I know?”

“No, he doesn’t. Would you like him to?”

“Would I?”

I cocked my head to the side, pondering that. My father was a hateful bastard who enjoyed being better than everyone, including his own son, but he was still marginally better than the man who raised him.

“I don’t think so unless you enjoy having a person who puts you down every chance he gets.”

“Ah, better not.” He grinned at me. “I’ve got you for this.”

“And I do it so much better.”

Domenico snorted.

“Also.” I stopped him just as he was about to open the door. “Tell Gianluca I'm serious. If he has not told her by the weekend, I’ll tell her myself.”

He nodded. “He’s not really trying to bypass you. No, really!” he insisted, probably seeing the incredulity on my face. “He’s scared she won’t ever want to see him again. He will lose her because of that, you know.”

“That seems like a ‘him’ problem, doesn’t it?”

“You can’t be that heartless; you have to understand.”

I stared at him for a few seconds.

“I’m the cruel king, right? You better remember that. Have a good day, Domenico,” I added before turning my attention toward my computer, showing him that this meeting was done.

Elena was mine and I’ll be damned if I let anyone, including herself, steal her away.
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“
 D
 oes
 this
 work?”
 I
 asked, adjusting the piece of green felt on Jude’s chest.

He looked up to the mirror and twisted his mouth to the side. “Do you think you could make it a little bigger?”

“Obviously I can! You’ll be the most badass Hobbit in all the Shire.”

He turned to grin at me, flaunting the cute little gap between his front teeth, and I couldn't help but laugh as I sat back down at the drawing board.

They had all been right; Jude was amazing! I’d only met him three days ago and I already saw him as a cute little brother. I’d always thought I was a geek but he made me feel like I was barely a player with all his knowledge. It was cool how we both got so excited when they announced Matt Smith and David Tenant for a special panel at Comic Con yesterday.

We were both squealing when Dom and Luca rushed in, guns in hand, both very unimpressed with us.

I chuckled at the memory. Jude was really a little ray of sunshine and just being with him here, I felt less of the weight of all my problems.

I concentrated on the good things for now, such as making our costumes for Comic Con.

“Are you going to do one for Enzo too?”

I shrugged, looking down and drawing the Hobbit symbol on the felt. I had yet to meet Enzo but he seemed to be a very quiet and shy young man. Jude adored him though and it made me love him by proxy.

“If he wants me to, sure. We can ask him when he comes this weekend, alright?” To be fair I would love to have more costumes to do. It would help me distract myself from all the shit in my life.

“Maybe he can be the Flash or something?” “Maybe.” I was about to ask him if he had already ordered his feet and ears when the door opened to one of the main issues in my life… Matteo Genovese.

My traitorous heart jumped in my chest and tension settled in the bottom of my stomach at the memory of our last meeting.

I had wished it away, but I thought about it every night when I touched myself, and I hated myself every time I came undone with his name on my lips.

“Lena.” He greeted me with a bow of his head, looking like a million bucks in his perfectly tailored dark-gray suit and white shirt. “Giuda, Como stai
 ?”

“I’m good. Elena and I are working on our costume for Comic Con.”

I fidgeted on my feet as Matteo’s eyes landed on my bare thighs. I had never wanted him to see me in my Wonder Woman costume.

“Yes, I see that.” He let his eyes trail up. “I like the wig.” He had told me before how much he missed my long brown hair. Just for that I almost wanted to go have a pixie cut just to piss him off. He was lucky I had a round face and didn't want to have hamster cheeks.

“Giuda, I need to speak to Elena. Could you give us a minute?”


Please, God, Jesus, Joseph, Marie, and all the wise men, don’t do this to me
 .

I threw him a begging look when he looked up at me. He blinked a couple of times and then shrugged. “Sure. Ele, call me when we can work on the pantaloons.''

In defeat, I watched him leave.

“He doesn’t get facial cues,” Matteo said, closing the door behind Jude and resting his back against it. “He didn’t understand your silent cry for help. I did though.” He rested his hand on his chest. “You hurt my feelings.”

“If you’re here to discuss what happened,” Why did my body react at the thought? I could feel the dampness between my thighs just at the mention of it. “As far as I’m concerned, nothing happened.”

“Maybe I should remind you,” he teased, taking a step toward me.

I raised my hand to stop him in his tracks. “No, I will never—"

“What’s Comic Con?”

“Uh?” How could that man switch from flirting to casual in a breath?

“Comic Con, what is it?”

“Ummm.” I shook my head. “It's at the Javits Center, where weird people like me go and meet in disguise, to see their favorite celebrities and buy stuff.”

He frowned, visibly not liking my answer. “How many people are going to be there?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Two hundred thousand?”

He arched his eyebrows. “Two hundred thousand?” He shook his head. “You’re absolutely not going like that.”

“Why not?” I turned to the mirror, looking at my Wonder Woman outfit. “Too fat for you? Good thing you won't be there. I’m going.”

His nostrils flared with frustration and barely contained anger. “The fuck you will and the fuck I won’t. Nobody needs to see that.”

The stabbing pain was instant, even if expected, and I couldn’t help but wince at the blow.

“No, I don’t mean it like that. Lena.”

“Elena,” I corrected him.

“This is not for everyone to see.” He stood straighter, a dark look settling on his face. “This is only mine to see.”

“Yours to see?” I couldn’t help but let out a little hysterical laugh. “What a gift am I, right?” I shook my head. “Nobody will care. Men prefer thinner women, right?”

His hands balled into fists as his jaw tensed. “No, you’re not going like that. In fact, you’re not going at all.”

I took a step back in surprise. “Luca said I can.”

“Luca is mistaken. You are not going”—he gestured at me up and down—“and especially not in that.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, channeling my inner Diana. “Who do you think you are? I’m twenty-two.”

“I’m your fiancé.”

I burst into laughter. “Sure, my fiancé. And who decided that? You?”

His glare deepened, clearly not used to being laughed at.

He nodded once. “Yes, and your brother.”

My laughter subsided a little; he looked too serious for my taste.

“Well, we’re lucky to be in twenty-first-century America and not eighteenth-century England! This is real life, Matteo, not a Jane Austen novel.”

“This is real life Mafia, Elena. And trust me I know I'm no Darcy.”

Understatement of the year.

I frowned. He had to be joking. “You can’t be serious. You can’t be serious!” My voice raised to a high-pitched volume I was sure only whales and dolphins in the middle of the ocean could understand.

“Move!” I shooed him away from the door.

He moved slowly and made a gesture toward the door that seemed to say, ‘Be my guest.’

I stomped down the stairs, not caring what the effect my metal covered boots may do to the wooden floor.

I entered the library.

“You sold me to Matteo Genovese?” I asked Luca, not caring who was in the room.

Luca’s face fell as he looked behind my shoulders and I didn’t need to turn around to know Matteo was there.

I felt the pain of betrayal in my chest. I thought he cared for me. I thought— I rested my hand on my chest.

“You really did.” I whispered.

Cassie laughed. “Don’t be silly! Luca tell her.”

Luca looked like he was in pain, hanging his head low.

“Luca?” she tried tentatively.

“Fuck you, Luca!” I pointed a finger at him. “I thought you cared. I thought you lo—” I stumbled on the word as I could barely swallow past the dryness of my mouth and throat. “I thought you loved me.”

I felt the usual tightness of tears at the back of my eyes and blinked. I was not going to cry, not now.

I turned around, pointing an accusing finger at Matteo. “I will not marry you!”

“You will,” he replied in a chilling voice, like he had not just fucked up my life.

“I don’t love you.”

“Good thing that love has nothing to do with this.” His eyes glinted maliciously. “I also doubt it's true. What was the poem you wrote to me? ‘Oh Matteo, my hero. Your blue eyes shine like a thousand stars. You smooth criminal, you stole my heart like fine art. Oh Matteo, I love you so much, I crave your touch.
 ’” He took a step toward me. “Not the best poetry but it conveyed the message.”

My cheeks burned and I felt nausea as I wanted to die with shame. I was sixteen when I wrote that; I was an idiot then.


You’re very much still an idiot
 , the voice of reason added, reminding me how I gave in to him less than two weeks ago.

I could just walk away but I chose violence, trying to hurt him as much as they were hurting me by treating me like nothing more than a commodity.

I raised my foot and stomped as hard as I could on Matteo’s shiny black leather shoe and felt a true sense of accomplishment when I heard his grunt of pain.

“I’m not marrying anyone,” I barked, turning in the direction of the door. “And I’m leaving this place right now!” I added, running up the stairs and back to the safety of my room.

I locked the door and shook my head.

They were completely insane! I walked to the bathroom, removing my Wonder Woman outfit on the way. How in God's universe did they think I would agree to that? How did Luca dare do that?

I took a quick shower, dressed comfortably, and I was packing my suitcase when my door unlocked to let Matteo in.

I glared at him. “I locked this door.” I threw the sweater I was holding in the suitcase. “It means I don’t want to see you.”

“If you think a lock can keep me away, you don’t know me at all.”

“I don’t!” I snapped, really exasperated by how cool and composed he sounded. Didn’t he realize how insane it all was?

“Of course you do; you know me well.”

I rolled my eyes. “Please, I know the role you played. I don't know the Mafia super boss people are terrified to meet in the dark. You’re the boogeyman.” I grabbed another random piece of clothing and threw it in the suitcase. “I never knew you.”

“Is your little crisis almost over? Are you done shouting?” he asked placidly. “It’s giving me a headache.”

“Am I d—?” Murder, yes, stab, stab
 . I was going to end his life. “Oh, I’m done. I’m so done. I’m leaving and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

“Don’t underestimate me, Lena. You won’t like the consequences.”

“You shouldn’t underestimate me either.” I looked down and smirked. “How’s your foot?”

He narrowed his eyes. “My foot is fine.”

That could not be true. I had done that to Max one day a couple of years ago and he limped for the full day. Thinking about Max, he was my best friend, and even though I was mad at him, he could probably help me out of here.

“Where’s Max?”

Matteo’s nostrils flared. Max was a very sensitive subject for some reason.

“Max’s gone back home.”

“I need him,” I insisted.

Matteo’s face turned murderous and I knew he would snap. “You don't need anyone but me
 !” he roared. “I’ll protect you, care for you, give you everything you possibly need.”

“Love me?”

“Lena…”

I shook my head. “Then you can’t give me everything I need. What will you do? Kill me? I doubt it. I’m too useful.

He frowned. “What are you talking about?”

As if I didn’t know my bloodline mattered to him, it mattered to them all. “Nothing. I’m leaving. Go now.”

“Fine, leave.” He moved from his spot in front of the door. “I may not kill you, but are you sure you’re ready to take a risk with their lives? Gianluca’s? Are you ready to kill your brother?”

I froze and looked up to him warily. He was baiting me. I knew it and yet I had to ask. “Luca?” I shook my head. “You can’t just kill everyone. There are rules.”

“Yes, there are. He owed me a life; I asked for you.”

“A life?”

“I guess you don't know much about our world, so I’ll give you all the cards before you play your next move. You see, Cassandra was kidnapped by his uncle two years ago and she was supposed to die. She was not yet engaged to Gianluca and she was not famiglia so her life didn't matter.”

“Of course it mattered! She matters.”

“Not in the Mafia world. Gianluca going after him would have meant war so he asked me to help.” He shook his head. “I don’t meddle in inter-famiglia business. Gianluca begged me for help. It was high risk for me to do this, so I agreed against a blood oath.”

“A blood oath?”

“The highest type of promise you can make. Break it and lose your life.” He shrugged. “Giving me a blank blood oath was insanity, but he was desperate enough to give it and I was cunning enough to take it.”

I shook my head and sat on the foot of the bed. I wanted to be mad with Luca, hate everything and go. I didn't expect to feel bad for him.

Matteo sighed. “Despite what you may think, your brother didn’t agree to give you to me. He fought me but I took you anyway.”

“It’s not fair. You can’t force me to say yes.”

“You’re right, I can’t.” He pointed at my suitcase. “Please go.”

“But?”

“I’m allowed to take back what I helped save and since he will probably fight me, I’ll have no other choice than to kill him. But please go live your life.”

I pursed my lips and glared at him, for once truly feeling the hatred I had pretended to feel for years.

“If you make me do that, I’ll never forgive you.”

“It’s a risk I am willing to take. So what are you doing? Staying or leaving?”

I looked away. I loved Luca and I loved Cassie. I couldn’t cause them any harm.

“Staying.”

He smirked. “I knew you would, cuoricino.” He walked to the door before turning around with a wink. “I’ll see you soon.”

I grabbed a book from the bed and threw it toward him, but he dodged it easily and exited the room, laughing.

I let myself fall on the bed and stared at the ceiling, letting desperation settle in me.

Engaged. I was engaged to Matteo Genovese. Something that I used to dream about felt very much like a death sentence now.

The death of my life as I knew it, death of my freedom… death of my chance to ever be loved.














Chapter 13




Elena



[image: image-placeholder]







“
 I
 s
 the
 dress
 okay
 now?” Lucia asked, settling behind me.

I nodded, the dark-green bridesmaid dress looked nice on me.

“I think you picked well; this dress really accentuates your shape,” she continued and I was not sure if she meant it or if she was just trying to be the perfect saleswoman.

“It’s nice,” I replied rather lamely. My phone beeped on the mantle and my heart jumped in my chest. Maybe it was Max. I hated how we parted, and I missed him no matter if he had been paid, I knew him better than that and he was genuinely my friend.



Have you checked the link I sent you? Pick one before the weekend or I’ll pick for you

 .


I glared at Matteo’s text. Could I cause him to drop dead through the screen? Conceited, cold, heartless asshole.

I groaned, slamming the phone back on the mantle. I wanted to break it, but I knew it was futile. I'd probably get a microchipped one the next day.

“Are we done?” I asked a bit colder than I intended.

“I— Yes.” I couldn’t blame her for being taken aback. I was not a mean person usually.

“I’m sorry.” I sighed. “I’m just stressed, I have a lot to do.”

“Yes, of course.” She stepped back. “I’m done with your dress; all the alterations are perfect.”

I nodded and stepped behind the screen to change back into my day clothes.

“Are we done here?” India asked.

“Yes, her dress is done. We just need to adjust your veil now. I forgot the extra fabric in the car. I’ll be right back up.”

“Good, perfect. Thank you so much for your help, Lucia.”

The room turned silent and I thought I was alone.

I started when I stepped out and found India sitting on the stool in the room.

“Is everything okay?” I asked, not ready for yet another problem. One more and I’ll seriously go to bed and never get up again.

“Yes.” She nodded. “How are you?”

I sighed. “What do you want me to say?” I couldn’t lie to her. I learned that by now. She was a damn good psychiatrist and she could see right through my lies.

“The truth.”

“You’re getting married this weekend; you don’t need this now.”

She waved her hand dismissively. “The wedding is four days away. Everything is set, and if something goes wrong, well, let it be wrong. You can’t control everything in life. This house has been a nest of angst and guilt. Luca is miserable for doing this to you. Cassie is miserable for you and Luca. Dom is annoyed at Matteo, and Matteo is just being Matteo.”

“I didn’t think I'd end up like that. I had a good life planned—maybe not by their standards but it was by mine.” I sat on the stool beside hers just as Lucia stepped into the room.

“Lucia, why don’t you take a break? Cassie is in the kitchen. I’m sure she’ll be happy to give you some coffee and a muffin. Tell her I'm with Elena.”

Lucia threw us a curious look before nodding quickly. “Yes, okay. Let me know when you want me to work on the veil.”

“Are you sure you’ve nothing better to do than deal with my existential crisis?” I asked, fidgeting my hands together. Why did she waste her time on little old me?

“I’m exactly where I need to be.” She smiled and reached for my hand. “So tell me. What about this life?”

“I wanted to work on A.I, make a difference in the world, and now I'm stuck marrying a man who wants me for reasons I ignore.” I pointed at the phone on the counter. “He sent me links for engagement rings, and he wants me to pick one by this weekend so I can wear it at the wedding. It’s basically the human and classier version of pissing on me.”

She chuckled. “Matteo is intense.”

“Yes, but not in the way I want even if—” I shook my head. That day in the room, I’d loved his intensity, but then again now I couldn’t help but wonder if it was not all a ploy.

She opened her mouth to ask more but I quickly changed the subject. “And Luca keeps looking at me all the time like a beaten puppy. I’m not mad at him, not really, but at the same time I am, you know? I do that for him, for Cassie, and even if he didn’t intend to, he put me in this situation.”

“Of course. It’s normal to be frustrated with him. He did something reckless, out of desperation, and it’s taking things from you. This is unfair and your feelings are valid.”

“Yes, but he did it out of love. How can I be mad at that? I wished I could be loved like—”

“Ah.” She squeezed my hand.

“Why is it that when I’m around him I’m like a stupid teenager again?” I asked with frustration.

She let out a little laugh. “That’s something that happened to us all unfortunately. I was twenty-seven on my first date with Dom and I felt fifteen at best.”

“And why does he have to be extra mean all the time? I know he has no heart and won’t love me, but it’s not a reason to put me down, you know? He already stole me away and is basically forcing me into a loveless marriage.”

She looked away, seemingly really pondering the question. “Matteo Genovese is a hard nut to crack,” she admitted.

I snorted. That was an understatement. I’m sure she could have written a whole thesis on his twisted mind.

“But.” She cocked her head to the side, still having some kind of internal debate. “The poem.”

I blushed as embarrassment filled every ounce of my body. “I was sixteen when I wrote that. I was a complete idiot, and I want to die every time I think of it.”

“It was pretty terrible,” she confirmed. “But all I can say is, I find that odd that a man who claims to be so untouchable remembers word for word something as trivial as bad poetry.”

I felt the pinch of hope settling in my heart. Was it possible for Matteo to feel anything positive?

“I fear to hope for anything. It may very well kill me.”

She was about to answer when someone knocked.

“Come in.” I was somehow relieved to have a break.

Jude’s head peeked in. “Luca sent me. We’re about to go to the city. D’you need anything?”

I stood, throwing an apologizing look to India. “Yes, are you going to see Enzo?”

“I think so. We’re going to Matteo’s house first.”


Peachy.
 “Okay, let me give you his cosplay then.” I turned to India. “See you later.”

“Go tell Luca I’ll be right down with everything.”

My phone vibrated in my jeans pocket as I put Enzo’s things in the bag. I ignored it; whatever Matteo had to say could wait.

I had to be honest; I was quite pleased Enzo decided to cosplay as a Jedi—it was much easier for me to do.

I went downstairs and once again as soon as Luca saw me, his whole face morphed to carry his shame.

This had to stop. “Luca, I—” I extended the bag to Dom. “Could you give that to Enzo for me?”

Dom nodded, taking the bag from me.

“Luca, do you have a minute?” I turned to Jude and Dom. “Do you mind?”

“We have an appointment in the city, for the suits. It’s important,” Jude replied, and I knew how strict he was about schedules.

Dom nudged him gently. “We have lots of time, little dude.” He jerked his head toward me. “Take your time.”

“Not too long though,” Jude added as we headed in the direction of the study.

“Listen, you have to stop,” I said as soon as I closed the door behind us.

He jerked his head back in surprise. “Stop what?”

“This guilt! I don't blame you, you know.”

“Why don’t you? If you are engaged to that man
 , it’s because of me.”

“No, Luca, it's because of him. He used you when you were at your lowest and took something he had no right to take.”

“I’ll get you out of it,” he added firmly. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll get you out of it.”

“I know you will.” I forced a smile. He’s been doing that for a while now. I knew he was looking everywhere but I also knew that Matteo was not confident for no reason. He was a true mastermind. I highly doubted he hadn’t planned for every scenario.

“Plus, you know, a lot of girls would like to marry their teenage crush,” I added in an attempt at lightness.

Luca winced. “I have to tell you; you’ve got terrible taste in men.”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t I know it. But all I wanted to tell you was that I'm not mad so please don't waste your energy on being sad. This is not worth it at all.”

“I’ll try but—” He shook his head. “I’ll try.”

“Good.” I got on my tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll see you later.”

I walked with him back in the hall just in time to see Cassie go up the stairs with Lucia.

“I made chocolate and hazelnut muffins for you. They’re still warm on the counter. Have one with a glass of milk.”

“Yes, mom, I’ll go right now,” I teased. She felt guilty too for everything which was crazy, and she atoned for her guilt by baking all my favorites which was not a great idea for the numbers on the scale.

When I sat at the counter with the glass of milk and the muffin, my phone vibrated again, announcing another text.


Okay, let's see what the asshole wants
 .

Two texts were waiting for me.



I can give you your freedom

 .
 I frowned at the unknown number; it was a series of six numbers only. That was sent from an app designed to keep their details secret.



Don’t you want it?

 the second text added.



Wrong number

 , I texted back with a sigh.

I put the phone on the counter, taking a bite of the muffin goodness.

The phone vibrated on the marble. 
You don’t have to marry the monster.



I tensed, pulling the phone closer to me.

I looked around the room as if there was someone here, testing me.



Wrong number

 , I replied once more not taking the bait.

I half suspected it was Matteo playing with my head.



I can help you without hurting your family

 .

I chewed at my bottom lip, unsure of what to do. I cared for Luca, Cassie, and all of them, but at the same time, I couldn't think of a lot worse than being trapped in a loveless marriage—especially to a man I once had feelings for.


You still do, idiotic girl
 , my conscience chastised me.

I trailed my finger on my screen and opened the text again. Also, it could be the Mano Vendicativa baiting me, but that was something I could use at my advantage too. At least get revenge for my parents.



How?

 I texted back.



Are you on board?





Why would you do that?





Because nobody deserves to be married to Matteo Genovese.



How did he know all that?



Will my family be safe?





Yes.



I nodded at the screen. 
Yes, I am

 .



Good, I’ll be in touch

 .

I tapped my finger on the counter as I thought of the situation. I knew I should tell Luca, but he was already so worried about his and Matteo’s relationship.

What if it was just a prank? And if it wasn’t, maybe I could catch the man who was trying to destroy everything. Maybe Matteo would be grateful enough to let me go.


Do you really want him to?















Chapter 14




Matteo
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“
 I
 t’s
 my
 wedding
 and
 you got everything here, how?”

I grinned at Domenico’s frustration as he looked at the railing in my office with our suits for the wedding.

“I’m Matteo Genovese. I asked.”

He rolled his eyes and looked at Gianluca who stayed broodingly in the corner of the room like the Angel of Death waiting to take me away.

“I thought it was better to do it here.”

“So what? You can make more deals? Sorry you’ve already stolen my soul.” Gianluca spat angrily.

“Oh, are you comparing me to Lucifer?” I bowed my head. “I’m flattered.”

“Luca, don't be ridiculous. Lucifer is not that bad,” Domenico teased, clearly trying to ease the mood.

I snorted, turning toward the rack.

“How is she doing?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“Why did you tell her the truth?” Gianluca asked, infuriatingly not answering my question. “Why didn't you let her hate me?”

I kept my back to them, going through the ties and bow ties selection.

“Why? Did you want her to hate you?” I shrugged. “This could still be arranged.”

“Genovese.” He let out a weary sigh. “It’s just out of character.”

“Yes, it’s like you’ve got a conscience or something. It’s pretty scary.”

I glared at Domenico standing to the left with a little taunting smile on his lips. He was baiting me… Asshole.

I grabbed a dark-green silk tie and turned toward Gianluca. “I think we should wear ties. This one is the nicest I think. Bow ties are overrated; don't you agree?”

Gianluca rolled his eyes. “Genovese.”

“Because she needed someone in her corner and I rather it was you.” Than Massimo
 , I added to myself. This one was a problem I had not taken into account until the party and despite him leaving for Italy, I was not certain it was enough. She was too attached to him.

“She can’t ostracize herself; she needs a support system.” I added, looking down at the tie in my hand.

Gianluca slanted his eyes with suspicion. “You do
 care for her,” he continued like it was the revelation of the century.

I ignored his comment and extended the tie toward him. “Here, try that.”

“Show her you can be on her side too.” He insisted. “Give her Comic Con.”

That thought had crossed my mind but giving in would make me look weak and that was not something I could afford, especially not now.

“What's that Comic Con thing?”

Luca shrugged. “Ask her.”

“She’s not talking to me.”

“I wonder why?” Domenico piped in uninvited. “Is it because you are forcing her to marry you? Because you lied to her for years? Paid her best friend to befriend her? And last but not least sent her a link to pick her own engagement ring?” He tapped his chin with his forefinger. “So much to choose from.”

I flipped him the bird. “I gave her the option to pick her own ring; what’s wrong with that?”

“It’s just so romantic,” Domenico added. “Not insensitive at all.”

I shrugged, opening the collar of my shirt to try the tie. “She knows who I am.”

“Yes, and that’s part of the problem.”


Didn’t I know it.
 “So Comic Con. I need to know more.”

Gianluca shook his head as he removed his jacket.

I arched my eyebrows in understanding. “You don't know, do you? If you don't, how can you protect her?”

He glared at me. “I know how to keep my family safe.”

“Clearly you don’t or I would not have a blood oath from you.”

Gianluca hissed between his teeth. It was a low blow and he should know better than to expect anything more from me.

“Jude knows everything about it,” Domenico offered.

“Call him in here then. I’m sure he can take a break from whatever geek stuff he’s doing with Enzo.”

Gianluca glared at Domenico. “No!” He turned to me. “No. You keep him out of all this.”

“I just want to talk to him. I’m not going to ask him to do anything.”

“No.”

People didn’t say no to me, especially not the ones I ruled over. “Gianluca, do that or I swear I’ll take her to Vegas now and take her off your hands.”

We glared at each other for a few seconds before he sighed and looked away.

He should know better than to challenge me.

He opened the door and called the kid in.

“I lost,” he said with a sigh, adjusting his glasses on his nose. “Enzo is so good.”

“Tell me about Comic Con,” I asked him, not really in the mood to hear all about his chess games with Enzo.

“It’s cool. You have lots of things to see, stuff to buy. You want to come too?”

“Me? At your geek fest?”

“Matteo!” Gianluca growled with warning.

“It is a geek fest!” Jude replied, obviously not at all offended by my jab.

“If you dress up, it’s okay.”

“Dress up like in a tuxedo?” I could do that.

“No, like us, in character.”

I considered it for a minute before shaking my head.

That was ludicrous. If anyone heard… The capo di capi playing dress-up like a child? They’d shoot me dead. Romero would have a field day.

“They don't have to know it’s you,” Jude continued. He was so sharp for a child his age.

“I’m not going but—” I crouched down to be at eye level with him. “Do you think Elena will be safe there?”

“Genov—”

I raised my hand to stop Gianluca.


“
 Dimmelo, Giuda.”


He pondered that for a minute before nodding. “Everybody is in costume there. People are very busy. Maybe give her bodyguards. I’ll be there, she’ll be fine.”

I nodded, standing up. “Fine, you can go now. Tell Enzo to send me Dario.”

“Dario?”

“Yes, Domenico, your tailor. Who did you think was going to adjust your suits? Me?” I walked to the chair where Gianluca had discarded his jacket and picked it up.

“What are you doing?” he asked with a frown.

“Putting it there.” I pointed at the rack holding the suits. “We wouldn’t want your Brioni to wrinkle.”

“How caring of you…” He trailed off, following my every move. “So unlike you.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

Gianluca took a step toward the rack just as Dario entered the room.

“I’ll leave you with them. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

“Where are you going? Are you not trying on your suit?” Domenico asked.

I shook my head. “I did before you came. Somehow I didn’t feel like seeing you in your underwear.”

I exited the room and grinned while swirling Gianluca’s phone in my hand.

She was not talking to me. I headed to find out what she’s doing now.

I looked at the boys who were playing chess and rolled my eyes as I passed them. They needed to find better pastimes.

I went to the back garden and walked the ground as I dialed her number.

She answered after the first ring.

“Luca, did you get the lasso?”

“I’m glad to see your phone is working. I was about to go buy you a new one. Lena?” I called when she remained silent.

“Elena,” she replied sharply, and I couldn’t help but smile. It was so easy for me to light the fire in her.

“I’m starting to feel like you’re avoiding me.”

She snorted. “I wonder what was the first clue.”

My grin widened. “Don’t worry, cuoricino; I enjoy the chase.”

“I’m not—” She sighed. “What do you want?”

“Maybe I just want to talk.”

“Maybe I don’t.”

“The sass is cute to a certain level, cuoricino,” I warned her. “Keep it up and I might have to punish you.”

Her little intake of breath made my dick stir in my pants. My words affected her and clearly intrigued her.

I couldn’t wait to show her how good a punishment could feel.

“Have you picked a ring?”

“Do I need one? It’s not like it’s a real marriage.”

That turned my teasing mood into annoyance. I stopped walking down the path and frowned. “What do you mean ‘not real’?”

“Matteo, I’m not stupid.”

“I thought you weren’t but just saying that is making me question it.” I shook my head. “This marriage is real. You will be Elena Genovese with all the privileges and obligations. We will take vows that I strongly suggest you take seriously.”

“Like you will?”

“Absolutely.”

“Even when you will promise to love me all the days of your life?”

I glared at the phone.

She let out a little humorless laugh. “Thought so.”

“Pick a ring, Elena.”

“Okay, the second one.”

I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. “The one with the emerald.”

“Yes, that one.”

I sighed. “There’s no ring with an emerald in the selection.”

“Oops.”

My nostrils flared and I felt hot coils burn in the depth of my stomach with anger. I could not snap, not right now. She was really testing my patience and she was not going to like when I’ll lose the little patience I had just for her.

“Elena,” I warned her as I walked briskly back to the house. I couldn’t do much right now; she was still under her brother's ruling. A brother who was much too lenient for my liking.

“Pick the one you want; it doesn't matter to me. Nothing about this matters to me.”

“Oh, doesn't it?” Two could play this game. She wanted to hate me? Fine, I’ll give her reasons to. “So I guess you won’t mind me taking you to Vegas next week to get married? Good. I’ll see you soon, cuoricino.”

“Matteo, no, don’t—”

I hung up just as I walked back in the house and turned off Luca’s phone before going back into my office and sliding it back in his jacket.

“Is everything okay?” Domenico asked me.

“Sure. I just had a few things to deal with.”

“Like what?” Gianluca asked, unbuttoning the wedding dress shirt he had just tried on.

“My prize,” I replied evasively, and despite everything, despite the aggravation this small woman was causing me, she was more, so infuriating more.














Chapter 15




Elena
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“
 A
 re
 we
 all
 ready?”
 asked the tall blond woman with the headset. “We’re three minutes late on the schedule.”

Cassie threw me a conspiratorial side-look, and I had to press my quivering lips together to stop me from laughing.

“Sweet Lord, Janine. It is a wedding, not a military parade,” India’s mother exclaimed, resting her hand on her chest.

I loved India’s mother as soon as she walked into the house two days earlier. She was so different from everyone I’d ever met with her boho style and burst of colors.

She was all chill and wisdom—something we had desperately needed so close to the wedding.

“I beg to differ, madam,” Janine almost snarled before pressing the button of the headset. “We’re a few minutes late, hold on for the release of butterflies.”


Butterflies?
 I mouthed to Cassie who shrugged uncertain.

“Butterflies?” India asked visibly as surprised as we were. “What happened to a simple wedding?”

Janine straightened up, pursing her lips. “I’m your wedding organizer and you left the fine-tuning of the event to me.”

“Yes, I did but I thought more of something like balloons or rubans. I didn't expect something as ostentatious as butterflies.”

“Rubans? Balloons?” she shrieked, her face morphing in horror as if we’d just told her we killed kittens in our spare time.

India shook her head. “Never mind. Let's go.”

Janine turned to me and Cassie, making us straighten straightaway.

“Make sure the dog stays here.” She pointed to Kylo snoring in the corner.

“Don’t worry.” I looked at him with a small smile on my face. “My boy stays as far away from people as he can.”

She looked at the dog again, her mouth twisted with indecision before rolling her eyes. “You both go ahead; your dates are waiting for you in front of the door.”

“Our escorts,” I corrected her. I really didn't want to see a thirteen-year-old boy as my date.

She threw me an annoyed look and I looked down at my silver heels. She really had the same effect on me as the old, mean headmistress of my grammar school.

Cassie leaned toward me. “She’s got an Umbridge vibe going on, that one,” she whispered to me.

I suddenly brightened up at the Harry Potter
 reference. “Yes, she does!” I replied a little louder than necessary, making Janine scowl even more.

“Okay, matron of honor.” She pointed at Cassie. “Bridesmaid.” She pointed at me. “Time to go.” She grabbed her clipboard and looked at Cassie. “You start down the aisle as the matron of honor.” She turned to me. “You wait until they reach the end before walking down. Once this is done”—she turned to India and her mom—“and as soon as you hear the first few notes of “A Thousand Years,” this is your cue.”

She opened the door and I froze when I saw both Luca and Matteo standing in the corridor.

I took a step out and looked up and down the corridor. “Where’s Jude?”

“He decided to give me his spot.” Matteo extended his arm toward me. “It seemed logical since we’re getting married soon.”

I felt physical pain at his words for many different reasons. The first one was for how stunning he looked in his tuxedo; the second was for being doomed to a marriage with a man who would never love me.

“I don't think—”

I looked at everyone and realized that if I said no, I would cause more delay, probably kill Janine who was already getting bright red, and maybe cause issues to India and Dom’s big day.

I took a deep breath and caught Matteo’s arm.

“You look absolutely stunning, cuoricino.” He bent down. “Good enough to eat,” he whispered against my ear, his hot breath and memories of what had happened between us making me shiver.

We followed Cassie and Luca slowly and I looked at them, trying to block out who I was walking with until I felt something on my hand.

I looked down, seeing him slide a ring on my finger.

“You told me to pick, and you needed to wear it today.”

“To show to all of them that you own me?”

“Exactly,” he replied coolly like nothing was wrong with that.

“You could have just peed on my leg, you know. It would have been just as efficient and probably cheaper.”

“Yes, but quite dirty. I don't do anything dirty out of the bedroom.” He added with a wink. “You’ll see.”

I blushed hard. “I saw already.” I muttered, making him laugh loudly.

Luca turned around, throwing us a curious look. “What’s happening? Why are you all red?”

he asked me, obviously making me blush even deeper.

“It’s hot in here, Amore,” Cassie replied, tugging at him to make him face forward. “Let’s keep on moving; we already messed up Janine's schedule by four minutes.”

“Three,” I corrected her, thankful for her distraction.

“Ummph. I don’t like her,” Luca replied, turning forward.

“No one does, but she is one of the best,” Cassie added, patting his arm.

We walked a couple more minutes and stopped in front of the door of the massive reception room that had been transformed into the ceremony room for the occasion.

I took the opportunity to look at the ring on my finger and frowned.

“This was not in the list of rings you sent.”

“No, it wasn’t.” He looked down at the ring and brought his free hand up to brush against it. “But I thought it was more fitting for you.”

I looked more intently at the platinum ring on my finger, the blue core, surrounded by diamonds, the round shape with indentation very similar to… I stopped my train of thought and looked at him with incredulity. Did he know what it looked like?

“This is—”

“You love your red robot.” He shrugged. “I thought you would wear this one with a little less duress.”

I looked back at the ring. “Iron Man is not a robot.” So he had done that on purpose; the ring did look like a perfect imitation of Iron Man’s arc reactor. “That’s very thoughtful.”

“You sound quite surprised.”

I threw him a questioning look, after everything he had done to me. How could he be surprised?

He sighed with a little shake of his head as Cassie and Luca started their procession down the aisle.

“You don’t have to be miserable with me, Lena. I’ll treat you well. You just have to try.”

I opened my mouth but closed it again. What could I even reply with without breaking down? How could I explain to a man who didn't believe in love that it was something I needed?

I simply nodded with defeat before it was our time to walk, and I realized, my heart thumping, that unless I could find a solution quickly, I would soon be walking down the aisle again but not as a bridesmaid but as a doomed bride instead.

I settled by the flower arch beside Cassie, and I had to hand it to Janine the Nazi. She had quite a bad attitude but she was gifted.

The first notes started to play, and I turned toward the door just as India walked in before turning toward Dom.

I had not been to many weddings but as most people look at the bride, I loved looking at the groom in the few seconds where the love of his life appeared. It was the purest moment and right now I could see it in him, how he straightened and puffed his chest with pride, how his smile widened and his eyes shone with both his undying love and the emotions at seeing her walk toward him.

This was the kind of face full of love I wanted to see when I would walk down the aisle. Anything else would break me.

I blinked my tears away and looked toward Matteo who was not looking at the bride walking down the aisle but was looking straight at me. His blue eyes searching, his face tense as if he was in pain. Was he hurting somewhere or was he just on high alert because of all the powerful people in the room?

I felt it then in my chest, the snap of the elastic band that kept the precarious box of my feelings for him shut.

I loved Matteo. I loved the man he had shown me when I didn't know how powerful he was and despite everything I kept hoping that this man was there somewhere and this hope, this unrequited love would end up killing me if I married him.

How ironic was this? I couldn’t marry him, not because I didn't love him, but because I did.

After that I felt like I was in a different playing field and as Dom and India swore their eternal love to each other, I kept my eyes locked with Matteo, trying to find the silver lining in all of this, but finding none.

Cassie nudged me slightly and when I came back to the moment, Dom and India were walking down the aisle, encouraged by the cheering of the Italians present today.

It was the time to get to work and we did everything we both needed to do, helping the guests to find their tables, making sure that everything was running smoothly.

It was good to be busy and not having to look at Matteo as he chatted his way around people.

I couldn’t help but sigh when I watched Dom and India have their first dance.

“They’re perfect for each other,” I said to no one in particular.

“I agree. They’re both so… tall,” Matteo piped in.

I laughed and turned toward him.

He smiled back. “It’s good to see you smile at me for once.”

This wiped my smile away. “Don’t do this.”

“Do what?”

“Pretend to be nice, pretend to care. I’ve got to marry you anyway.”

His jaw ticked with annoyance as he looked away from me for a second, before turning toward me again. “They are done. Let's dance.” He stood up, extending his hand toward me.

I looked at his hand. Dancing with him. In front of everyone. I looked up at his face. Was it his way to let everybody we were engaged?

He frowned at my reluctance. “Don't reject me again, Elena. Don’t make me force you.”

I sighed with rendition, taking his hand and following him onto the dance floor.

We started to swing to a slow song, and I began to relax in his arms.

“See?” He pulled me closer to him. “We could be good together, if you stopped fighting me all the time.”

I looked up at him. “Was any of the Matteo I knew before real?”

“Does it matter?” He swirled me around. “I’m the Mafia king.”

“It matters to me.”

He looked at me silently for a couple of seconds. “Yes, it was a lot more me than I want to admit.”

He brought his hand up to my face. “What is it that you want, Lena?”


For you to love me or at least show me that you could
 . “I want to be free to make my own choices. I didn’t choose this life.”

“No, you didn’t. But despite what you may think, you were not born free. The choice was made for you the moment you were born, but you can still make choices and there are worse situations to be in.” He looked at Dom and India who were laughing as they danced and he jerked his head toward them. “This life is not the worst. Look how happy they are.”

“It’s different. They love each other; they chose to be together. I—” I shook my head, grateful the song was ending. “I need a minute.”

I walked away briskly as my heart squeezed to the point of pain in my chest. It was so difficult for me to realize the extent of the fuckup my life has become.

I walked up to my room and reached for my phone, contemplating texting the anonymous savior. Asking him to save me before it was too late, before I was too weak to walk away from Matteo, before I loved this family so much that I couldn’t go back to my life.


But it’s too late already, isn’t it
 ?


“I can make you relatively happy if you stop fighting me at every corner.”

I swirled around, resting my phone against my chest.

“Matteo, you can’t be here; it’s my room.”

He locked the door and rested his back against it. “We’re engaged.”

“Not officially.”

He cocked his head to the side. “I’ll remedy that as soon as the Italians are here.”

“No, listen. I know you’re not a complete monster.”

“Not a complete
 monster?” He snorted. “How gracious.” He took a couple of steps toward me, his eyes sliding down to my hand on my chest, his easy look turning dark. “Who were you going to call? Massimo?” He scowled at the phone.

“He’s my friend.”

He walked closer to me and removed the phone from my hand, throwing it on the chair in the corner.

“Does he make you feel the way I do?” he asked, ran his finger along my neck, making me shiver. “No, he doesn’t, does he?” He leaned down, trailing his lips on my jawline.

I closed my eyes, tilting my head, giving him better access.

He chuckled against my skin. “You like him but it’s me you want, no matter how much you hate it.” He dragged his lips up my cheek, over the bridge of my nose as my body transformed into a puddle of need. “Maybe it’s time for me to take what’s mine,” he added before crashing his lips on mine.

He slid his tongue into my mouth, kissing me with such fervor and once again, just like the night of my introduction party, I lost all rational thoughts and submitted to him and his burning passion. My whole body just relaxed in his embrace as I felt a pleasant warmth settling between my legs.

His scent, his taste, his touch, everything about him was intoxication and nothing compared either. He trailed his lips along the column of my neck and licked the swell of my breast and just like that I lost all self-control I had and just had one thought.

I want to belong to him, if only for one moment, just for one night.

“You do belong to me,” he growIed against my neck, and I realized I spoke out loud but I was much too aroused to feel any shame.

I felt his hands tugging at the zipper of my dress and my heart skipped a beat, knowing what was about to happen and how I would not stop him. I had fantasized about this so often. Even in the middle of the pain he had caused me, I couldn’t help it; he had always been the poisonous love coursing my veins.

As soon as the dress was open, it fell heavily on the floor, revealing my green strapless bra and lace panties.

I wanted to hide myself. Nobody had ever seen me like that, the flabby stomach, wide hips, and thick thighs, but the pure lust in his eyes and the raging erection outlined in his trousers helped me keep my head up.

“This won’t do,” he said with a voice so low I was not sure he was talking to me.

My breath caught as he stepped up into my space. He reached behind me and unhooked my bra which fell on the carpeted floor.

“You were made for this.”

I was about to ask what he was talking about when his big hands grabbed my wide hips.

“Your curves,” he growled against my ear, before licking the shell. “All soft and luscious.”

He pulled back, trailing his finger down my neck to my chest. “Blushing all the way down your neck to the swells of your juicy tits.”

His dirty words enticed me even more and I couldn’t help but rub my thighs together, seeking friction. He grinned, rubbing his thumbs over my hip bones.

"Don't fucking move."

He held my hips tighter, almost painfully, and nearly threw me on the bed.

“I won’t wait a minute more,” he growled in a warning, pulling down my underwear and settling his face between my legs before I had a chance to speak.

“Mine,” he added as he spread me and bent low, taking a deep breath and moaning deep in his throat.

"You're drenched for me, Lena." He leaned closer and gave an openmouthed kiss to my pussy, making me moan shamelessly. He rolled his tongue around my clit before lapping at me, entering me with his tongue every time he passed over my opening.

I reached down and grabbed his hair, pulling him against me without shame. He sucked, nibbled, and slurped. I was melting in his mouth.

“Matteo. Matteo.” I closed my eyes, calling his name like a litany, and I let out a mewl of frustration as he stopped his ministrations seconds before I came.

I opened my eyes and saw him standing at the bottom of the bed. His face was set, his jaw tense, but his eyes never wavered off my body as he undid his belt. My body shook with desire as the sound of his buckle clinking echoed in the room. He unbuttoned and unzipped his tux trousers and slid them down along with his boxer briefs.

His dick was bigger than I imagined it could be and I couldn’t help the little strangled sound that left my throat at the apprehension of having something that big inside of me.

“It will fit perfectly.” He chuckled, stroking his bare cock with one hand while he unbuttoned his shirt and let it fall on the floor, revealing his perfectly toned tanned chest with just the perfect amount of dark chest hair. I let my eyes trail down the tattoo on the right side of his chest to his defined abs, his dark happy trail… such a stark contrast with me. He was all hard lines and strong muscles, and I was all soft curves.

He reached for me again and turned me around to face the other way, and I let him do it as if I were his toy. I was way too far gone in lust to have any coherent thought.

My ass was in the air, and I gasped when I felt his mouth between my legs from this strange angle. I could not see anything anymore and only had to rely on the sensations which seemed to enhance my pleasure.

He licked all the way from my clit to my anus in one long swipe, and my legs went slack under me. It was such an intense pleasure, humiliating yes, but so intense I felt I was about to pass out.

I tensed as he leaned over me, siding his cock through the valley between my ass cheeks and starting a slow back and forth.

He kissed the back of my neck, humping against my ass, rubbing his chest against my bare back. “You’re mine, now and forever.” He bit the ball of my shoulder, not enough to break the skin but hard enough to leave a mark. “You’re made for this. My cock, my hands, my demands.”

This was when I should have stopped, played my feminist card, but I simply nodded with a needy moan.

He flipped me around, pressing his lips against mine and kissing me so deeply I was sure my lips would be bruised.

“Let me feel you,” he whispered, sliding two thick fingers inside me, curling them as I moaned with pleasure as he touched my G-spot.

I was about to come when he removed his fingers, then lifted up my leg to his shoulder and rubbed his cock against my pussy.

I gasped and trembled as I felt the tip of his cock pressed to my entrance. My body shuddered as he rubbed his rigid dick between my swollen nether lips.

He gritted his teeth as he pushed himself in slowly. I looked up at him, his unfocused gaze, his hair a complete mess, his eyebrows furrowed in concentration as a few beads of sweat formed on his forehead, probably from the exertion to take it slow when I was sure that his usual rough self only wanted to pound into me.

“So tight, so perfect,” he growled as he pushed in inch after inch until he met the barrier of my innocence.

His face suddenly softened and it was like I was getting my Matteo back. Gone was the cruel Mafia king. At this moment he was just a man looking at me with a tenderness that made this moment worth it.

He pulled back a little. “I’m sorry,” he whispered and I didn’t get to ask what he meant as he thrusted forward, settling fully into me.

I let out a cry at the sharp pain and rested my hands on his chest, unable to catch my breath.

“Wait, stop! Stop! I need a minute. A minute," I whined, taking in deep breaths.

He kissed my forehead, a sweet gesture that again I didn’t expect of him.

A few moments later I raised my hips a little and let out a little hum as the pain had lessened.

I tightened my walls about him, making him growl. I was intrigued at the sensation of fullness and flexed my walls again.

“Lena,” he warned me, “this is not the right way to help me keep control.”

“You’re inside me,” I said rather stupidly.

“Trust me I know, cuoricino.” He gave me a shallow thrust. “Okay?”

I smiled at him, at his concern for my pleasure. “Okay.”

“Good.” He pulled out slightly before slamming back inside me, angling his hips up against mine.

He set a steady pace, thrusting into me harder and harder.

I grabbed his shoulders. Was it supposed to feel good the first time?

I gasped and moaned louder with every friction. I could hear him fucking me, the sound of his skin slapping again mine.

He put his mouth to my neck where it met her shoulder, and thrust hard, rooting as deep as he could into my unused body.

“You make me lose myself,” he growled, licking up my neck.

I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I want to lose myself in you.”

And then he hit the spot and I screamed his name as the pleasure blinded me.

He started to move even faster, harder, all to hit that special place inside of me over and over again. As he pumped hard in and out of me, his thrusts grew more frantic and he covered my mouth with his and kissed me as a sudden orgasm rocked me. My heart almost fell out of my chest as the pleasure burst from my pussy up my belly, down my toes, and swirled all around my body.

He groaned and continued his thrusting. I could see his face now and he looked almost pained, his eyes now black instead of blue as he looked feral, his eyes all pupil.

His thrusts became sloppy and uneven and I knew he was about to come too.

I flexed my inner muscles again, knowing how much he had liked that the first time.

“Mine!” he roared, pulling out and splattering his hot come on my stomach and breasts.

He fell breathless beside me and ran his fingers on the come on my breast and spread it around my nipples.

“I like seeing my come on you.” He looked into my eyes, his normal stoic face back on but I’d seen behind the mask now. I’d seen him become undone. “How are you?”

My heart swelled with love at that moment for his concern for my well-being. Maybe he would be good to me. He had tried to make this good for me and he had succeeded.

I was drunk with the pleasure he gave me and for a few minutes my walls were down.

“I love you,” I blurted out and somehow even if I expected it, my heart plummeted in my chest when he remained silent.

I sat on the bed, grabbing the cover on the bottom of the bed and wrapping it around myself.

I felt the bed move as he stood up. “Now you have to marry me; I took your virginity.”

I tensed, his words feeling like a bucket of cold water. I turned my head to the side, seeing him pull up his pants from the corner of the room.

Was it why he took me now? Because he felt threatened by Max? Because it was the only way to ensure I would not stray?

“No,” I replied, tightening the soft woolen cover around me.

“Yes. This is the rule. I took your virginity. If you don’t marry me, you’ll be shunned.”

The betrayal burned deeper than anything he had done to me. He couldn’t have waited to say that. It had been a magical moment. I’d just admitted my feelings and he had to spit on all that just after.

I let the anger and desire for revenge fill me. I could cry and crumple later. Now, I needed to show him that I too could be an unforgivable bitch.

I stood up, trying to ignore the soreness between my legs. “You didn’t take my virginity.” I turned around.

“Oh, didn’t I?” he asked with a little sardonic smile as he reached for his shirt on the floor.

“No, I gave it to a guy one night at university. It was a random guy and it was a drunken hookup that meant nothing.”

He stopped in the middle of buttoning his shirt, frowning in confusion. “Your blood on my dick seems to say otherwise. Want me to show you?”

I blushed despite my resolve to remain cool. “Prove it.”

“I— What?”

“It would be your words against mine, Matteo. I was not part of this world for a very long time. Twenty-two years to be exact. The likelihood of me being a virgin in this day and age is almost nil.”

He narrowed his eyes at me as he started to button his shirt again. “You don’t have it in you.”

“Try me.” I jerk my chin forward in defiance, keeping my eyes locked with his.

“I did and it was delicious. I can’t wait until our wedding for me to try you again and again.” He reached for his tie on the floor and put it back on, the malicious smile on his face making me immediately wary.

“I don’t—”

“You know what? Let me set a date now. Yes, so I can move you to my home and take pleasure in having you anytime I like.” He grabbed his jacket and reached for the phone. “October twenth-fifth?”

My heart sank in my chest like a lead balloon; things didn’t take the turn I expected. “Matteo, no—” That was less than two months away; it was too soon.

“No, you’re right.” He looked down at his phone again. “That’s too long. My dick got a taste now. October second. Yes, perfect.”

“Matteo! That’s only four weeks away. It’s not enough time for—” I stopped, biting on my bottom lip.

“To organize? Of course it is, cuoricino. I’m the Mafia king and I have millions.” He arched an eyebrow as my eyes filled up with tears. “Unless it is not what you meant. Not enough time for an escape plan you mean, huh?” He let out a fake sigh of contrition. “Lena, sweet naïve Lena, no matter what your brother promised you, there was never any escape for you.”

He walked to me and caressed my cheek with the back of his hand. His touch at this moment repulsed me, and I moved my head sharply away from him.

He growled, grabbing at my jaw, not hard enough to bruise but hard enough to let me know he meant business.

He forced my head forward and he looked at me for a second, not moved at all by the quiet tears running down my face.

“You sealed your fate when you were eighteen and kissed me. You did again when you let me taste you a few weeks back.” His fingers tightened on my jaw, making my lips pucker. “And now that you opened your thighs for me, now that you said that you loved me.” He leaned down and kissed my puckered lips. “Now there is no turning back. I’d kill anyone getting in my way—your brother included. Do you hear me? You are mine; you’ve always been mine.”

“I don’t love you,” I replied, or at least I tried to with his fingers still holding my cheeks.

“It’s okay. I can work with that too but maybe you should tell that to your body because it seems to like me just fine.” He let out a humorless laugh. “I’ll see you back downstairs, fidanzata
 . Don't make us wait too long. We wouldn’t want people to talk.”

I let him leave, still standing straight, keeping my back to the door until I heard it close behind him.

I let out a sigh of despair then, hunching my back. I’d played and lost. I should have known better than tease a master manipulator.

I looked at my phone on the chair and shook my head with resignation. He made the choice for me. He was too calculating. I would not survive him.



I need your help now. Whatever you need, I’m in

 , I texted the anonymous savior.



I’m glad you came around. I'll be in touch soon

 .


Now you did it, Matteo Genovese; you turned me into a traitor.














Chapter 16




Elena
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“
 T
 he
 Italians
 will
 be
 here next week; I’ll find a solution then,” Luca assured me as the car drove Jude and me to Comic Con.

I nodded, running my fingers on the golden lasso at my side. I didn’t want to depress him and take him down as low as I felt.

“Ele, look at me.”

I turned to look at his face and I almost felt better as I saw the sheer determination and love shining in his dark eyes.

“You have to trust me.”

“I trust you.”

“Good.” He reached for my hand and kissed it. He grabbed something in his pocket and extended it to me and Jude. “I have a surprise for you.”

I blinked at the pass in my hand. “VIP?” I asked as Jude squealed! “How?” I asked him.

He winked, visibly pleased to make us happy. “I’ve got my ways. Give one to Enzo too, okay?”

I nodded. “Yes, he texted me this morning. He should be here in about two hours. Matteo made him work late last night.”

“Ah.” He straightened up on his seat as the car stopped at the back of the conference center. How did he manage to get us to the celebrities’ entrance?

“You will have to follow the rules, okay?”

I knew that these rules were Matteo's orders to allow me to go to Comic Con. Controlling asshole
 !


“You see the three men by the door.”

I nodded, looking at Thor, Captain America, and my favorite, Iron Man. They were all so tall and wide, I was sure they didn’t have to pad their costumes.

“They are your bodyguards.” Luca turned to Jude, giving him a pointed look. “To you both. So don’t go around and sneak away like the little hobbit that you are.”

Jude gave him a toothy grin, showing his adorable gap between his front teeth. “I won’t wander on any quest.”

“Good.” Luca gave him a sharp nod. “Because I'm also counting on you to make sure Ele is safe.”

Jude straightened on his seat at that, his face turning fierce. “I’ll protect her.”

My heart filled with love for this boy. I loved my family and I hoped that they would not hate me too much when they finally found out about my betrayal.

We got out of the car and Luca caught my hand just as I was about to join the Avengers ready to protect me today.

I turned around, looking at him questioningly.

“I know it’s annoying to have them around but please stay with at least one of them at all times. I just found you,” he added, and I knew exactly what he didn’t say.

I hugged him fiercely. “I’ll be safe and I’m happy you found me.” I pulled back and looked him straight in the eyes. “I love you, Luca.”

He took a big intake of air and pulled me back into his arms. “I love you too, sorella. Molto, molto.”

I broke our hug and walked to our bodyguards.

“One of us will be with you at all times,” Thor spoke, his voice carrying the annoyance he felt at being here.

“I’m sorry you have to be here today,” I offered sincerely.

“You’re the sister of the East Coast capo and the fiancée of the capo dei capi, signorina
 . We’re honored to be here.”

I turned toward Iron Man and was impressed on how he sounded just like Jarvis. His suit must have cost him thousands. I was also a little annoyed that everybody seemed to know I was engaged to Matteo.

“We’re all linked by this device,” Thor continued, pointing at his earpiece. “Should you want to go anywhere within the convention center, you must tell me in advance in order for one of us to go ahead. Understood?”

I glanced to Jude who was bouncing on his feet with excitement. Five more minutes and he would be going ahead with or without us.

A couple of guests from the conventions exited their cars and looked at us curiously as they took the back entrance, probably wondering what warranted the chubby Wonder Woman to have such a security team.

“Okay, fine. I swear I'll stay close to you at all times. Now, can we just go, please? There’s a Doctor Who
 panel we don’t want to miss. Oh, and maybe one of you can go wait for Enzo; he should be here soon.” I dangled the extra VIP pass on my finger. “You can give him that.”

“We are not here for Enzo Montanari. He’s not in any danger. He is insignificant.” Okay, Iron Man was an ass.

We moved in and I had to do my best not to freak out as we walked down the corridor, passing celebrities on our way.


Be cool, Ele. You’ll speak to them later.


Jude grabbed my hand. “Is it—” He stopped as the stunning blond actress passed us.

“Yes, it is.”

“I can’t believe she’s here. I’ve seen every episode.”

“Me too.” I squeezed his hand. “We’ll get a pic with her later.”

Jude squealed again, making me laugh. It was going to be a good day.

We watched the first panel, and we were just exiting when my phone beeped.

“Enzo’s here. Can you go with Jude get him by the entrance? I will need to use the ladies’ room.”

Thor nodded to Captain America. “Go with the kid. We’ll take her to the bathroom.”

As soon as we reached it, Iron Man opened the door.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“Checking the stalls.”

“I don't think so. It’s the women's bathroom. You can’t just walk in. I’ll be fine.”

“And I disagree.”

“Then take it up with your boss. You’re not walking in.”

“Why do you have to be so difficult?”

I raised my eyebrows at the familiarity of his words. “What?”

He let go of the door and raised his hands in surrender. “Fine, but if you’re not out in ten, I’ll come in.”

“We’ll stop anyone from entering too so you better hurry before this causes a riot.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’ll hurry.”

They should have been grateful I dressed like Wonder Woman instead of anything else or it could have taken me a good ten minutes just to take down the costume.

I did my business as quickly as possible and let out a yelp of surprise as I exited the stall to find the nun from the Conjuring
 leaning against the sink on the left.

“God, you’re terrifying.” I let out a little laugh as I went to wash my hands.

“I wanted us to meet, to see you could trust me,” the person behind the mask said with a robotic voice.

I turned around warily. “What?”

“You know who I am. I’m your savior. See, you can trust me. If I wanted you dead, I could kill you.”

I took a step back, resting my back against the cold tiles. “You’re not really inspiring trust there. How did you pass the guards?”

“I heard you talk to them. I waited for you.”

“If I’m not out in a couple of minutes, they’ll barge in.”

“And it would only take me four seconds to slice your carotid artery.”

I wrapped my arms around myself, looking at the door, wishing for Iron Man to just walk in.

“Don’t be scared. I will not hurt you. I want to help you.”

“Did you kill my parents?”

“It’s complicated; they didn't give me a choice. They saw me.”

I blinked back my tears.

“Let me fix it.”

“You can’t.”

“Then let me make it better.”

“How do I know it’s not a trick? Remove your mask.”

“No, because if I do, I will have to kill you and I rather like you.”

I shook my head. “Prove to me it’s you,” I insisted, my heart pounding in my chest at what I was about to do.

“How?”

I extended a shaky hand. “Give me your phone. Show me our texts.”

The nun remained immobile for a couple of seconds. All I could say about the person was that he or she was quite tall and on the thin side—not really a giveaway.

She reached into her habit and extended me a generic smartphone with her gloved hand.

“Where are the texts?” I asked, trying to win some time as I did what I needed to do, hoping it would be working. “Oh wait, I got it.” I looked up at her, hoping to focus her attention on me as I kept on working. “It’s only me on this phone.”

“Did you think I was stupid?”


I actually hope you are much too confident and fail because of this
 .

“You will not hurt me?”

“No.”

“Or my family?”

“No. I told you, no one else has to die.”

“What’s in it for you?”

“A shift of power.”

I was about to ask more but I heard a bang on the door. Iron Man was losing patience.

I gave her back her phone. “Here. Fine, I trust you. What do you want me to do?”

“I’m working on it.” She entered the now-empty stall. “Go.”

I opened the door just as Iron Man pushed it. He looked behind me before looking down at me. “You okay? You were long,” he asked, blocking my path as I walked down the corridor, giving the poor girls waiting outside access to the bathroom.

“Sorry. I had to change my tampon.”

“Madre de dios
 ,” Thor muttered with a disgusted pout. “Nobody needed to know that.”

“Apparently Tony over here did.”

“I’m Tony,” Thor replied, pointing at his chest.

“No, I mean, you know Tony Stark?”

“No, I’m Tony Germano.”

“I—” Lord help me
 . “Fine. Let’s go find the others.”

Thor pressed the button on his earpiece as he walked in front of me, Iron Man by my side.

“They just found him. They are waiting by—” He cocked his head to the side and frowned. “The Pokémon station?”

I chuckled at the look on his face. “Yes, let's go.”

After a couple of minutes, I stopped in front of Enzo.

“Ele, y-you’re very p-pretty, Wonder Woman,” he said with a faint blush.

I gave him a quick hug. “And you are a fierce Jedi.”

“S-s-s-sorry for being l-late. M-Matteo needed me to work late.”

I waved my hand dismissively. “Let's forget Matteo for the day and have fun. What do you want to do?”

He shrugged. “N-nothing before one p.m. T-t-there’s a tournament of Root. Jude and I, we’re p-playing as a t-team.”

It sounded dreadful. But I smiled at them. “Sounds like fun.”

“Now, let's go find the Tardis.” And for the next couple of hours, we bought memorabilia and I managed to get my Tardis signed by three of the doctors.

“Time for us to go,” Jude said, bouncing on his feet. “Do you want to come watch us play?”

“No, little man, not right now. I’ve got a photo op with Will Winters.”

“Okay, have fun.”

Thor pointed to Iron Man. “You go with them.”

“No,” Iron Man replied. “You go or send idiot number two. I’m staying.”

Thor took a step back in surprise, and I looked up to Iron Man getting suspicious.

Thor sighed. “Fine.” He pointed to Captain America. “You go, we stay.”

I went to the photo ops and couldn’t help but blush when Will turned toward me with a smile when it was my turn to take the photo.

“Can I hug you?” I asked him, blushing even deeper.

“Hugged by Wonder Woman? Yes, please.” He opened his arms wide.

I was about to step into his arms when I felt someone grip the back of my corset, pulling me back sharply.

“I think not,” Iron Man barked, coming to stand between me and Will.

I glared at him, no longer doubting for one second it was Matteo and somehow still knowing that it was crazy.

The notion of Matteo Genovese, the cold, cruel, and calculating Mafia boss, dressed as Iron Man and attending Comic Con was utterly ridiculous and yet I knew that no one but him would dare put a hand on me.

“Oh, hey, man.” Will raised his hands, visibly startled, looking around for his security.

I peeked around Matteo at him. “I’m sorry. My security is a bit zealous.” I gave him a flirty smile, making Matteo growl behind his mask. “You know what it’s like.”


Fuck him
 . Now I’ll never hear Jarvis the same way.

“Move, now.” I pointed at the queue behind me. “Look at all the people waiting.”

“No.”

“I paid for this, and he is just being flirty. Stop it. He is playing Lucifer in Heaven and Hell
 and I love the show. Let me take this stupid picture.” I tried to push him away, but he didn’t even move an inch.

“Who knew you had a thing for the devil?”

“You did. I slept with you, didn’t I?”

He stayed in front of me for a second and I was disappointed that I could not see his face.

He finally sighed and stepped on the side.

“You keep your hands to yourself. Understand?” He told Will before turning to me and pointing his metal-covered finger at me. “And you, behave.”

I rolled my eyes and stood beside Will who now had his hands secured behind his back.

“Sorry,” I whispered to him as his photographer arranged the lighting.

“It’s fine,” he said with a voice that was anything but fine. “But maybe you need to remind him he is your bodyguard, not your keeper, because that was weird.”

“Yeah, sorry.”

We smiled for the photo and I left in a huff.

“Wait up!” Matteo barked from behind me, but I kept on walking as I made my way to pick up the probably horrible photo I just took with Will.

“I said, wait up!” Matteo hissed, grabbing my arm.

I swirled around, glaring at him. “Why do you have to ruin everything?”

“How did you know it was me?” he asked, apparently not affected at all by my anger.

“Nobody else could be as savage and obnoxious and controlling and, and, argh!” I stomped my foot in frustration.

“Thank you,” he replied and I didn’t need to see his face to know he had his stupid grin on. The one I always wanted to slap away.

“You, Matteo Genovese, are—” I pursed my lips, stomping my foot again.

“Somehow I’m grateful to be in this stupid suit. I’m sure I’ll have lost a couple of toes by now.”

“Why are you always trying to ruin my fun?”

“I’m not. You have your fun. You just don’t let other men touch you.”

“You can’t be like that, Matteo. You don’t own me.”

“We both know that’s not true. You’re mine, cuoricino.” He rested my hand on the small of my back as we walked through the crowd, Thor a few steps in front of us. “You sealed the deal when you gave yourself to me.”

“That was a mistake.”

“Unequivocally. Now that I know how it feels to be in you.” HIs hand lowered a little to rest on the curve of my ass before squeezing. “I’ll rip the head of anyone standing between you and your body.”

I shivered at his words, but I was ashamed to admit that it was not from fear but from desire. Lord, what was broken in me? He was being a controlling asshole, barely a step up from a caveman, and I knew without a doubt that he would literally kill anyone in his way and yet instead of making me run away, it made me soak my panties.

“You’re ruining my day. You said I could go.”

He let out a chuckle. “I didn’t lie, did I? You’re here. But I never said I wouldn’t come with you. It is a man’s job to protect what’s his.”

“You're spoiling my fun.”

“And you’re making me really horny. I guess we’re both frustrated.”

I stumbled on my feet, not expecting him to say that.

“I thought—” I shook my head. He was just playing with me. Of course he was. He had only slept with me to ensure he’d get my hand.

“What? What did you think?”

“Nothing, Matteo.”

He caught my wrist. “Say what you have to say.”

I sighed. Matteo Genovese was the best liar there was in this world. No matter what, he would say what would fit the situation. It was pointless.

“Let's just finish the day. Luca will be back soon.”

“I’ll be grateful if today's events could stay between us.”

“I won’t tell anyone. Who would believe that anyway?”

“I just wanted to be sure you were safe. I don’t trust many people other than me and Gianluca as far as your safety is concerned.”

“I understand. We wouldn’t want to lose any investment, right?”

“Lena,” he warned.

I went through the booths and bought all the memorabilia I wanted before joining Jude and seeing him win the final with Enzo.

“What did you win?” I asked them as they joined us.

“A bunch of vouchers and tickets for next year,” Jude replied, extending the envelope in his hand to put it in my bag.

“That’s great.” I turned to Enzo. “Did you have fun?”

“Y-y-yes. T-thank you for l-letting me join.”

I smiled and pulled him into a hug. “Don’t be silly. I’m happy to spend time with you.”

He blushed lightly and looked away. He reminded me so much of myself.

“I’ll see you again soon.”

“Y-yes, next week.”

“Next week?”

“Yes, the Italians are c-coming.”

I turned toward Matteo; he had not said it would be so soon.

“It’s g-going to be okay, the p-p-arty will be n-nice.”

“What party?”

Enzo looked down, ignoring my question.

“What party?” I asked Matteo.

“You should ask your brother,” Matteo replied.

“Time to go,” Thor piped in. “Your car is here.”

“I’ll see you soon,” I told Enzo, somehow relieved to go home and rest for a while. A full day with people and a jealous alpha had been exhausting.

We walked out by the back door and Luca’s car was waiting for us.

“Do you think he’ll be okay stopping by the donut place before we go home?”

I looked down at Jude and smiled. He had the same insane sweet tooth as Cassie. God if I ate that much sugar I’d have to be wheeled away!

“I’m sure he will and I’m sure he has a list from Cassie.”

He ran toward the car as I walked more slowly, closely followed by Matteo. I didn't need to turn around. I could feel his commanding aura seeping through the suit. It had been so obviously him; I couldn't believe it took me that long to figure it out.

I should have just got in the car and left, and yet I stopped a couple of steps before reaching the open door.

“Thank you for keeping me safe,” I said without turning around. I didn't want him to see the hint of guilt at my restroom meeting with whom he considered as being the enemy.

“Always,'' he replied.

I turned around, shocked by his words, but I was facing his back. He was already walking away.


Always
 …














Chapter 17




Matteo
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“
 I
 s
 everything
 ready
 for
 our visitors?” I asked Enzo as I exited my office.

“Yes.” He nodded, looking up from his computer screen, his glasses halfway down his narrow nose.

I looked at him for a second as he just stared at me. That boy was weird.

“Would you mind explaining?” I asked, slightly annoyed at him.

“Of c-c-c-ourse. S-sorry.”

I made a rolling motion with my hand. “Less apologies, more explaining.”

“T-the compound f-for visitors is r-r-eady. The rooms are s-set and the s-s-staff has been briefed. Oh, for your f-f-father…”

“My father will be staying at the compound too. I don’t want anyone to invade my space. He wants to play pure blood; he stays with them.”

Enzo snorted and it made me smile. He was much more cynical than he showed.

“The planes?”

“Two w-will be landing in thirty minutes. T-the t-t-three others sh-should be landing in the next hour.”

“Have you sent the cars?”

Enzo nodded.

“Security?”

“Two f-for each car.”

“Good work.”

He arched his eyebrows in surprise. “Thank you?” His tone was hesitant, almost questioning. I couldn’t blame him. I never complimented him on anything, but Lena did. Lena thanked everyone even for doing their jobs and as infuriating as it was, I wanted to become a little more like the man she once thought I was.

I nodded. “I’m going to the airfield and greet them. I’ll take Tony and Marco with me. Make sure to call Gianluca and remind him that he and the whole famiglia needs to be here by tomorrow. What?” I barked when I saw his face fell.

“H-he says he c-can’t. The condo is t-too small f-for everyone.”

“Did he?” I arched an eyebrow.

Enzo nodded.

“Ugh.” sometimes I really regretted not shooting him when I had the chance. He might be a good capo, highly respected by his men, but he had been a thorn in my side for far too long. What could I even do now?

My seat was too contested to take him out, to take any of these fuckers out without causing a fucking riot, and killing Gianluca would hurt Lena deeply. She obviously loved him now and contrary to logic, I couldn’t cause her any further pain.

Stupid, stupid conscience. Stupid, rotten feelings. Why did they have to be back when I did everything I could to smother them?

I picked up my phone as I settled in the back of the car.

“Pronto?”

I gritted my teeth. He knew it was me and yet his devil-may-care tone annoyed the fuck out of me. He wasn’t scared anymore; maybe I should remind him not so nicely who I was and what I could do.

“I'm on my way to the airfield for the Italians. A car is on the way to pick up Elena. Be sure she’s ready.”

“Elena? What? No.” I smirked as his tone finally took the seriousness it should have had from the minute he saw my name on the screen. I knew the man by heart. He was controlled by his feelings.


And you aren’t?
 the stupid taunting voice in my brain piped in.

“She’s my property.” I could only imagine the scowl on her face at this and it aroused me to think about her anger. I was a twisted fuck. “You won’t come for the Italians. Fine. I can’t force you before the party, but she will be there the whole way. She’s my future Queen Gianluca.”

He remained silent for a moment.

“Will you treat her as such?”

“So either you come with her and stay here and let Domenico and wife have a little alone time in the condo or you stay where you are and she comes alone. Your call.”

“I thought you didn’t want anyone in your space.”

“I don’t want to share my space with you, but I think it will make her more comfortable.” I shrugged as if he could see me. “Either way, she’ll be here tonight.”

Gianluca muttered under his breath. “Fine. We’ll be on our way. Cancel the car.”


Thought so
 . “Perfect. I’m glad we came to an agreement.” I hung up and settled more comfortably on my seat.

The thought of having Lena in my home tonight made my body hum with anticipation.

I had expected that having sex with her would somehow lessen my desire, but the complete opposite happened. Having her turned my desire into a complete obsession. A dark, twisted, and overwhelming obsession that would scare even the most psychotic stalker.

I groaned out loud at the memory of Lena, my beautiful naked virgin, revealed before me, all her full, soft, heavy lines begging to be touched, fondled, licked. Her tits, the round weight of them when I dropped her bra. How they hung a little lower with her dark nipples drawn into tight peaks that begged to be sucked.

I closed my eyes as my dick swelled at the memory of her soft belly, a little rounded just below her belly button, and I was sure there had to be a God above when she opened her thighs, revealing her well-trimmed pussy glistening with her desire for me.

I twisted on my seat and winced at the pain my hard cock caused. I was too hard at the thought of Lena. I couldn’t show up to the Italians like that, with the massive boner tenting my dress pants. I opened my eyes, making sure the partition was up before unzipping my pants and letting my cock out with a huff of relief.

I felt like I was thirteen again. It had been years since I masturbated and here I was about to relieve myself in the back of my car when my head should be focused on the game. The only thing in my head was my Lena completely naked and I knew that the only way to regain a little control was to give in.

I ran my thumb pad on the tip of my cock, wetting it with the drops of precum before trailing it down, lubricating myself. I slowly started to stroke my cock, remembering how Lena bit her lip when she was aroused. I imagined what it would be like to rub my cock over that lip and when her tongue slicked over the reddened line, I pictured coming on it.

I settled in an even, hard rhythm, thinking about every part of her body. Her breasts, her pussy, her ass… Fuck, her ass. It was just as ripe and lush as the rest of her.

I didn’t say it but I hoped she would be disrespectful after the wedding so I can punish her by bending her on my knees and spanking her luscious backside. I saw her react to my commands; she would pretend to hate it but she would be wet because deep down she would crave that punishment.

I let out a low growl as my balls drew together, the sign of my impending orgasm. I pumped faster, harder at the reminiscent of how she had looked at me with unbridled lust as I’d revealed my cock to her, of her breathless little moans as I thrusted deeply into her.

I squeezed my dick to the point of pain and I came to the memory of the sweet, musky scent of her virgin arousal just before I licked her pussy to orgasm.

I opened my eyes breathlessly and looked at my come coating the leather seat across from me.

I put my dick back into my pants and looked out of the tinted window as we just passed the gates of the private airfield.


Perfect timing.
 I thought as I reached for my handkerchief and wiped up any sign of my release.

Somehow, I didn't think my father would be overly pleased to see that in the car.

I opened the partition and leaned back on my seat, resting my elbow on the window seal and my fist against my cheek.

The first plane landed, and the door of the jet opened to Maurizio Falcone struggling down the stairs.

“Would you like to go meet him?” my driver asked.

“No. I’m just here for my father. I’ll see the others for dinner tonight.” If I had any other choice, I would have left my father to fend for himself, but he would have barged into my home offended.

At least here I could control his visit.

The second plane landed and the door opened to reveal my father. I had just opened the door and I froze when I saw who followed him, a couple of steps behind, always a few steps behind him… my mother.

She stood rigidly behind my father, her blond hair streaked with gray in a perfect bun. Her austere black skirt suit belonged so much more to a funeral than a visit to her son she had not seen for three years.

Maybe it was fitting actually; it has been her funeral since the day she’d married my father.

I gritted my teeth as they made their way down, hating that he brought her here.

“Father, I trust you had a good flight,” I offered as he reached the last step.

“I did.” He took a step to the side, letting my mother step off.

She rested in front of me, her blue eyes, full of judgment, locked on me.

“Mother.” I leaned down and kissed her cheeks.

“Son, you look well,” she commented, her voice lacking any warmth.

I cursed inwardly as I directed them to the car. I couldn't have them stay in the compound now, not with my mother here. I had to give them a room in my house. I glanced at my father. Maybe it had been his plan all along.

“I didn’t expect you to come too, Mother. I would have arranged some visits with the other wives.”

She waved her bony fingers at me. “Lord, no. Thank you, but it is not necessary. American wives.” She grimaced with disgust. “They are the worst.”


Here we go
 , I thought bitterly. It was going to be a very long few days.

We climbed into the car and they sat across from me.

“To what do I owe your visit, M
 ama
 ? I know how you feel about this country.”

“Tacky, over-the-top fake Italians,” she added, straightening her skirt, then resting her hands on her lap.

My mother was the perfect Mafia wife, the role model that all the women within our world tried to uphold.

The kind of wife that Elena would have to become and even if I used to be fine with that, I was not sure it was what I wanted anymore.

“I brought your mother because it seems only fair for us to meet your fiancée, don’t you think?”

I tensed slightly on my seat—my mother and Lena in the same room. I was not sure how it would turn out, but I knew my mother would hate everything about her.

“I hope she is to the standards required to be the wife of the capo di capi,” my mother stated, sitting straighter on her seat.

“She is a Garibaldi and a Montanari, Mother.”

She fixed her lifeless eyes on me. “Blood is mandatory, but it is not enough to be a proper wife. I will need to have a meeting with her.”

Over my dead body. “Of course.”

My father’s eyes glinted maliciously, and I gritted my teeth—never wanting to punch the man more than I did today.

You will not enjoy my fall, Father; you will not destroy me. I have everything you ever wanted and I will keep it no matter who I need to kill in the process, you included.














Chapter 18




Elena
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“
 W
 ell,
 that’s
 bloody
 awful.”
 I grimaced, walking into Luca and Cassie’s room at Matteo’s place.

I had not wanted to go. Being stuck in a house with Matteo was both scary and enticing and I was worried I would not be able to resist him again.

He was like kryptonite to me and when his hands were on my skin, it made me lose all logic, but Luca already seemed stressed and worried about the whole thing. I really couldn’t make it worse.

So I complied like a good little Mafia sister. Luca said it was a gigantic house; I was sure I could avoid Matteo, but Karma was a bitch after all. We had parked in front of his huge manor-type house at the same time as another car that contained Matteo and who I could presume were his parents.

Matteo looked a lot like his father, maybe just a little taller, but he had his mother’s piercing blue eyes. They both looked austere, cold, and frankly miserable—something I supposed would happen to me if I ever ended up marrying Matteo.

Another good confirmation that I was doing a good thing by associating with my mysterious savior.

I could not let my life get drained out of me, no matter what my feelings for this man could be.

Cassie adjusted Marco on her hip. “I know. At least we’re in the main house and not at the compound. I don’t think I would have liked being under the constant judgy eyes.”

“Judgy?”

She rolled her eyes. “You know how old-school and old-fashioned they are.”


No, I don’t
 , I thought but nodded anyway.

“I’m not from their world. I still don't know most of their rules and costumes. A love marriage is quite rare, you know, so yeah, they are lurking to see me fail.” She shrugged, making Marco giggle. “I don’t care. I’m in love with my family and my life.”

“Luca is amazing.”

“He is,” she agreed. “But he is not without fault. He is who he is after all and I don’t agree with everything but he loves me and I love him and that’s enough.”

I sighed. “Yeah.” I knew what she meant because should I think Matteo could love me one day things would be different because I knew if I let myself fall, I would love him enough to walk with him in the pit of Hell.

“Gah!” I turned toward the baby crib and Arabella made grabby hands at me.

“Sure, baby girl,” I cooed, going to the crib and picking her up. “Aren’t you pretty?” I asked her, smoothing my hand on her lilac velvet dress. I gave her a raspberry on her neck, and she squealed in pleasure.

“She sure loves you,” Cassie said with a small smile.

I kissed her button nose. “And I love her too.”

Cassie pointed at the chair in her room for me to sit. “You’re family, you know that, right?”

I sat and rocked Arabella on my knees. “I know.”

She walked to the changing table to get Marco ready for the day. “I don’t mean just blood; I mean really family.” She glanced at me before concentrating on her son again. “Jude loves you like a big sister. Dom and India are so attached to you too. I love you dearly and Luca. Luca would die for you.”

I looked down, trying to drown the guilt I felt with the secret I kept from them, hoping once again I was not making a mistake.

Maybe I should say everything to Luca, but what then? If he kept my secret, he would be seen as a traitor and his punishment would be so much worse than mine.

“I love you too. I didn’t think things would get better. I thought everything was over, you know. I’d lost my family and Max. I was so in pain I never thought I would be able to breathe again. But I can. I’m not saying I don't miss my family because I do but I’m so happy to have you.”

I looked up and saw her eyes shine with tears.

“Cassie?”

She waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t mind me. I've been a hormonal mess since I got these two.”

I let out a chuckle. “I see.”

“What do you say we go for a walk? India, Dom, and Jude will be here soon. We could go meet them.”

Luca didn't want Jude to be around the Mafia men and left him at the condo with Dom and India. I had to agree, this boy was much too precious to be around these people.

We left the room laughing when we ran into Matteo’s parents in the corridor.

I tensed and tightened my hold on Arabella.

"Cassandra, Elena.” Matteo’s father bowed his head slightly. “I’m pleased to officially meet you. I’m Leon Genovese. I’m Matteo’s father and this is my wife, Gisella.”

Cassie took a step forward, taking the lead. “Happy to finally meet you. We hope you’ll enjoy your stay in our beautiful country.”

Matteo’s mother kept her eyes on me, her lips pursed, visibly assessing me and hating everything she saw.

I straightened up a bit, giving her a better look. Maybe she would hate me enough to force Matteo to change his mind.

My long-sleeve t-shirt with the slogan ‘Keep your drama for your llama,’ my light-blue jeans that were molding my body, and my vintage high-rise trainers that were a copy of the ones from Back to the Future
 .

She took everything in and sighed, looking away. Yep, she hated me.

“Wanna go for a walk with us, Gisella?” I asked, popping my gum.

Cassie threw me a side-look, a small smile tucking at the corner of her lips, knowing exactly what I was doing.

“No, I’d really rather not.” She threw us another look full of disdain. “Leon?”

“Yes, of course.” He bowed his head toward me again. “Signore
 .”

We just stayed there, watching them go down the corridor and down the stairs.

“Well, that was something,” I muttered once I was sure they were out of earshot. “It was like meeting Morticia and Gomez but creepier.”

Cassie chuckled. “I know what you’re trying to do, but Matteo listens to no one other than Matteo.”

I shrugged. “It’s worth the try.”

She leaned in and whispered in my ear, “Luca is talking to some people; there might be a solution.”

I threw her a surprised look.

“Luca didn’t want me to say anything until he was sure but—”

“Yeah, don’t worry. My lips are sealed.” I had one too many secrets too.

She looked at me for a second, like she could see I was hiding something. She shook her head. “Let's go.”

“Elena?” I heard as soon as I reached the bottom of the stairs.

I turned to find Enzo dressed in a suit. That was a first too and it somehow looked wrong on him.

“Enzo, how are you?”

“G-good. M-m-Matteo would l-like to see you.”

Fuck me sideways. “Okay, but I'm busy now.” I looked down at Arabella resting on my hip. “Can you tell him I’ll come later?”

Enzo’s face fell and it broke my heart. He was going to take shit for it. “P-p-please, Elena. I- He s-s-s-said now.”

His stuttering was getting worse as his anxiety increased.

I sighed, throwing a helpless look to Cassie.

“You better go. Could you help me with Arabella, please, Enzo? I’ll get the double stroller until India gets here.”

“Yes,” he huffed with relief.

I reluctantly handed him Arabella and walked slowly to Matteo’s office like I was walking to my execution which could very well be accurate.

I knocked and took a deep breath, bargaining with myself to not give in to anything he would ignite in me.


“
 Entra.”


I walked in and left the door open behind me—not sure why; it was not like anyone could save me from him.

“Lena.” He gave me his predatory grin. He pulled back from his desk but remained sitting at it, looking all powerful.

“Close the door.”

My heart hammered in my chest as I reached behind me and pushed the door, involuntarily shivering as I heard the click of the door closing.

“I didn’t see you last night or this morning.”

“I thought you were busy,” I replied, fidgeting on my feet with nervousness.

His eyes locked on my trainers before looking back up at me.

“I started to think you were avoiding me. But you weren’t, right, cuoricino?”

We both knew I was; there was no point pretending. “What can I do for you?”

“Come, sit here,” he ordered, pointing at his lap.

I shook my head. “No, Matteo. I’m too heavy. This—”

“You’re perfect.” He raised his hips a little and I couldn’t help the arousal that dampened my underwear at the memory of his hip movement as he made love to me.


You’re perfect
 . How could he be so perfect and infuriating at the same time?

“Come on, cuoricino, don’t make me ask you twice.” He gave me his crooked smile. “Or maybe do, I like the idea of disciplining you.”


Lord have mercy
 , I thought as a fresh wave of arousal dampened my panties even more. “What if people walk in?” I asked breathlessly.

He shrugged. “I don't care but you’re free to lock the door if it’s a concern for you.”

I reached behind me and turned the lock as his grin widened.

“Now come here.”

I blushed more deeply with every step I took, until I stopped between his opened legs, so red I felt like I was burning.

“Come on.” He tapped his hand on his wide muscular thigh. “Hop on.”

I held my breath as I sat, half expecting him to grimace and tell me to move, that I was too heavy after all.

“Relax,” he whispered, letting his hand trail on my inner thigh in a very intimate gesture.

I released the breath I was holding and forced myself to relax.

“Good.” He leaned forward, brushing his nose just behind my ear, taking a sniff. “My memory doesn’t do you justice; your smell is just so…” He took a deep breath again, making me shiver. “What’s your perfume?”

“Oh, it’s umm, I don’t wear perfume. My shower gel, it’s papaya.”

I jolted with a little squeak as I felt his tongue on my neck.

“No, that’s not only this. It’s also your skin.” He licked again.

“Matteo, stop.” I rested my hand on his chest, feeling his warm skin seeping through his dress shirt.

“I don’t think I will. You’re mine, cuoricino.” His face softened as he studied my face, letting his hand trail down my neck before tracing the curve of my breast. “You gave me a taste now; you’ve caused this obsession.”


Obsession?
 I was about to ask when the door opened and I jolted in surprise, falling on the floor, on my knees between his legs.

He winked down at me, and I was filled with shame at what my position could lead anyone to think.

“I thought you locked the door,” he whispered loud enough for the person who entered the office to hear.

I stood up, trying to scrape the little bits of my dignity I had left but cringed when I met Matteo’s father's unamused gaze.

“I was wondering what was keeping you from our meeting.” He let his eyes trail up my body. “I see what it is.”

“She is my fiancée, Father.”

“Yes, she is.”

I didn’t need to know his father to hear the disapprobation in his voice.

“Will you be wearing that to tonight's party?” he asked me.

“I—” I shook my head. Luca had told me I didn’t have to go. “I’m not planning on—”

“Elena will be there.” He turned to me, his eyes as cold as they had been back in Italy when he broke my heart.

“If she is coming, there’s a few things to discuss.”

Matteo nodded to him before looking at me. “Out now.”

I took a step back. “What?”

“This conversation does not concern you.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Elena…” His nostrils flared.

“No, I—”

“I said out, now!” he bellowed, pointing at the door. “Who do you think you are, woman? I’ll teach you your place.”

I took another step back, my heart—which I believed was immune to his monstrosity—breaking in my chest again.

Ah, here he was Matteo from Palermo. The dark, cold man who broke my heart.

I pursed my lips and blinked back my tears, trying to focus more on the anger and offense than the pain and disappointment.

I turned around briskly and exited the room.

“A-are you okay?” Enzo asked as I slammed the door behind me.

I rested my hand on my mouth, trying to contain my sob.

I shook my head wordlessly.

“Y-you want to g-g-go for a drink?” he asked nicely.

I shook my head again. “I’ll be okay. I just need time.” Did my voice really sound as defeated as I felt?

“O-okay, but I'm here if y-you need.”

I nodded and left as fast as I could, praying to every God above that I wouldn't run into anyone until I reached the comfort of my room.

I couldn’t forget that he was Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.
 Matteo Genovese was a monster first and a man after and I’d rather die than live my life like that.

I couldn't bear just waiting for these little moments when he was more man than monster. They were too short, too flitting, and he hurt me so much more than he appeased me.

That was not a life for me. I deserved better.

As if on cue my phone beeped just as I closed my bedroom door.



Ready to act?



I didn't hesitate this time.



Now more than ever

 .



Good, tell him I contacted you. That I want to make a deal and that you are supposed to meet me alone at the South Bay Marina tomorrow at midnight.





And what then?





Nothing, you leave too that night for a couple of days. I’ll set you up in a nice hotel and then you can come back to your life and your family. Free.



I frowned, rereading his message. It sounded much too good to be true.



Nobody will get hurt?





You have my word

 .

I wasn’t sure his word carried much weight, but it was true what he had said to me; he could have killed me before if he’d wanted me dead and my desperation just pushed me to take that leap of faith.



Okay, I’ll tell him tonight

 .

And tomorrow I’ll be free.














Chapter 19




Matteo
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“W
 hat
 were
 you
 doing
 with this girl, Matteo?” my father asked, pointing at the door Lena had just slammed.

I’d need to discuss this with her. I liked the hellion she was in private and particularly how she used her fire to respond to my touch in bed, but she couldn't act like that in public. It was dangerous for both of us.

"She is not this girl
 , Father. She is my fiancée."

He snorted. “Don't be ridiculous, Matteo! Everything about her is wrong. Have you looked at her?"


I did and naked? She is absolutely glorious.


"She is fat, Matteo, plain and unruly. Clearly unaware of our tradition. She will be a weight for you, for us, in more ways than one!"

I tightened my hands into fists at the furor his words brought up in me but I couldn’t react. I couldn’t give him ammunition and let him know that she meant more to me than she should. If I reacted, it would give him some power over me, something I have worked on since I was fourteen years old to stop from happening.

“I’m not blind, Father.”

“You have some perfectly fitting women in Italy that have been trained since birth. What about Teresa? You two were close when you came to Italy.”

Teresa has been a distraction when I started to see a barely legal girl as something more than a ward.

“Why her, Matteo? Is it to challenge me? To annoy your mother? You—” He frowned. “Do you have feelings
 for her?” He said the word like it was poison.

I snorted. “Please, have you seen her? I could never love someone like her. Father, please.” I snorted. “But she is so gullible, I just pretend a little. I let her believe there is a chance, that there is attraction just to make it a little less difficult for me.” Lies, lies, double lies.


“What does she have that the others don't?”

“A name, a legacy. Imagine once she’s pregnant what I would get, what my heir would be.”

My father smiled, as if I made him the proudest he’d ever been.

“I won’t marry for love, Father, you taught me better. The only reason why I’m looking to marry her is to take over the Garibaldi legacy.” I shrugged. “I’m trying to find an alternative, you know. I would rather have the Garibaldi power without being stuck with her, but right now it seems like the only way.”

My father chuckled. “Well, son, I have to say I'm impressed and a little relieved.”

“Why else would I want to marry her? Love
 ?” I laughed. “Please. I’m far from being that stupid.”


Or was I?


I stood up and adjusted my jacket.

“Okay, let's go and don’t worry, she is smitten enough with me to do as I ask. She will be at the party.”

That was more wishful thinking than anything else. How much could she overlook in the name of her attraction to me? How much could I put her through until I broke her?

The problem was that I didn't want to break her, not completely, but I wasn’t sure it was possible.

“I’m ready for the inquisition.”

I was always ready for everything, always thinking of all eventualities. It was true until her, I had been ready or thought I was until I kissed her, until I touched her, until I made her mine.
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I joined all the mafiosi and their wives in the ballroom, looking around for Lena until I had to join the Italians in the corner who were now entertained by Romero and Stefano.

Seriously, could he be a little discreet in his plot to steal my throne? It was offensive to me.

“Matteo, ciao.” Roberto Marcuzzi bowed his head at me. He was the nicest out of all the Italians. I wasn’t even sure how he managed to keep his seat for that long. “Romero was telling us about all the stress of these days. He also exposed us all the ideas he has for the famiglia.”

“Did he?” I forced a smile and looked at Romero. “I’m eager to hear those. I’ll ask Enzo to arrange a meeting between the two of us next week. What do you say?”


Next week the main council will be gone and I’ll be able to put you back in your place
 .

Romero kept his eyes on mine challengingly. I wasn’t sure when he had stopped fearing me but I would need to remediate that soon. I had the stupid mano to deal with; I couldn’t deal with insurrection in the ranks especially from someone with actual importance like Romero.

“Ah, the fidanzata.” Romero smirked, looking behind me.

I turned around and couldn’t contain the little intake of breath at seeing her enter the room with Gianluca and Cassandra.

She was stunning in a blue dress that looked so striking against her porcelain skin. She was not showing a lot of cleavage, but it was enough to drive me crazy and also enough to wake up the caveman in me who urged me to go hide this treasure.

I knew what Romero thought, that the Italians were opposed to this union, that they thought it would weaken my position. If only they knew how wrong they were.

I always thought that having something to lose made you weak. I didn't believe Gianluca when he said it wasn’t the case. But I realized now, when I looked at her braving the crowd timidly, that having something to lose made me stronger because it gave me so much more incentive to fight.

“I think I should go and greet her.”

“Of course you should.” Roberto nudged his head toward her. “A future husband should never let his fiancée fend for herself, especially when she is that pretty and she is surrounded by sharks.”

Romero turned his head and glowered at the crowd and it was my turn to smirk; it seemed that not all the council was against my decision to marry Lena.

“If you’ll excuse me.” I walked slowly toward her, drinking her in. The dress was wide, regretfully hiding the curves I loved so much, but as she moved through the people, greeting them with a fake smile, the dress moved along with her, revealing with each movement the curve of her ass.

Her ass… I stopped for a minute beside the fireplace as I remembered what it had felt like sliding in between her luscious cheeks.


Dio aiutami.
 Now was certainly not the time to lose control.

I was distracted by a tray of champagne stopping at eye level, revealing a wrist with a very distinct Russian Mafia tattoo.

I looked up sharply and met the eyes of a man that looked much too calm. He was an enemy in the middle of the Italian Mafia.

My hand slowly slid to the inside of my tux jacket to my holster.

“There’s no need for that, comrade,” the man whispered with a heavily accented voice. “You’ve got company on the east side balcony.”

I grabbed a flute of champagne and glared at him. “Message received. Now, I advise you to put this tray on one of the tables and leave this house. If I find you here when I’m back, I’ll slice your throat and turn your tongue into a tie. Did I make myself clear?”

The man smirked. “How very Russian of you.” He nodded his approval. “Alexei is right,” he added before walking away from me without a care in the world.

I took a sip of champagne and threw a look at Lena who was now laughing with Fabrizio.

I scowled at them, tightening my hand around the flute so hard that I broke its neck.

Did she actually like him? I thought she’d said that to annoy me last time, but if it was the case? I shook my head. Not now. I had a Russian waiting for me.

I threw the broken glass in the fireplace and crossed the room until I reached the balcony.

I walked out in the silent night and despite not seeing Alexei in the shadow, I knew he was here.

“What could be so important that it couldn’t wait until tomorrow?” I asked, leaning against the cold stone banister, looking down at the darkened gardens.

“Nothing, but I always enjoy a little challenge,” he replied with humor in his tone.

I cocked my head to the side, now able to see his silhouette in the corner, his profile dimly lit by the lights of the ballroom.

“How did you get past security?” I asked, swirling around and resting my back against the banister, crossing my arms over my chest.

“I told you many times, you Italians are too complacent, thinking that everybody is so scared of you they won’t try to cross you.” He waved his hand with a chuckle. “I wanted a challenge; it was much too easy.”

I nodded silently, already planning how I’d change my security.

“Is it her?”

I was startled at the question and turned toward Elena speaking with the Canadian West Coast capo and his wife. “Yes.”

He looked at her for a few seconds. “She is pretty.”

“Don’t.” I gritted my teeth. I didn't want him to look at her, speak about her. “What are you doing here tonight?”

“I wanted to congratulate you. An engagement is important. She doesn't look thrilled to be here though.”

I shrugged. “She is under the misconception that she doesn’t love me.”

He let out a little chuckle. “Aren’t you conceited?”

“I just know her.”

“Maybe she just thinks you don’t love her.”

I remained silent, looking at her, paler than usual, her lovely smile painfully missing as she spoke with my father.

“I know you think I’m a fool that you made me believe you cared for her but I’m not stupid. I’ve been trained by one of the KGB's best agents. You love that woman; you just need to accept it.”

“What is it you came here to say?”

“Your threat is not real.”

That for sure had all my attention. “Excuse me?”

“Your mano is a chimera, as we call them in Russia. I can't find anything because he has nothing. No power, no money, no connection… nothing but he gives the impression of power just enough to unsettle the system.”

“A chimera? Trust me I saw the threats and the bodies.”

“That man exists, yes, but he is insignificant.”

“A lone, powerless man is doing this?”

“It sounds crazy I know but this is very clever, very well organized and very Russian-like to be honest.” He took a step closer. “The problem is, I don't know how to bait him because he doesn’t want your power.”

I frowned. This was all people wanted. Power, love, money, or sex.

“He wants to see you fall, see you all fall.”

“So it’s personal.”

“Very, yes.”

“Huh.” That somehow complicated things. If this was true, the mano was much more dangerous because it was a loose cannon.

“You should be careful. I expect him to come for what matters to you.”

I turned toward the room, but Lena was not in my line of sight.

“It’s funny.”

“What’s funny?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the crowd.

“As soon as I mentioned something important to you, you looked for her.”

My nostrils flared with annoyance at myself; that was a stupid slipup. Something I couldn’t afford in front of my father or anyone else in the famiglia.

“So I’m fucked.”

“Not necessarily. I promised you to help and I will, moy droog
 . Keep her safe and let me do my work.”

“I— Thank you.” The words felt like gravel in my mouth. I was not used to thanking anyone and feeling indebted was the worst of all.

And yet, for her, I’d do it again.

“Go back to the party; protect her from the sharks.”

“Protect her? I’m the worst of them all.”

“Yes, you are, but you feel for her. You’re in her corner, like I am in Rosa’s.” He pointed his finger toward the room. “Your woman there, she is pure and lovely, but she is always surrounded by monsters; let the biggest monster be her champion.”

I walked back to the balcony door and stopped before going back in.

“Next time you have something to say, call because I swear if you step uninvited on my property again, I will shoot you. Understood?”

“Clearly.”


“
 Bene.”


I walked back into the room, looking around for both Lena and the lone wolf so hell-bent to destroy us.

I found Lena on the side of the room, chatting with Jude and Enzo. I looked at her for a minute under the cover of anonymity. She snorted in laughter at something Jude said, and it made me smile wider.

Alexei was right; she had a freshness, a light I should protect.

I approached them and their laughter died almost immediately which irritated me.

“Dance with me?” I asked, extending my hand toward her.

She looked at my hand for a second before taking it and just like that I felt like I’d won some prize.

I took her to the middle of the dance floor and started to sway at the sound of the music.

“You are beautiful tonight, Lena.” I pulled her closer. “I’m glad you are not angry at me for today.” She tensed in my arms and I hated that. “Are you angry?”

She sighed. “I’m not allowed to be angry, am I?”

“Then why are you dancing with me?” I asked with annoyance.

“You ordered me. I complied.”

“Lena.”

“Your mother wants to have a meeting with me before they leave for Italy. She has to explain to me the basic rules on how to become your wife, how not to be a disgrace to you.”

“She said that?”

“She did but I guess she is right, based on the way you talked to me this morning.”

“I didn’t—” I shook my head. It was not really the time to have this discussion, but I didn’t want to let her go home without at least telling her a little more. “Lena, there are two sides to me. The capo and the man. The Matteo I’ll show the world and the Matteo I’ll show you.”

She looked down. “I don’t like him, the man you show the world. The man who talked to me like I’m nothing more than a piece of furniture.”

I looked around and saw the few curious looks and people dancing a little too close. I couldn’t have this conversation with her now despite what I wanted.

“Promise me something. Just one thing,” I asked her as the song finished.

“What?”

I leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Never let my venom poison your blood,” I whispered in her ear before reluctantly disengaging myself from her and going to join the council.














Chapter 20




Elena
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N
 ever
 let
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 poison your blood.


I couldn’t stop thinking about that, how he had trusted me enough to show me the man behind the mask again.

I paced in my room, playing with my phone.

I had not told him what I was supposed to. I had second-guessed the plan. I thought I was strong enough. I thought I was angry at him enough, and yet, just a few nice words, just a sweet kiss, and I couldn’t do it.

I sighed, texting the mystery man.



I’m sorry. I can’t do it

 .

I put the phone on my night table and went to my en suite bathroom to remove my makeup, brush my teeth, and change into my pajamas.

It was done now. I was going to marry Matteo Genovese and maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if I got those moments.

I looked at my phone.



Watch this first.



I sighed, pressing play.

My heart plummeted in my chest when I saw it was Matteo and his father after I left the office.

The more I listened the more my heart broke in my chest and the angrier I was at myself for trusting him and his intentions again.


Gullible
 . That’s what he called me in the video, mocking me.

I growled. He was spot on; I was a fucking idiot!

“Fine! See how gullible I am!”

I threw the phone on my bed, exited my room and hammered on his door before I thought better of it.

“Who wishes to die tonight!” he barked, opening the door with a mean scowl on his face. “Lena?” he asked, his face smoothing straightaway. He was such a fantastic actor.

“Can I talk to you?”

“Of course.” He stepped back, silently inviting me in.

I was somehow pleased to have just seen the video because being in his space now, with him only wearing a pair of loose pajama bottoms, with his intoxicating scent subtly surrounding me, I would have jumped on him.

“If you came here to seduce me, it’s working.” He grinned. “Who would have thought that I would find strawberry-covered flannel pajamas sexy and yet here we are.”


Manipulating bastard
 .

“He contacted me, the man you are looking for.”

He tensed, all humor leaving his face.

He took a few steps toward me. “How? When? Why didn't you tell me?”

“He sent me a message on my phone yesterday. He said he could help me run and escape you.”

He grabbed my arms. “There is no escaping me, Lena. Whenever you go, I’ll find you. You are mine; do you understand?”

Before watching the video, I would have melted at the possessiveness of his tone but not now, not when I know the only thing he really coveted was my bloodline and not me.

“Yes, I made my peace with that. It’s why I’m telling you.”

“Why did you wait that long?”

“Because I had to think.”

I let him run his hands up and down my arms and instead of making me shiver with pleasure, it made my skin crawl.

The cruel king had shown me the extent of his cruelty. I was not sure I could see him any other way now.

“What did he say?”

“He wants me to meet him alone tomorrow at midnight.”

“Where?” he asked, gripping my upper arms ever harder now, almost to the point of pain.

“South Bay Marina.”

“I’ll go. Thank you for trusting me.”

He leaned down to kiss me and despite all my good intentions to pretend, I couldn’t take it that far and turned my head, his lips connecting with my cheek.

He pulled back, his eyes darker, a deep frown between his eyebrows.

“Lena.” His tone carried his warning. “You do not turn your face when I'm seeking a kiss.”

“I won’t when you officially own me, but for now I think it’s safer for me.” I looked down at his hand on my arm. “Can I go to bed now, please?”

“What if I say no? What if I carry you to my bed now and take what I'm craving.”

“You could,” I replied, somehow happy with how calm I sounded despite the fact that my heart was beating so fast I could feel it in my throat. “But then you would take something I’m not willing to freely give you.”

“Are you calling me a rapist?” he asked, his nostrils flaring, the vein on the side of his neck pulsing. He was angrier than I’d ever seen him.

“If you do that, it will be what you are.”

“So you tell me that if I slip my hand in your pajamas right now, I won’t find you wet and ready for me?” He gave me a half-taunting smile.

“No, you will not.” The video was too fresh, too painful. I felt the same pain I did in Sicily. My body seemed to have a mind of its own around Matteo, but not right now, not when the horror of his words still coursed through my veins.

He narrowed his eyes, rising to the challenge, and slid his hand right into my pajama bottoms and cotton granny panties to run his fingers on my slit which I knew would be drier than the Sahara desert.

He kept his eyes locked with mine as he ran his fingers, slowly up and down my slit, rubbing his thumb against my clit with each slow passing.

I remained frozen on my spot, replaying the video in my mind over and over again, overriding any hidden desire by the horror he’s said about me.

He let out a frustrated growl as he removed his hand from my pajamas.

He turned around, showing me his impressive wide back.

“You can go now. Good night, Lena.”

“Good night, Matteo.”
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I barely slept that night, going back and forth between the guilt of associating and trusting a faceless man that my new family considered a killer and the hopeless, bleak future that I would have being Matteo’s wife.

I finally gave up on sleep when the sun started to rise in the horizon and jumped in a cold shower, trying to whisk away the tiredness that seemed to have settled in my muscles.


One more day, Lena. One more day
 . I kept repeating like a mantra, praying to God I was not making a mistake.

Maybe after everything was done, I could tell Luca the truth and we can find this man together. He had killed my parents and I don't care if he considered them deserving, that they had been part of Matteo’s ploy, he still had to pay for that.

I jumped into a pair of black jeans and a long-sleeve red shirt before settling for my high-top trainers, uncaring of Matteo's mother’s speech from last night.

She wanted to meet with me later this week to discuss how to be a proper wife to a man with such responsibilities.

I could only imagine, based on the austerity of her features, and the way she stood just behind her husband that I would not like any of the rules she was going to tell me about.

It was early enough that I expected to be alone in the kitchen and I was surprised to find Luca already dressed in his suit having a coffee.

“Already up?” he asked me, arching his eyebrows with surprise before reaching for a cup in the cupboard and giving me the rest of the coffee in his French press.

“I could ask the same.”

“I had an early chat with Roberto Marcuzzi,” he said with a sigh. “He’s an early riser and we thought it was better to chat in private. I think he’s the one who likes me best.”

“He was nice last night,” I confirmed.

“He was your nonno’s best friend. If anyone could know how to help, he would be the one.”

“I guess by your face that he had no solution.”

“Nothing I could live with.”

I sat across from him at the table. “What do you mean? Did he have a way out for me?”

Luca threw me a wary look.

“Luca you want me to trust you and for that you have to tell me everything that pertains to me.”

He sighed, leaning back on his chair, running his forefinger back and forth on the scar on his cheek. “You can get away from my blood promise by stepping away from the family. You will lose any rights and obligations you ever had and therefore Matteo won’t be able to demand you.”

“Okay? It doesn’t sound that terrible.”

“I’ll get all the powers of the Garibaldi. Or whoever else you want to give them to.”

I shrugged while taking a sip of the coffee. It was really strong and bitter but I needed it right now. “Again, you can have it for all I care.”

“No, I—” He shook his head. “I don’t think you understand what it means. I’ll have to shun you forever. You will not be a Montanari or a Garibaldi any longer; you will not be part of the famiglia.”

“So, I won’t be able to see you anymore.” The painful tightness in my chest reminded me that I was now attached to him and the family. I loved Luca, he was my brother, and the thought of not seeing him bothered me a lot.

“You could but you won’t be able to take part in any important events that will involve the famiglia. No more Christmas dinner, no more wedding or baptism or communion.”

“Oh.” Yep, I really didn't like the sound of that.

“Exactly. ‘Oh
 .’” He shook his head. “Sorry but I just found you and I want you to be a full part of my life.”

“No, I get that; maybe we’ll find another solution.”

“Yes, maybe we will.”

We stayed there in silence for the next few minutes, drinking our coffee and not really believing there was another solution.

I opened my mouth to tell him the truth but stopped at the last moment. I didn’t want to cause him any more trouble.

“So what are the plans for today?” he asked.

I smiled. I knew Cassie probably told him everything we were going to do today while they had their big council meeting, but he was trying to make conversation.

“We’re going to do some shopping, and then I’m going to see Wicked
 .”

“Alone?”

I shook my head. “No, with Dom, India, and Jude. You don’t mind me staying at the condo tonight, right?”

“I, yeah, sure. You’re free to do whatever you want.”

“For now.” I couldn’t help but add and I regretted it almost immediately seeing the anguish in his face. “I’m excited. I always wanted to see Wicked
 .”

“Good.” He reached in his pocket and grabbed his wallet. “Here.” He extended a few hundred-dollar bills. “Buy what you like and if you need more, Cassie will buy anything you like.”

I shook my head. “No, Luca, please. I don’t need your money.”

“I know, but please.” He nudged the money toward me. “Humor me.”

I sighed, taking the money from him and adding another coat of guilt.

I finished my cup and stood up to leave but turned around and walked back to him before I thought better of it and hugged him from the side.

“You’re a good brother, Gianluca Montanari.”

He looked up at me with surprise and wrapped his arm around me, squeezing me. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

I simply smiled, not sure what to say. Would he still be saying the same thing once he found out what I did?

I prepared my bag and went through the day, happy to be busy with the shopping and the babies that I barely had a chance to think of what would be happening tonight.

When we came back after Wicked
 , I was relieved on how excited Jude was about the show and kept on talking therefore stirring any attention away from me.

As soon as we reached the condo, I faked a yawned and pretended to need to sleep but I just sat on the bed in the dark room, my bag packed at my feet, and looked at the glowing red numbers of the alarm clock waiting for the text.

Twelve came and my heart squeezed painfully in my chest. Whatever was supposed to happen had probably happened.

I watched as the minutes changed painfully, slowly as I waited to hear something, anything.

My phone vibrated on my bed at 12:34.



Go to the Minerva Hotel. Ask for the envelope for Ms. Jones. You’ll get your room key. Stay there until Friday.



I chewed on my bottom lip, shouldering my bag.


Please God, don't let me make a mistake
 .

I tiptoed out of the condo and grabbed a taxi to the hotel with an anxiety so deeply ingrained in me, I had trouble taking breath after breath.

When I reached the hotel and went to the room that he had booked for me, I was barely standing on my feet. I’d scarcely slept in forty-eight hours, and right now I could not think cleary.

I lay on the bed, closing my eyes. I needed to sleep just for a minute and forget everything that I had done for a moment.














Chapter 21




Elena
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I
 startled
 awake
 when
 the sun was already high in the sky. I looked at the clock and it was already ten a.m.

I turned my phone back on and noticed I had over thirty missed calls. Most of them were from Luca with texts growing more and more worried.

I turned it back off and felt my stomach squeeze with something other than hunger. Why did I feel that guilty? Why didn’t I feel free?

I knew what the plan was. I had to keep my phone turned off until Friday and then go back saying I needed some time.

It was clear, easily doable, and yet I had not expected the worry and guilt to chew at my stomach the way it did.

I didn’t expect the worry I felt for the man who had been nothing more than a monster to me. A man who played me like a puppet.

What was wrong with me?

I shook my head. I needed to go for a walk, get my head out of the situation.

I went to the bathroom, washed my face, and managed to straighten my rumpled clothes before going down to grab breakfast.

I froze when I reached the hall to find Dom sitting in one of the cream-colored leather chairs facing the elevators.

He nodded at me, his face looking very solemn. I never saw him look like this before, not even when he was with the Italians.

I looked around as cold sweat formed at the back of my neck. Was I in trouble? Was he going to kill me? Did my mysterious avenging hand betray me?

Dom raised his hands in a surrender gesture. “I’m not going to stop you. I just came to make sure you were okay and tell you that if you’ve really decided to disappear, turning your phone off won’t be enough; you need to get rid of the sim card too.”

I knew that. In fact, I was a computer whiz, the best they had both in school and at Uni, but I didn’t need to say that to him.

I took a couple of steps closer to him. “Why would you help me?”

“My b—” He sighed. “Matteo
 is a fucking psycho and I understand. You didn’t pick this life, not like Cassie and India did. It was thrown upon you, and if you found a way out, I won't blame you, but Matteo is not very kind when he loses what he considers as being his. He will
 look for you and he will
 find you.”

I shivered at the thought.

“If he survives today that is.” He cocked his head to the side. “The odds are good but we never know with the—”

“Survive what?” I sat beside him, my desire to flee suddenly forgotten.

He threw me a side-look, assessing me.

“Dom, survive what
 ?” I pressed again, my heart hammering so hard in my chest I could feel it in my throat.

“You really
 don’t know?”

“No, I don't!” I shouted, my voice turning high-pitched with my annoyance.

I was too worried to even care about the looks I was getting from the people in the lobby. They could get fucked for all I cared.

“He was taken by the council this morning for an emergency trial. Romero was killed last night, and all the evidence is pointing to him.”

I rested a trembling hand on my lips. “Romero?” I asked and then realized that had been the plan all along, the meeting in a deserted place. “He had no alibi,” I added out loud.

“No. He is saying he was alone, just driving around. It’s hard to believe that, even for me. And Romero was paranoid too. He wouldn’t let a lot of people in his place and there are videos of Matteo going there.”

“At what time was it?”

“How is that releva—”

“What time, Dom?”

“12:02.”

I stood up briskly. “Take me there.”

He stood up slowly. “Take you where?”

“To that trial, whatever.” I gestured my hand toward the entrance. “Let's go now.” I turned around and started walking to the exit.

“Ele. Ele, wait! It’s not a place where women are welcome.”

I shrugged and stopped on the street, looking up and down to locate his car. “I can free him; don’t you want that?”

“I do…” he trailed off. “But I also want to keep you safe and—”

I waved my hand dismissively. “I’ll be safe. I have a plan.” Do you really?


He looked down at me, obviously uncertain.

“Dom, trust me.”

He looked heavenward, muttering something before grabbing my hand and directing me down the street to his car.

“Don’t make me regret it,” he said, unlocking the door.

“I cracked it,” I admitted to him as we swayed through the city center traffic back to Matteo’s compound.

He cursed at the slow car in front of us. “Cracked what?”

“Who’s the mano?”

His car swayed dangerously close to the curb as he threw me a surprised look.

“The road!” I gasped, pointing straight ahead.

“Fuck, Ele! You can’t say stuff like that out of the blue. How?”

“He made contact and he trusted me. I’ve not seen his face, but he gave me his burner phone. He was contacting me with an app, but as we chatted, I bypassed the system. I can call that phone now.”

“Okay?”

It was clear by his tone that he didn’t understand.

“Today, at this trial, I will use this override and call. He will never expect it. He was very good, very thorough, but he underestimated me. And when a phone starts ringing—”

“We will know who it is.”

“Exactly.”

“Wow.” He stayed silent for a while as we merged onto the interstate. We were only ten minutes from Matteo’s location.

“Now I just have to pray that I can fix what I’ve done and make sure he has the phone.”

“No matter what happened, you should not blame yourself too much.”

“How can I not? I associated with him.”

“You did. But you were coerced into a life you didn't want, engaged to a man you didn’t like.”

I looked out the window as tears stung in my eyes at Matteo being hurt because of me.

“I love Matteo,” I admitted, looking down at my hands on my lap and the engagement ring I’d refused to remove. “That’s part of the problem.”

We parked in front of the compound and my anxiety level went through the roof as I took in the three beefy guards in front of the door.

I shoved the phone at Dom. “I’m not sure what will happen in there but when I give you the signal press *312* and dial okay?”

Dom nodded, opening the door of the car. “Follow my lead, stay close,” he muttered, gesturing for me to follow him.

“Women are not allowed,” one of them barked, standing in front of the door.

“She was summoned,” Dom replied, nudging me forward a little forcefully. “Move now or I swear I’ll let them know you’re the one who delayed us.”

The man glowered at Dom but moved just enough to let us slide between him and the wall. Asshole
 .

Dom opened the door to the trial, causing all the discussion to die down.

He gestured me in, and all eyes turned on me as I walked in.

I took in the room quickly. The long tables set up as a square with the Italians and all the other capi sitting around them and Matteo sitting on a chair in the middle, his clothes rumpled and a split lip that was still bleeding.

Jesus, what did I do?

I looked around and met Luca’s eyes. He was visibly relieved to see me, but he shook his head a little, begging me not to meddle.

Ah, it was much too late for that.

“The meeting is not for women,” Matteo’s father barked at me.


Misogynic twat
 !


“No, I understand, sir, but I have a statement that would help for today. You see, Matteo lied to you.”

I could feel Matteo’s eyes on me, commanding me to look at him, but I did my best to ignore him.

“Continue,” Roberto stated.

I walked through the row of mafiosi sitting to witness Matteo’s impending fall, going closer to the table.

“He was not alone last night; he was with me all night. We…” I looked away, blushing. I didn't have to fake it as images of our night together after India’s wedding flooded my mind.

One of the Italians snorted. “I’m not buying that, sorry. You are engaged; he could have said! I highly doubt he wanted to protect your honor at the price of his life.”

I couldn’t help the little humorless laugh to escape my lips. “No, of course not. We all know that Matteo Genovese doesn’t value anyone that much. Truth is Genovese wants this union only because of the Garibaldi title that falls on me.”

The room broke into whispers of agreements, and I tried to keep my face impassable despite the sting of pain at being nothing more than access to power. Who could ever love a woman like you
 ?


I shook my head and looked at my brother's confused but loving gaze to help me shake away the bad thoughts.

“Matteo’s trying his best to find another way to secure the Garibaldi power without marrying me.” I pointed at Matteo’s father. “Ask him. Matteo told him all about it.”

Lucio Genovese pursed his lips, clearly mad at me for calling him out.

Roberto leaned over the table. “Lucio, is it true?”

“Yes,” the man admitted reluctantly. “He admitted to me that he was trying to find an alternative to marriage.”

The whispering into the crowd intensified. Time for me to play the fool in love.


But you are a stupid fool in love
 , a voice taunted in the back of my head.

“I’ve been in love with Matteo Genovese since I was ten years old and I was frustrated with him keeping his distance, never wanting to touch me, so I drugged his drink last night and had him take my virginity.”

I finally gave in and looked at Matteo who was looking at me with wide eyes, his surprise much too big to help him keep his usual cool mask. I looked away and met the eyes of a couple members of the council who looked at me with barely veil disgust. I didn't really care; I'd be shunned soon anyway.

“There are videos of him at the condo,” Romero’s son spat at me, his face contorted in hate.

“Here, watch!” He showed his phone to me.

I watched the video and you could see Matteo pass the gates of the property in his car before being filmed in the elevator up to Romero’s private apartments.

How much did they want Matteo to be gone to miss the obvious?

I gave him back his phone. “This is Matteo.”

“See!” Romero's son barked. “Let’s finish this! I’m requesting death.”

One of the guards took a step toward me, but I raised my hand to stop him. “It is
 Matteo, but this footage is not from yesterday.” I took a deep breath, about to reveal my actual obsession with the man. “Matteo was wearing a blue tie yesterday, the one that matched his eyes. He’s wearing a black one in this video. Plus, if you zoom in, you will see his ring on his finger but his ring has been gone for a few days.” I reached for the chains around my neck and lifted it, showing the ring to them.

“I stole it from him for a memento.” I actually grabbed it the other night in his bedroom to piss him off, just to take something that mattered to him just as he took my dignity as he treated me no better than a piece of meat.

Romero’s son looked at me with uncertainty.

“Then why didn’t you say so?” Roberto asked Matteo.

“He probably didn’t want to say as it would have forced him into marriage.”

“Choosing death over marriage?” one of the members asked skeptically.

“Marriage to her?” another one said. “Yes, I could see that.”

A couple of men chuckled in the crowd as Matteo growled. I threw him a begging look and shook my head before looking down, not able to stop the wince this time.


Just a few minutes, Ele. Just a few more minutes
 .

“But I have come to realize that it’s not fair on him or on me.” I took a deep breath. “I have spoken with Gianluca, and I have decided to renounce the famiglia.”

Someone in the room gasped and Luca looked furiously at Dom, probably mad at him for bringing me here.

“Do you know the consequences of this decision?” Lucio Genovese asked me.

“I do.” I nodded. “And I'm giving all to Matteo Genovese as an apology for my actions.” He had wanted this title so much. I truly hoped that now that he could get it, he would stop playing me and let me build back my life, mend my broken heart.

“Gianluca needs to approve this,” Roberto offered. “The power should technically go to him.”

I threw him a begging look and he looked both angry and heartbroken, an unusual combination.

“I agree, he can have it all,” Luca muttered, looking down at the fisted hands on the table.

“Very well then.” Roberto closed the notebook he had in front of him. “Based on the circumstances, Matteo could not have killed Romero, and therefore this special hearing has no place to be.”

Matteo stood up, the room turning dead quiet.

“I had all my mind when I took what was mine.” His jaw ticked as he met my eyes challengingly. “I will have the power the traditional way by marrying you. I refuse to terminate this engagement and Elena Montanari Garibaldi, you will be my wife before the week is over as I want the council to witness this commitment. Understood?”The room remained quiet, and I just opened and closed my mouth like a fish out of water. This was not the plan—this was nothing like the plan! He was supposed to let me go!

I turned to Dom, and he took it as the signal. He pressed the buttons and I held my breath as the seconds passed. I needed this to be fixed. I didn't want to have done all this for nothing.

I needed for the mano to be gone.

And suddenly a phone rang, loud and clear, and I felt relief until my eyes fell on the man with the phone, a person I cared for very deeply. My friend Enzo Montanari was the Mano Vendicativa.
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Matteo
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T
 he
 time
 seemed
 to
 stop as I registered the look of horror on Lena’s face as she looked to the back of the room. 

I followed her eyes and noticed Enzo, his face pale like a sheet. I concentrated on the movement I saw from the corner of my eyes as Domenico approached Enzo slowly, his face reflecting a deep betrayal.

I looked back at Lena who had her hand on her heart, her face completely undone and it clicked. She’d done it; she’d uncovered the mano and— I turned my head sharply toward Enzo again. 


No, it wasn’t possible. Not him. Anyone but him
 .

“Genovese?” Roberto called. 

“Si?” 

“Is everything alright?”

I couldn’t tell them about Enzo and mano. Enzo is the mano
 . Just saying it seemed insane. I’d kept this insurrection secret for so long; now was not the time to come clean. I’ll deal with the problem like I dealt with everything else. 

“It is.” I cleared my throat, trying to regain my composure. “I will ensure that Romero's murderer is found, and I will do anything in my power to find the perpetrator.” 

“Very well.” My father nodded. “Also, with respect to that marriage. While your intentions are commendable, it was clear that you were coerced and Ms. Garibaldi is ready to do the right thing. Nobody would blame you for making the appropriate choice.” 

No, nobody would. I looked at Elena, but she was avoiding my eyes as if the mere fact of looking at me disgusted her. I was going to fix that, whatever that was. 

After I dealt with Enzo, Ill fuck her, fuck her until she begs me to stop, until she come so hard her voice would he hoarse for days and then she’ll fall back into line. 

“Sunday.” That gave her six days to make the best of it. “Sunday, I’ll be marrying Elena.” 

“Meeting dismissed.” The council announced and Dom grabbed Enzo’s arms, eyeing me questioningly. 

I jerked my head toward the door, the message clear. Take him to the playroom
 .

I ran the tip of my tongue on my split lip and hissed. That guard would lose a few teeth for this; he’d probably enjoyed grabbing me when I came back in early this morning.

I grabbed Elena by the back of her neck and pushed her out of the room, passing all the curious looks we were getting. 

“Matteo,” she hissed breathlessly as I kept on walking fast toward the house, almost dragging her along. 

“Not now. I think you’ve done enough,” I barked through gritted teeth, unsure why I was the angriest. Was it her associating with the traitor, her trying to escape me, her giving everything she had to not have to marry me. 

I growled, tightening my hold around the back of her neck, making her wince. 

I knew what should make me the angriest, her associating with my enemy, and yet the only thing that really got to me was that she was willing to lose everything just to avoid becoming my wife.

As soon as we walked into the house, I walked in the nearest room and let her out of my grip as I slammed the door behind her. 

“What was that all about?” 

She swirled around, rubbing at her neck and I did feel a little guilty. I didn’t think I’d pressed too hard. 

Her eyes were rimmed red. Fuck, how many times could I actually make her cry? 

“Yes! What was that about?” she shouted right back. “Why are you torturing me? Is it to punish me?” 

“Punish you for trying to escape me?” I took a step toward her, but she backed away, finding refuge behind a brown leather chair. 

“You— Don’t do this. I gave you the power. Just take it and call it even. You won’t manipulate me again. I saw what was behind the mask.” 

I cocked my head to the side, not really understanding her rationale. I wanted her, the Garibaldi power was just an added bonus. Not that I would ever tell her that. She had no idea the kind of power she had over me and I rather it stayed that way. “Ummm, I don't think I will.” 

“Why?” she cried out. “Is that because I help—” She swallowed as tears fell quietly down her face. “It can’t be Enzo. I must have made a mistake. It can’t be him. Please, let me talk to him.” 

“No, you’ve done enough.”

She winced. 

“Please, Matteo, for me,” she begged, staying behind the chair. 

“For you nothing
 . You betrayed me!” I shouted, my hand shaking with anger and something a little less familiar—fear. 

“I didn’t know he would try to hurt you, Matteo; you have to believe me. I never wanted to hurt you.” 

“Liar!” I roared so loud I felt like the walls shook. She thought I was angry for her association with the mano and logically it should be why but it wasn’t. I was furious because she tried to escape me and offended because she would choose eternal shame rather than be with me.

I was furious that she was not as addicted to me as I was to her. Furious that I was not running in her bloodstream as she was running in mine. 

I took another step forward and she was startled with fear. 

“You are scared? Of me
 ?” I pointed at my chest. 

She shook her head before nodding. 

I continued to approach her slowly and she mirrored me, taking a step back with every step I took until her back was against the wall. 

“I must have made a mistake; it can’t be Enzo.” 

I leaned down and kissed her hard, hissing as I reopened my split lip, making it bleed again. 

I broke the kiss and looked down at her, her lips colored with my blood. 

I reached in my pocket and wiped the blood from her lip before dabbing at my own. 

“Let me see him.” 

I took a step back. “No.” 

“Matteo, please! Matteo, don’t kill him; there must be a reason! I beg you.” Her voice broke and I had to grit my teeth to stop me from giving her empty reassurances and sweet lies.

I swirled around. She was a weakness and I was about to give in, but she hadn’t made a mistake and no matter what he would say, no matter what his excuses were, he was going to die today. 

I walked out, ignoring her supplication. One day she would understand. 

I snapped my fingers to a guard. “Gun,” I asked, extending my hand toward him. 

He gave it to me, and I slid it in the back of my pants. 

“You stay in front of this room, and you don’t let her out.” 

He nodded. “Yes, sir.” 

I rushed down the corridor and to the room in the basement, ready to end everything. 

Enzo was sitting oddly calm in the metal chair in the middle of the room with Dom and Luca standing on each side of him. 

“Tell me it’s a mistake,” I demanded, standing in front of him.

“The king is here. All hail to you, your majesty.” 

I cocked my head to the side. “Why?” 

He sighed with a careless shrug. “Does it really matter? I’ll end up dead one way or another.” 

This was not Enzo; nothing about him was Enzo. 

“I see the stutter is gone,” I replied coldly, now circling the chair. 

He shrugged again, his eyes straight ahead. “It’s been gone for a very long time. I guess I've got all of you to thank for that.” 

“We deserve answers. You killed my mother and my sister.” 

The tightness in Gianluca’s tone made me look at him. He was past the point of fury, his body so tight it looked like he was seconds from sprawling and ripping his head off. 

“That was never supposed to happen. They were not supposed to be in that car. My father and brother messed up. I put the idea in their head and they could not even carry out a stupid plan. They were just a waste of good oxygen. Too stupid to make sure their plan worked.”

“You were the little voice in their head. It was never the Albanians.” I assumed out loud.

Enzo laughed. “It was. Broken Enzo, always underestimating what I could do. Just like you did,” he said, locking eyes with me. “You were looking into everyone. Seriously, who could have all this information but your assistant? But you always thought you were so much better than everyone. How could the flawed dumb kid do anything productive?” 

“I never thought you were stupid. Quite the contrary. I thought you were smart enough to stay in your lane.” 

He laughed again. “Look how it turned out.” 

“Why didn’t you come to me? I was on your side.” Gianluca tried, his voice gentler now.

Enzo’s face morphed immediately from quiet placidity to anger in a flip of a switch. 

“Oh, were you? Where were you when my father sent me to rehab camp to fix me, huh? Where were you then?” 

“I don’t—” 

Gianluca looked up to me and I shrugged. 

“You don’t even know?” Enzo let out a demented laugh. “He doesn’t even know! I disappeared for three months. Three months in the middle of the year and you never questioned it? Of course you didn't; why would you, huh? You were too busy being the underboss and fucking everything with a pulse, living the great life.” 

Gianluca looked down. 

“Yes, you are the cousin who ignored my calls when my father dragged me crying and begging in the middle of the night to that camp from hell!” he shouted, saliva forming at the corner of his lips like a rabid dog. “I made one mistake. One. I looked at a boy for too long and that was it for him, for them both. I was always the skinny, weak, and stuttering waste that no one wanted as a son but add gay to the mix and that was the end of me.” 

“Enzo.” 

“And I called you. I begged your father, but he refused to listen. I ended up being hurt, brainwashed, and abused for three months. Every morning I woke up with fear in my stomach and every day I would suffer and be humiliated worse than the one before. What they did to me…” He suddenly gagged and vomited on his feet. 

I scrunched my nose at the wretched smell. 

“None of these are excuses for the lives you took, for what you tried to destroy.” I reached for my gun and cocked it. 

“Oh, did you think I was asking for forgiveness?” He shook his head. “None of you can grant me absolution. You’re set for Hell just like I am.” 

“Why did you try to kill me?” Dom asked. “You sent that man for me, didn’t you?” 

He sighed. “You really need all the answers, don’t you?”

I was done with this game. I had to go see Lena, do some damage control, if it was not too late. “Give them or not, one way or another—you will
 die.”

“This is an honesty I always appreciated. I wouldn’t have come for what you held dear if you had stayed in your place.” 

I raised my eyebrows, the gun twitching in my hand. Just for that I could have shot him right there and then. 

“Stay in my place?” I asked with incredulity. “Do you know who I am, boy?” 

“You’re not supposed to meddle into famiglia business, and this is why I was not mad at you when my father sent me to camp. But then”—he raised his hand in a dismissive gesture—“you helped Gianluca with Cassie and you allowed Dom to become his consigliere when it was my job, my prerogative. You meddled then; you meddled when it mattered. You didn't help because I
 didn't matter to you
 . I was irrelevant, wasn’t I?”

“I didn’t pick Domenico, Luca did.”

“Yes, but it was against the rules. He was not blood; he was not entitled.” He turned to Luca then. “But you never even considered me, did you, Luca? Even after my stupid father kidnapped Cassie and I helped you get her back. Not even then did you look at me as anything other than the dud relative.” 

“You sent that man because I took your job
 ?” Dom asked with incredulity.

“You deserved to be faced with your past and I didn't ask him to kill you. I just told him who you were. Everything else was just the consequences of who you were.” 

“You tried to kill Lena; you tried to steal her away.”

He turned toward me with a little smile. “I didn't try. I succeeded.” 

I tried to keep my face expressionless despite his statement. She was there, in my library, and yet I saw the change in her, like if something was broken. I noticed it in my bedroom when she didn’t respond to my touch or during the council meeting—there were no emotions in her eyes and it bothered me a lot more than her anger. 

I could deal with anger, make it better, but how can you fix indifference?

“What did you do?” 

“Once you started to meddle in famiglia business for Luca, I realized that you could have helped me when I needed you, but you decided I was not worth the effort so I decided to take what mattered the most to you, your power.” 

“Looks like you failed.” 

“Did I?” 

“You took out my only real opposition when you killed Romero. If anything, you helped me.” 

He looked toward the door with a half smile as if I was missing something and it aggravated me. I could just shoot him now and be done with it. I raised my hand, pointing the gun to his head, but he started to speak again, completely unfazed by what I was about to do. Maybe he was broken after all.

“I used to think power was all that mattered to you. It was clear. The little Mafia boy who got something so much bigger than him and would have done anything to keep his toy.” He snorted as I brought my arm down. “But you were careless around me. I was not a threat, was I? I saw the file you had on the girl. I saw your bank statements and the money you sent every month and the old piece of paper you have folded in your wallet with what must be the worst poem ever written.”

I felt my ears warm with embarrassment as I felt Gianluca and Dom’s eyes on me.

“I realized then that power mattered but she mattered more and the best of it all?” He laughed; that fucking bastard laughed. “You didn’t even know that!” 

I gritted my teeth. 

“I went there to take her away but the people who raised her were home and I had no choice. They couldn’t be very good people if they just raised her to hand her back to you when the time came, like she was nothing more than a piece of meat for them. Easy money.”

That wasn’t true. Those people loved her but I didn’t bother correcting him; he was much too gone in his self-righteousness to listen to anything.

“I went in her room and saw how she was and I couldn’t hurt her, so I decided to bring her here and steal her from you because whether you admit it or not, she is what you value the most.” “She’s here, safe in my home.”

“Is she? Physically, sure. But emotionally?” He cocked his head to the side, twisting his mouth. “You always underestimated me. It was your weakness—let your enemy think you’re weak. 

It’s quite ironic that I fell by making the same mistake. I underestimated her, her moral compass, her sense of right and wrong. I guess her legacy blood is not as tainted as yours. She came back to do what’s right, not because she wanted to save you.” His smile turned soft. “She was clever enough to expose me. All in all I'm happy it was her.”

“What have you done?” 

“You should be careful who’s listening to you in your office. Maybe you shouldn’t have explained to your father why you were marrying her.” 

My heart sank in my chest. Of all the things, that had to be one of the worst. 

“She was very interested in it too. She needed to know the truth.” He smirked. “You’re all about transparency, aren’t you?”

He deserved to die just for that. What he had done there, sharing this lie with her, had probably caused irremediable damages. “Are we done?” 

“We are. Just remember, Matteo, no kingdom is eternal and yours almost crumbled because of a lone, little broken boy.” 

“You know why I’m that powerful? Because I learn from the few mistakes I make and because I never, ever give second chances.” I brought my gun back up. “Goodbye, Enzo.” I pulled the trigger, and the bullet went right between his eyes. I saw the light switch off in his eyes as his chair toppled back with the force of the impact. 

He was dead before his body hit the floor and his skull cracked against the concrete floor. 

We all looked at his lifeless body silently as the blood slowly spread around his head. 

“How am I going to explain that to Cassie? To Jude? They loved him,” Gianluca said with weariness. 

I glanced at his grim face. “You tell them what you need to tell them, whatever will help them sleep at night. It's not their burden to bear; it is yours.”

Domenico blinked back tears. He really was the weakest of us all, showing his feelings for everyone to see and use against him… Amateur! 

“Secrets are not good in a relationship.”

“And guilt and sorrow?” 

“We should have protected him. I should have done something. He was just broken and angry. I just—” 


Here we go
 . I rolled my eyes. Gianluca was back to his self-flagellation—that man should have been a martyr, I swear. 

“It was not your place; you were the underboss. It was your father’s role. After his death he had every opportunity to seek me, you, anyone, but he never did. It is all on him. It’s his sins, his fault.” I put the gun back into my pants. “I refuse to bear this cross.” I waved my hand dismissively. I was done with them. I had to go see Lena. “Deal with your families as you wish. I’ve got things to do.” I swirled around and walked to the door.

“Then you leave Elena to me. She’s my family, I’ll tell her.” 

That made me stop in my tracks. “No, she’ll be my wife in five days, I’ll deal with her.”

“She is not yet yours. I’ll go talk to her now. Where is she?”

I turned around. “I said no, Gianluca!” I stood in front of the door. “Don’t fight me on this. I’ve got no patience left after the day I had.” 

“And that should reassure me to send you to speak with my sister. Matteo Genovese with no patience? Sure, why not.”

“I wouldn't hurt her.” Not like that anyway. 

“Oh yeah?” He pointed his fingers to Enzo’s body. “He was your assistant, and you didn’t hesitate. She betrayed you too.” 

“But it’s different, isn’t it, brother
 ?” Domenico piped in. 

I pursed my lips, glaring at him. 

“How does it feel? It sucks, doesn’t it?” 

“What?” Gianluca looked from me to Domenico. “What sucks?” 

“Matteo, the man with a heart made of ice is in love.” 

Gianluca turned to me with wide eyes, and I wondered if I could get away with shooting Domenico in the kneecaps.

“I don’t know if I should feel glad or sorry for her, I truly don’t,” Domenico added. 

My hand twitched, going for the back of my pants. Shooting him may be worth it after all.

“Is it true?” Gianluca asked. “Do you love my sister?” 

I straightened up. “Are we done here? Go speak to your families. I’ll deal with Lena.” 

I walked back upstairs, trying to smother the echo of grief and guilt I felt at killing Enzo. 

A few months back, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it, but Lena came back into my life and she cracked the ice around my heart. She caused it to thaw, and with that she infected me with feelings. 

I gestured to the guard to move and entered the room. 

As soon as I walked in, she jumped up from her seat. 

“Have you talked to him? Can I see him now?” She looked behind me at the closed door as if someone was going to come in after me. 

“Lena, please sit down.” 

“No.” She shook her head. 

I walked to the wet bar and helped myself to a glass of scotch.

“It’s barely noon,” she said, eyeing me critically. 

I took a sip, staring at her silently. 

She waved her hand dismissively like she didn’t care. “I need to talk to him. I want to understand. Just one minute, Matteo, and then—” 

“You can’t. He’s gone.”

“You killed him.” She rested a shaky hand on her mouth as her eyes filled up with tears. “You- you really did that?” She let out a sob. “He was just confused.” 

“He betrayed me!” I shouted, getting exasperated. “He betrayed the famiglia. Why do you always have to be on everyone else's side but mine?” I threw my hands up in the air. 

“Because you are a pathological liar, because you played me over and over again. Because you play on my weakness for you, because—”

“You’ve got a weakness for me?” 

“Not anymore! I can’t believe you did that.” She threw me such a disgusted look that it ignited the fire of rage in me. 

“You put me in this position by not talking to me when you first allied with my enemy!”

“Kill me too then!” she shouted, pointing at her chest. “I betrayed you
 , I deserve
 it,” she added, poking at her chest with each word. 

“I can’t!” I grabbed the decanter of scotch on the counter and threw it on the opposite wall, smashing it. “Fucking hell, I can’t!” I shouted too. 

“Why?” 

“Because killing you would kill me too.” I spat the words. I hated this truth more than anything I ever hated. 

She took a deep breath. “Then do it,” she said quietly. “Kill us both and spare the world your presence.” She walked slowly to the door. “See you on Sunday, for my funeral,” she added with defeat and walked out. 

I closed my eyes and took a sip of the scotch. I could have forced her to stay and listen, but what was the point. She was much too lost in her guilt, and for the first time, I understood what Enzo had said. 

It was true. He had won. I’d lost her. 
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Elena
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“H
 ow
 are
 you?”
 Luca
 asked, coming to stand by the bench I was sitting on just by the pond. 

I threw the ball to Kylo. “I’m fine,” I replied absentmindedly, looking at the soft ripples of water caused by the wind. 

He sat beside me with a weary sigh. “You keep saying that.”

“Maybe if I say it enough, it will be true.” 

“It’s cold outside.” He touched my freezing hand and grabbed it. “How long have you been out here?” 

I shrugged. “Kylo needed the exercise.” 

I realized how cold I had been when he enveloped me in the warmth of his suit jacket.

I looked at him, only wearing his thin dress shirt. “You’re going to be cold. Maybe you should go inside.” 

He gave me a small smile. “I’m just where I want to be.” 

I sighed and leaned against him, resting my head on his shoulder. “How is Jude?” I asked as guilt gnawed at my stomach again. 

“He is okay. I think these few days away with Dom and India are beneficial for him.” 

I nodded. They’d lied to almost everybody, telling them that Enzo died in a car accident. 

I was glad he was not labeled as a traitor because no matter what he had done, I knew it was not in his nature. 

Neither Luca nor Dom had wanted to talk about it and Cassie and India didn’t press. They had just been there for each other. 

Knowing all of this made things a little more bearable and it helped, even if only marginally, to ease some of my guilt. 

“Do you think I can take him with me?” I asked as Kylo came back with his ball. 

“Where?” 

I scratched behind Kylo’s ears. “Matteo’s house.” I could hardly believe that in three days I’ll be married. 

I had not seen him for the past two days, since he killed Enzo—since I realized that he would go through with his threat and kill my brother.

I didn’t deserve anything more anyway. I deserved this penance; I’d betrayed my brother and Matteo and caused Enzo’s death. 

“I don’t see why not. It will be your house too.” 

I let out a little laugh. “Sure.” I offered him the power which I knew for a fact was all he wanted but he decided to punish me by taking my freedom anyway. 

“Talking about Genovese, his mother is on her way.” 

I nodded. “Yes, I expected that. She sent me an extensive guide on how I should behave as a wife.” 

“What?” Luca frowned. “Want me to talk to him about it?”

“No.” I stood up, removing his jacket and extending it back to him. “It doesn’t matter.” I threw the ball in the direction of the house and started down the path. 

“Ele, please, talk to me. Don’t let this change you,” he urged, walking beside me. “There’s a lot of darkness in our world and I know it’s hard to stay the same, but you can do it. Cassie does and India.” 

“Yeah.” I sighed. “I just need a little time.” 

He wrapped his arm around me and kissed the top of my head. “I love you.” 

I closed my eyes, letting his love appease me, reinforcing my motives to go through with Matteo’s vengeance. 

As soon as we walked in the kitchen, I was assaulted by the divine smell of chocolate.

I looked around and saw Cassie, wearing her trademark bright-yellow apron, take a tray of double choco muffins out of the oven and rest it on the counter. 

“I baked you a pick-me-up.” 

“I might need to eat the whole tray,” I said in a failed attempt at a joke. 

Kylo barked and Cassie smiled down at him. 

“I didn’t forget you, naughty boy.” She let out a little laugh and grabbed a bone-shaped cookie from another tray. “Peanut butter like you like them.” 

I looked down at Kylo wolfing down the cookie and I gave my first genuine smile since it all went down. 

“Maybe he’ll be better if he stays here,” I muttered to myself. It was a happy home; it would be so much better than anything else I had. 

“Stay where?” Cassie asked but was interrupted by the ring of the gate.

I let out a sigh. “That would be for me. Can I use the small library?” I asked Luca. 

His face was tense, his eyebrows edged with worry. He shouldn't care that much about me. It was not worth it, and I was sure he was already dealing with a lot of the fallout from my stupid decisions. 

“Of course, use any room you want.” 

“Okay.” I hooked my hair behind my ears and walked to the door just as the black sedan parked at the bottom of the stairs and the driver came out to let out Matteo’s mother who was today dressed in a dark-burgundy skirt suit. 

Once she stepped out of the car, she gave me the once-over and pursed her lips, visibly unimpressed by what she saw. Her blue eyes, the exact same blue as Matteo’s, stared at me with deep disapproval. 

Well, I was not a Genovese yet; I still had three days. 

I walked down the steps to meet her. 

“No.” She shook her head. “As the capo di capi’s wife, you are not to welcome anyone yourself, do you understand? Even your brother. They have to come to you; you will be royalty. You do not step down.” 

I nodded.

“And don’t slump.” She stood even straighter. How was that even possible? The woman already walked like she had a stick way up her bum. “Stand straight! You will be Elena Genovese, act like it.” 

“Of course.” I stood straighter before moving out of the way and gesturing her up the stairs. 

She let out a little sigh and walked up the stairs before following me to the little salon where I found a steamy pot of tea and some little cookies. 

I smiled a little at that; Cassie was a godsend. 

I gestured to his mother to sit in one of the brown leather chairs across the fireplace and sat in the seat opposite hers.

I served her a cup of tea before helping myself to one. 

“This won’t do.” She continued looking at my jeans and long-sleeve thermal shirt. “You must rethink your wardrobe.” 

I nodded. “I will.” 

“Very well.” She took a notebook out of her handbag. “I have found a couple of boutiques that are perfect for this. I’ll have Melissa come here tomorrow at the same time as Lucia to take measurements. She will need to provide you with a whole wardrobe that both fits your newly acquired stature and figure.” 

I reached for a cookie. 

“I’d rethink that too, dear.” 

My hand froze just above the pile of buttery goodness. 

“I mean, Matteo may enjoy your curves, but it is not a reason for not taking care of yourself. You need to give a certain image to the people around you, and your appearance will affect my son. I think you can abstain from the extra calories.” 

My chest constricted and despite everything, she managed to make me feel even more miserable about myself. I felt like I was back in school and she was one of the mean girls sniggering behind my back. 

I removed my hand and rested it on my lap. 

“Very well.” She reached for the cup and took a sip. “Have you read the guidelines I sent you yesterday?” 

“Yes, I did.” 

“Tell me what you remember.” 

“I’m to always walk two steps behind my husband. I’m not to express an opinion in public, and I should never interfere with my husband's affairs nor discuss any of his decisions both professionally or for this family.”

She nodded, inviting me to continue. 

“I should always dress appropriately and ensure the home is like my husband enjoys it. I should make sure not to add any stress or negativity in his life, and my main role is to make him feel cherished and to assist him in any way he may require.”

“Perfect. How do you feel about this?” 

“This won’t be a problem.” I deserved this. 

“Very well.” She tapped a perfectly manicured nail on the black leather of her notebook. “We managed to get the wedding organizer at short notice. Doing the wedding here may be customary but it is a little bit of a pain.” She sighed, looking around the library. “I have sent her a list of requirements and she will be coming on Saturday to set up the house. Would you like to review them with me?” 

“No, I trust your judgment. I’m sure you chose the best.” 

Her disapproving look smoothed a little and I realized I just won points with her. If only she knew how much I didn't care about this wedding. 

“I booked you an appointment with the hairdresser and the esthetician on Saturday as well.” She pointed at my hair. “You need to revert to your natural brown; these highlights won’t do.” 

I looked at her blond hair silently. 

She brought her hand up to her high bun. “My hair is naturally blond. Your hair is not conservative enough.” 

“Fine, I’ll do what I have to do.” 

“Well.” She smiled. “You turned out to be a lot less difficult than I expected.” 

“Thank you.” It was easy really when you had lost all hope. You just went with the flow, only hoping you would not be miserable all the time. 

“Lucia will come tomorrow with some wedding dresses. I presume you would like your say in that so she will be coming with a selection of ten dresses for you to pick from.”

“You have impeccable taste. I'm sure that any dress you select will be fine.” 

She perked up even more. “Indeed!” She reached for my hand and patted it. “I’m glad you’re joining the family, dear.” 

I smiled at her not responding. The fake smile was hard enough.

“What about children?” 

I tensed. Children meant having sex. I had enjoyed sex with him, I truly did, and it had given me nothing less than pleasure, but I was not sure I could, not again, not after I found out that every touch, every kiss was just a well-crafted lie. 

Who did he think of when he had sex with me? Bile rose in my throat. Who was in his mind to harden his cock? 

I took a sip of tea, doing my best to keep my vomit down - in the same pit that were my feelings.

“Are you alright?” 

“Yes, of course, it’s all very overwhelming.” 

“Yes, but you have me.” 

“I do. As for children, of course if Matteo wants them.”

“You’re still very young. This is good. It will give you a chance to ensure an heir and a spare in case one of the children is a girl.”

If this wedding had been anything other than a sham I would have been offended. How dared she consider any daughter I would have as irrelevant?

“Do you have any questions for me?” 

How does the Mafia look upon divorce? “No, I don’t think so.”

“Based on your looks, I truly expected you to be much more challenging, I’m glad you are reasonable.” She gave me a conspiratorial smile. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. Matteo is booking you a honeymoon to Puglia.” 


Honeymoon
 . Lord, he and I in a foreign country. Was it bad to wish for the plane to crash? 

“That’s nice.” Did my voice sound as defeated as I felt? 

She rested her cup back on the table and reached in her bag. “Since you agreed to leave everything to me, just look at the wedding day schedule here and make sure all your belongings are packed and ready to go. I’ll make sure everything is picked up on Sunday morning.” 

She stood up and I followed suit. 

She pulled me to her and kissed both my cheeks. “Welcome to the famiglia, figlia.” 

I walked her back to the door and kept my smile in place until she was secured in the car. 

Once she left, I closed the door and let my smile drop, resting my back against the heavy wooden door. 

I straightened, plastering a smile on my face when I noticed Cassie looking at me from the bottom of the stairs. 

“Oh, hey.” 

She looked at me silently for a couple of seconds before walking up to me. 

“She left early,” she said quite cautiously. 

I nodded. “Yes, she just wanted to discuss things for the wedding.” 

“Did she manage to get Janine?” 

Ah, fuck. She just said the organizer. I never asked who she was.

“I don’t know. Maybe.” 

Cassie frowned. “Did she say when we’ll be trying on our bridesmaid dresses? I know India will only be back on Saturday, but we could use one of her dresses for measurements.” 


Bridesmaid, of course
 . “I, ummm, I don’t know. I didn’t think about that.” I jerked my head toward the library. “She left me a bunch of papers and a schedule. Maybe it’s somewhere in there.”

“Don’t you care at all about the prep? It’s the best part!” 

“Didn’t you get married in like twenty-four hours at City Hall?”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s different, the situation was different.” 

Yes, she’d almost gotten killed and this was when my brother sold his soul, and by extension mine, to the devil. 

I walked into the library and extended the papers to her. 

She scanned them and twisted her mouth to the side with indecision. “Pink and purple as a color scheme? I didn’t think that was you.”

I shrugged again. “That’s just fine.” 

She sat down, resting the papers on her knees. “You really don’t care, do you?” 

I looked heavenward. “No. No, I don’t.” 

She smoothed her hand over the pages. “Leave.” 

I took a step back, somehow taken aback by her words. Was she punishing me for not caring? It hurt. I was so sure she was on my side. 

“What?” 

She stood up, throwing the papers on the table. “If you don’t want that wedding, leave. Take your bags and don’t turn back. I don’t want you to marry a man you don’t want.” She shook her head. “You deserve to be happy. Leave.” She grabbed my hand. “We’ll deal with the consequences.” 

I looked down at her hand holding mine. Did she know what the consequences would be for her? For Luca? Or even for me? 

He had decided to punish me by taking my freedom away. If I ran, he would find me and what would he do then?

I shook my head silently. 

“I thought you loved him. I thought—” She stopped talking. 

“I—” I looked up and met her bright-green eyes full of tears. “There’s love.” At least there was. “But when unrequited, it’s—” I sighed. “He killed Enzo,” I added, my heart breaking again. “I begged him to let me speak to him, but he refused.”

“Ah.” She let out a breath as if she was relieved by my admission.

“When you marry a Mafia man, you don’t marry one man. You marry two and it’s sometimes hard to accept both sides, to make them fit.” 

I looked at her with a frown of confusion. She tugged at my hand and pulled me to the sofa to sit.

She let go of my hand and raised it. “You see, there’s Luca, my husband. He is the love of my life, the father of my children. He is funny, kind, protective, and open. But then…” She raised her other hand. “There’s Gianluca the capo. He is unforgiving, commanding; he will follow his own rules, his own moral compass.” She shook her head. “He would have killed Enzo too, you know; he would not have hesitated.”

“Do you love both sides of him?” 

“I do. Because you can’t love one without loving the other.” She cocked her head to the side. “I don’t always approve of his choices. I know he has secrets but it’s tolerable because when he is mine, he really is. He is the love of my life. Men like him don’t often love, but when they do, it’s all-consuming. Their love, it’s like nothing else in the world.” 

“It must be nice to feel that way.” 

“Do you love him?” 

I shook my head before nodding. “I love a part of him, I truly do. It’s just— I’m not sure I can love the other part. Maybe I could, if he loved me a little then maybe.” 

“You think that Matteo doesn't love you?” 

I looked away, blinking back my tears. “I know he doesn’t.”

“I think you’re wrong but my opinion doesn't matter. You need to figure out if you love him enough to try to love both sides of him, and you need to trust that he loves you deeply as you walk down the aisle.” She stood up as I heard a baby wailing from the baby monitor in her pocket.

“What if I don’t?” 

“Then don't walk down the aisle. Run, run far and fast because you won’t be able to make it without love. Trust me.” She waved her baby monitor at me. 

I won’t make it without love…

How ironic. I was sure that my love would be the thing that would actually break me.














Chapter 24




Matteo
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I
 served
 my
 father
 a glass of scotch that I wished was laced with arsenic and gave it to him before going to sit behind my desk.

“What are you doing down here? Shouldn’t you be with the other members of the council trying to find a way to kick me out of my seat?” 

“Don’t be stupid, Matteo. I was always on your side.” 

I snorted with a shake of my head. 

“It’s true, having you in power is fitting with my own narrative.” 

Yes, that sounded more like my father. 

“What I don’t understand is that you had a chance to get the power without marrying the girl and you passed it.”

“You know what, Father; I quite enjoy her. Marrying her is no hardship to me.”

“And yet here you are alone, while she is with her brother.” 

Because I lied to you and it exploded in my fucking face and now I’ve got no idea on how to get through to her without making it worse.

“What are you doing to find Romero's murderer?” 

“Did you miss the council meeting yesterday?” The meeting where Gianluca appeared only seconds before and left just as it ended, preventing me from even asking him anything about Lena. 

“Yes, I was, and people were quick enough to accept this well-crafted excuse.”

“And yet it is the truth. Romero was killed by an Albanian whom he was dealing with. Enzo found out and his car was tampered with. He died coming to tell us but at least he had left us a voicemail on his way.”

“Why didn’t he speak during the council meeting then? Why didn’t he try to save you?” 

“He didn’t know then.” We knew the timeline sucked and the lie was not as well-crafted as we would have liked, but Gianluca didn't want Enzo to die a traitor; he had felt guilty for all the suffering the boy had endured, all the pain he considered we should have protected him from and the reason why he lost his mind. 

I normally wouldn't have bothered, but I thought it could help Lena and there wasn’t much I wouldn’t do for her.

I thought I was immune, but this woman enticed way too many feelings in me. Way too many. I used to be so unfeeling that it felt like an overload of my drive. I smiled a little at that thought. I was sure she would like this analogy—my sweet little computer geek. 

“Matteo, you’re smiling.” 


Fuck, what was he still doing here? 


I sighed. “Listen, Father, this is American Mafia business. I’m being courteous to you as my father, but I don't have to justify my actions nor my decisions to you.” 

A light flashed on the screen and I looked at the security cameras. “Mother is back. Maybe you should go and harass her instead.” 

My father glared at me, but I didn't really care as I turned my eyes back toward the screen and to the car now stopping in front of the steps. She was back much earlier than I anticipated. Did Lena send her away? Did she pitch a fit? She probably had. My mother's wedding plan was ridiculous and so unlike Lena.

I thought that would be my opening to start gaining some forgiveness, to show Lena there was hope for me after all. I expected her to refuse point blank everything my mother would tell her; my mother would then have given extra bitchy advice to her and hate everything about Lena. 

I expected her to come to my office now and throw a fit about the unruly woman I was about to marry. I would then take Lena’s side and compromise, giving her everything she wanted for that wedding and she would see me like her hero. Well, no, maybe not her hero; I was forcing her into a marriage she didn't want yet but maybe she would stop seeing me as her enemy. 

I smiled as I heard a knock on my office door. Let the show begin
 .

“Come in!” I called, already bracing for the hate I was about to get. 

My mother entered the room with a smile. A fucking smile. My mother never smiled! At least not unless it was required by the situation. 

“Mother.”

“I’m not interrupting you, I hope.” 

“No, nothing of interest was happening here.” 

I could feel my father’s glare on my face but kept looking at her, trying to find any sign of aggravation, but there was none.

“What can I do for you?” 

“I just wanted to apologize for doubting your choice of bride.” 

I froze, only raising my eyebrows in surprise. 

“Yes, you see she may not be who I would have picked physically—she is not the classical beauty I would have seen you with—but she is perfectly obedient and that’s worth all the beauty in the world.” 

Lena? No, she had to be talking about another woman. “Elena?” 

She nodded. “Yes, Elena. Are you contemplating another bride?” She got her notebook out of her bag. “She agreed to everything about the wedding; she read and agreed with the wife guide.”

“The wife guide? Jesus, fuck. You gave her that old wives’ rule book?”

She pursed her lips, displeased by my swearing. “Of course I did; it’s tradition! And she reacted very well to it. She is fine with all the wedding plans and the dress selection I made. She is even going to the hairdresser to revert to her natural color. I have to give it to you, Matteo, she is as pliable as they come.”

I jumped from my seat, making her recoil. 

“Perfect, I’m glad you approve. Now if you could excuse me. I have some work to do for tomorrow's meeting.”

“Of course.” My mother was always so pliable, I would hate for Lena to be like that. It wasn’t her. 

I waited for them to go and didn’t even bother serving myself a glass of liquor but went directly for the bottle and took a sip. 

Was it over? Had I broken her now? 

No, I don't want my Lena broken. I don’t want her to be perfect for them. I wanted her to be perfect for me, and that was exactly what she was or what she had been. 

I’d asked her not to let my venom poison her; I hoped it was not too late. 
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I groaned and turned in my bed, my head pounding with the abuse of alcohol from last night. 

It had been years since I drank that much and I was clearly past the age to do so. 

But on top of all the feelings I had for Lena, my mother brought another one last night, guilt. Something that I'd rarely felt and it was not something I wanted to feel again. 

It was overwhelming and destructive. It made me want to do what was right for her instead of myself. 


Stupid, shitty, useless feelings!
  

I jumped into a cold shower, trying to both lessen my headache and bring clarity to the muddle in my head. 

When I went downstairs and sat at the table for breakfast, I still had the nagging feeling that something was deeply wrong with Lena and it didn’t matter that I thought marrying me was a good thing for her, that I could give her a good life. I didn’t want to be married to the woman my mother had described.

I sat in silence as the maid brought me my freshly brewed coffee, croissants, and today’s paper. 

I tried to read the financial pages but despite reading the words, I couldn’t understand anything, my mind not able to let go of Lena. I had to see her now. 

I stood up just as my father entered the room. 

“Father.”

“Son, ready for today?” 

“I won’t be able to attend.” I grabbed the phone on the table. “I have an important matter to deal with and frankly it's not something you need me for at all. I’ll message Gianluca; he’ll stand in for me.” 

“Gianluca.” My father pursed his lips. “Why not me?” 

I let out a little humorless laugh. “Don’t make me answer the question; it’s insulting.” 

I walked into my garage and texted Gianluca to stand in for me; he was already on his way anyway and I’d much rather speak to Lena without him around. 

He didn’t even bother answering, but I knew he would do it. Even if I hated to admit it, I could lean on him and Domenico. We didn’t make friends, men like me, with this amount of power and responsibility, couldn't afford the frivolity of having friends, of trusting people. I’d made the mistake recently and underestimated Enzo and he almost destroyed everything I had worked for but despite not having friends, Gianluca and Domenico were probably as close to it as I could ever get. 

I made the drive to Gianluca’s house in record time, breaking very blatantly every single road regulation and speed limit. 

The gates opened as soon as I reached them, and I started to feel a lump of apprehension build in the pit of my stomach. 

I parked the car and took a couple of deep breaths. This feeling too was dreadful. It felt like I couldn't breathe. 

I removed my tie and threw it on the passenger seat, not easing at all what was happening inside of me.

Why on earth did I go and fall in love with her? I removed my jacket too and kept my eyes on the door. It had to be God’s revenge for all I did, all the people I mocked for their weakness. 

Of course it was! He put an angel in my way, one I couldn't resist, and then he made me lose her, giving me the choice between taking her for myself and killing what made her special or freeing her and condemning me to a life of misery.

“Well played, God,” I muttered, getting out of the car. 

I knocked on the door and as the seconds passed, I felt like my heart was going to explode.

Cassandra opened the door and she gestured me in, obviously unsurprised by my visit. 

“Oh, Matteo, hello. If you’re looking for Luca, he is already gone.” 

“No, I need to speak with Lena.” 

She gave me a small smile. “Yes, I think you do.” She pointed her finger to the stairs. “Second door on your right.”

I nodded.

“Make her understand,” she added just as I stepped onto the first step. 

“What?” I asked, keeping my back to her. 

“That both sides of you love her. That’s all she wants, Matteo.” 

I sighed and rushed up the stairs. Love her? I did. I was sure I did but I wasn’t sure it was enough for a woman like her.

I stopped in front of the door, took a deep breath, and walked in without invitation.

She turned around and shrieked. “Matteo, you can't see me in my dress before the wedding; it's bad luck,” she added breathlessly, resting her hand on her chest. 

Like she had any luck marrying me. 

I looked at the dressmaker standing motionless by the mirror. “You, out.” 

She nodded rapidly and rushed out. 

“Is it the dress you’re planning to buy?” I tried to keep my face smooth. She looked like a big meringue; it was hideous. 

She looked down and grimaced. “No.” 

He nodded. “Good, this is not you.” 

She chuckled. “Do you want me to get married in a Marvel-inspired dress? Or maybe a Doctor Who
 one?” 

I shrugged. “If it’s what makes you happy.” 

She snorted. “Your mother—” 

“To hell with her!” I shouted. “To hell with all of them.” 

I took a step back. “Matteo, this—” 

“No, you refused to listen but now you will; you have to.”

She opened her mouth to talk. 

“You owe me that much after trying to condemn me to death.”

She looked away with a lovely flush on her cheeks. I hated tapping on her guilt, but it was the only way.

“You don’t have to believe me, Lena, but whatever Enzo made you listen to, it is not true. It was just me trying to protect you.”

She threw me a look full of uncertainty. 

She was not an idiot, my Lena, and I needed to be more honest, more open with her and with myself if I had even the smallest chance to have her forgive me. “No, that’s not true,” I corrected quickly, starting to pace the room back and forth. “I was trying to protect myself, my weakness. My only weakness, the chink in my armor.”

“Your weakness?” she asked almost timidly. 

I stopped pacing and turned abruptly toward her, making her recoil. “You, Lena. You make me weak; you make me reconsider; you make me feel, and—” I ran my hand through my hair in frustration, my mind was in complete overdrive. How could I explain to her when I couldn’t even think straight? “This world is bloody, violent, and ruthless. It is really the survival of the fittest and here fittest means the man without any attachment, without any weakness. I could not give my father any ammunition, Lena, because unfortunately when you are at the top, everyone can betray you; everyone wants to steal your crown so I lied to him, I lied like the perfect liar I am.” 

“I betrayed you too.” 

“You did.”

“And you are trying to punish me.” 

“You truly see our wedding as a punishment? Do you honestly think that a life with me would be that horrible?” Fuck, that stung worse than being stabbed. I would actually take a hundred stabs over the pain I was feeling right now, over the realization of what I had to do. 

She looked down at her hands, brushing her fingers on her engagement ring while chewing on her bottom lip. 

“You don’t have to marry me if you don't want to.” I was surprised at how steady my voice sounded despite feeling like my heart was being ripped out of my chest. 

She frowned, looking at me from under her eyelashes. “You said—” 

“I know what I said, and I just said it to assure I would get what I want but the thing is, I don’t think I could live like that.” 

“With me?” 

I rolled my eyes. How could she not see it? “Madre de dio
 . No, not with you. Living with you is all I fucking want. Why don’t you get that? But not like that. I can give you your freedom back. You can go back to your life. I don’t want this version of Lena; I want you.”

“You are cold and dismissive.” 

“I am.”

“You kill people, you torture them.” 

“Never without cause.” 

“You are such a skilled liar, how do I know when you are telling me the truth? How will I know if all your demons are gone?” 

I gave her a tender smile. “That’s the best kept secret of men like me. We don't get rid of our demons, sweet girl. None of us do. We just learn to live with them.”

Her eyes filled up with tears and I hated myself for that. 

“I want you in my life, but I can’t keep you in a cage. Not you, never you. I can’t dim your light.” I took a step closer to her and was relieved that she didn’t recoil from me. “If I said I'm sorry, can you believe me? Because it’s the truth. I’m sorry you are in pain. I’m sorry you think you’re a means to an end because you’re fucking not. But I won’t lie to you, Lena, the choices I made I would make them again and it’s because I need to protect our world. I need to keep my place secure, and by doing that I ensure you are safe and well. I want you to be happy and if it’s without me—” I swallowed through the lump of ragging emotions. “Then I will let you go.”

“I can have this life; I can live by all the rules…”

“But?” 

“Matteo, do you think you could love me one day? The thing is, I love you. God help me but I do. I just…” She looked heavenward before gently wiping at the tears under her eyes. “I can’t imagine a life, settling for less. Kind of care for, kind of being fond of. It may be everything you have to offer and it’s okay but it’s not enough for me and if you’re here now it is because you know I deserve better.” 

“Love makes people weak, Lena. It makes people make poor decisions. I know that I collected so many favors in the name of love. Love can bring you to your knees.” 

She nodded, and I saw her heart breaking in a million pieces. “And Matteo Genovese kneels for no one,” she murmured to herself. 

“No one,” I confirmed. 

Her breath stalled as I kept my eyes locked on her and bent down until I got on my knees in front of her. “No one but you, only ever you. Ho un debole per te, sei tutto per me, Sono pazzo di te
 .” I’m weak for you; you are everything to me; I am crazy about you
 .

She rested a trembling hand against her mouth before rushing toward me, kneeling in front of me, not caring about damaging the dress. “I’m so in love with you, Matteo Genovese. What was supposed to be a teenage crush has always been so much more. And despite not agreeing with you, despite you driving me crazy by imposing your will on me, I kept on loving you even when it made me hate myself.” 

“I’m used to being the king; it's hard for me not to act that way. I have to make difficult decisions even if I think it will make you angry, even if you disapprove.”

“You can be the king, as long as you remember that I’m your queen.”

“I will.” I felt elated to have her there, with me, in my grasp. I grabbed her face between my hands, loving the feeling of her smooth, warm skin. “I will never forget you’re my queen.”

She ran her fingers over my eyebrows. “I’ll bow to you in public, if that’s what you need. I'll be the dutiful wife.” 

I shook my head and pulled her to me, kissing her, tasting her sweet cherry lips. I could not stay away from her. “No, be the hellion, be the unruly lioness. Be my Lena. I adore the woman you are. Every single part of you. Challenge me, love me, forgive me, reward me, but never ever lose hope, never lose your faith in me, and never let me dim your light.” 

She kissed me chastely. “Never.” 

“Marry me on Sunday, Lena. Marry me because you want to, because you love me, and you know I love you. Don’t marry me for anything else, for your sake and mine, cuoricino.” 

“Yes, Matteo, this is all I ever wanted—for you to love me. Of course I’ll marry you—you and your darkness. I love you too much to walk away.” 

And suddenly I needed more than just a couple of kisses. I needed her, all of her, I needed to be inside her. 

I pulled her up with me and sat her on the table in the corner, trying to find the hem of this ugly dress. 

“What the fuck is this thing?” I muttered, fumbling with layers and layers of fabric. 

She let out a breathless laugh as her chest rose quickly with each intake of breath.

“Ah, here it is!” I pulled it up before settling between her sweet round thighs and sliding my hands up her soft skin until I reached her ass and grabbed it to pull her to the edge of the table and press her hot core against the ridge of my erection. 

“This dress is ugly and impractical,” I noted as I peppered her face with kisses. “I will need quick access at our wedding for a quick tryst after the ceremony and this won’t do.” 

She let out a breathless moan, cocking her head to the side to give me better access.

I trailed my tongue down her neck as I used my right hand to undo the lace tying up her corset to free her magnificent breasts. 

“Mine,” I groaned, grabbing one of her glorious nipples in my mouth and sucking at it. 

I was rewarded as she thrust her hips. 

“Soon my lovely, very soon,” I promised as I switched breasts. I could seriously spend my day with my mouth on her breast or on her pussy; the more I tasted her, the more I wanted her. She was more than just my future wife, she was my life, my obsession. 

I would burn the world to the ground for just a taste of her.

She ran her hands in my hair, trailing her short nails on my scalp, causing a jolt of electricity to run down my neck right to my engorged cock. 

“I love you,” she moaned, closing her eyes and throwing her head back. I looked at her for a second, her erect nipples, the flush on her breasts and neck, stopping at her cheeks. She was beyond beautiful. I wished I could take a photo of her like that, show her how stunning she was. 

I grabbed the back of her head and kissed her, nipping at her bottom lip until she gave me entrance. I thrust my tongue into her mouth, kissing her deep as my other hand rubbed her through the soaked material of her panties. 

She wanted me as much as I wanted her. Which was a good thing because I intended to keep her naked for at least a week to take her on every flat surface of our home. 

I slipped two fingers inside her panties and rubbed her slick pussy lips before pushing them slowly in her tight, wet heat. 

She moaned into the kiss, grabbing her hair at the back of my neck as I pumped my fingers in and out of her. 

She grinded her hips into my fingers. “I want you. Matteo, please.” 

I pulled back and she whined, wrapping her legs around me to keep me in place. 

“I need a second, cuoricino.” 

She bit on her bottom lip but widened her legs, and I only stepped far enough to open my slacks and bring them down my hips to free my angry and fully erect cock. 

She reached down and touched me, grabbing me but not being able to circle it completely. 

“It’s so soft and hard.” She marveled running her fingers up and down my length.

I gave her a bruising kiss as she rubbed me faster. 

“Only for you, Lena, No one caused my cock to escape my control but just the thought of your tits, your tight pussy, and I’m gone.” I bucked my hips, thrusting in her hand. “Fuck, if I don’t take you now, I’m going to come all over your hand.” My hand replaced hers around my cock and I kept my eyes on her as I rubbed the tip of my cock up and down the length of her pussy before pushing slowly in.

Once the head was in, she looked at me deep into the eyes and nodded, knowing what I needed. 

I pushed and entered fully in one deep push. 

She winced, and I suddenly felt like an ass. It was only the second time she had sex and I was not a small man. 

I stayed in place, feeling her hot channel burning my skin. She was so tight I could feel every pulse. Who would have thought I would find peace and redemption in my future-wife’s wet pussy? Because fuck that was what it was, heaven, pure heaven. 

“I’m sorry.” 

She shook her head, kissing my jawline. “Don’t be, I want you to fuck me. I enjoy the bite of pain.” She trailed her teeth on my stubbly chin. “Take what you need, my king.” 

How did I get so lucky? I pulled out completely and entered fully in one powerful thrust. 

She shouted my name as my knees buckled but I kept on going, thrusting harder, faster as she took it, widening her legs even more, meeting each thrust with a movement of her hips.

She squeezed her walls against my dick and I almost came but I never wanted this moment to end. I wanted to be in her forever. 

“Fuck, curoricino, you’re going to slay me,” I muttered, my thrusts turning more erratic. 

I felt it in my balls, I was going to come. 

“Come with me, Lena,” I whispered against her ear, bringing my hand to her pussy and rubbing at her clit as I plowed into her.

I suddenly felt her walls contract around my cock again as she came, shouting my name, and I closed my eyes, calling hers with abandonment as I came inside her.

I stayed inside of her, resting my clammy forehead against hers as we both caught our breath. 

“Is sex always that amazing?” she asked after a little while. 

“No, it isn’t,” I replied as I kept my softening cock inside of her, not ready to break that contact yet. “It has never been close to being like that for me before. It’s because you belong to me, cuoricino. Do you know why I call you my little heart?” I rested my hand on her bare chest, just between her heavy breasts, over her stammering heart. “It’s because mine lives in your chest, it does. The little pieces of it are in you. You’re the only one able to make it beat.” 

She rested her hand on top of mine. “I’ll take good care of it, Matteo. It will be safe with me, I promise.”

“Ti amo tanto
 .” I kissed her slowly. “I love you so much I’ll watch a Doctor Who
 marathon with you.” 

She let out a breathless laugh. “You hate it.” 

“Yes, but I love you and I’ll watch you as you watch it. That’s fascinating.” 

“I love you too, my cruel king.” 


Her cruel king
 . I looked deep into her brown eyes full of love and compassion. Yes, I was hers, completely, wholeheartedly, the dark knight fought for her. 

This was not the usual fairy tale; it's the variation of the one that was told. There was no prince in shining armor, no righteous act or heroic saving. 

The princess ended up with the villain of the story, the dark heart full of secrets and death but she was his light, his reason for living, the only piece of conscience he had left; she was his everything.

I tightened my arms around her. I had been selfless once, offering her freedom but she decided to stay with me. It was done now. I was never going to let her go. 














Epilogue




Two weeks later - Puglia.
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M
 atteo
 parked
 the
 car
 in front of the villa made of old stones, then he quickly got out of the car and circled it to open my door. My eyes landed on his hand and the shiny wide wedding band on his finger.

My husband… I hardly believe it could be true, that Matteo Genovese was my husband, that he had been on his knees in front of me saying that he was weak for me, that I was everything to him and that he was crazy about me.

I often found myself waking up in our bed in the morning looking at my hand and at my own wedding ring, but yes, it was true and I loved him, every part of him. 

He smirked at me behind his aviator sunglasses and grabbed my hand, intertwining his fingers with mine. 

“What do you think?” 

“It’s exactly how you described it. I love it.”

He brought my hand up to his lips and kissed the back of it. 

“I’m glad you do; I bought it for us.” 

I looked up to him. “You did?”

“Yes, it was my childhood home. Not always the happiest place but I think you and I can remedy that. We can create some happy memories in our holiday home.” 

“Why don’t we start right now?” I asked suggestively, starting to unbutton the top of my dress. 

“Sweet heaven, I need to recover. I’m not as young as I used to be,” he said with a smile, pulling me with him down the stone path surrounded by beautiful flowers. 

“It’s the fault of your magical cock and hip game. I can’t get enough.” It was true though. I could hardly keep my hands away from my husband and I truly felt beautiful now when he looked at me. I knew he felt that way and it made me bolder and adventurous. It was also why we had made love twice on the plane ride here. I was grateful my man was rich and the owner of a private jet. 

“Magical cock uh?” He bent down and kissed me. “Come, witch. I’ve got something to show you.” 

I loved carefree Matteo, the man he was when he was only with me. 

I understood so much better now what Cassie had explained about the two versions of the men we loved. I knew the hard, unforgiving Matteo, the one he showed the world. A man that was still the same despite our wedding, but I lived for the other Matteo, the one he was when it was just the two of us, when he didn’t need to have his guard up. This version of him made the other side worth it. 

He opened the door and took me down a corridor painted terracotta. “I’ll give you a tour later,” he said as I craned my neck to have a better look at the beautiful kitchen we passed on our way up some stairs. 

We got up two floors and he went all the way down the corridor to a gigantic bedroom with a king-sized bed in the middle. 

“Our room, what do you think?” he asked and the nervosity in his tone took me by surprise. 

The room was stunning, with two big French doors on each side with a balcony, the style very Mediterranean with light wooden furniture and the bed surrounded by golden drapery. 

“It is absolutely beautiful.” 

“Go check the view.” 

I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. “If you planned to push it off the balcony, you put in a lot of effort,” I said in an attempt at a joke. 

“Don’t be silly; killing you would be killing me,” he replied as if it was evidence. 

I gasped as I stepped on the balcony and saw the stunning field full of lavender. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. It was paradise. 

I opened my eyes again and took in the scene in more detail. I frowned; there was an arch in the middle of the field with chairs. 

“What’s happening there?” I asked, keeping my back to him. 

“Our wedding.” 

I turned around, resting my back against the railing. I showed him my hand. “Unless I was dreaming, we’re married, Mr. Genovese. I’m wearing your ring and you're wearing mine.” 

“Yes, Mrs. Genovese, I know we are, but it was their wedding, the one for the show.” 

He extended his hand toward me and I grabbed it eagerly as I always did and let him pull me in the room. 

He opened the door of the wardrobe, revealing a beautiful wedding dress. The bodice was white and made of lace, but the skirt was Tardis blue and the gold belt was closed with a Harry Potter
 golden snitch. 

“This is—” I blinked back tears, unable to talk. 

He came behind me and wrapped his arms around me. “I’m giving you the wedding you deserve. I remember all the things you said back then. All the idle chatters about the dream wedding, the one in the field of lavender. I want us to be married without artifice, the lies and condescension. Our family, our real family is on their way. They’ll be here tomorrow, and we get married again, just us. What do you say?”

I swirled in his arms and locked my arms around his neck. “When I didn’t think I could love you any more than I already did, you pull something like that. I didn't care, the wedding didn't matter as long as I married the man of my dreams.”

“And I am the man of your dreams?” He let his hands trail down my back to grab my ass. “You’ve got twisted dreams, Mrs. Genovese.” He pressed me against his erection. 

“I do. Why don’t let me show you?” 

He laughed darkly, walking us back to the bed. “Oh, cuoricino, I’ll show you what it’s like to marry the villain in the story. Let me revere you, my queen.” 

I closed my eyes, concentrating on his lips against my skin and getting lost in our slice of forever. 

Matteo was a perfect duality. Part monster, part savior. Part love, part anger, part darkness, part light. Part cruelty, part softness, but he also was one hundred percent mine. 

My heart, my life, my cruel king.


Not ready to say goodbye?



Click here
 to read the free Christmas Novella! https://BookHip.com/BKTRCDQ















Acknowledgments








W
 ow
 what
 a
 ride
 this series was to me and I’m sad to see it go but I will still be in it with Alexei duet coming soon.

I wanted to thank Sam – You’re a great PA.

Thanks to Liz for your sweet word and always reading my stories when they are not ready for the world yet.

Thanks to Willow Winters and Tracy Lorraine for their support and friendship.

A huge thanks to my street team and the bloggers who took the time to read my book and share it with the world.

And of course, a special thank you to all my readers. You’re really keeping me going.


R.G.















About Author








I
 ’m
 a
 trained
 lawyer,
 world traveler, coffee addict, cheese aficionado, avid book reviewer and blogger.



I consider myself as an ‘Eclectic romantic’ as I love to devour every type of romance and I want to write romance in every sub-genre I can think of.

When I’m not busy doing all my lawyerly mayhem, and because I’m living in rainy (yet beautiful) Britain, I mostly enjoy indoor activities such as reading, watching TV, playing with my crazy puppies and writing stories I hope will make you dream and will bring you as much joy as I had writing them.

If you want to know any of the latest news join my reader group 
R.G.’s Angels

 on Facebook or subscribe to my 
newsletter

 !

Keep calm and read on!


R.G. Angel















Also By










T
 he
 Patricians
 series


 :


Bittersweet Legacy



Bittersweet Revenge



Bittersweet Truth




Cosa Nostra series

 :


Dark King
 (prequel Novella)


Broken Prince



Twisted Knight




Standalones:




The Bargain



Lovable



The Tragedy of us










OEBPS/Image00014.jpg
Ri.G. ANGE





OEBPS/Image00012.jpg





OEBPS/Image00013.jpg
2 P =






OEBPS/FONT00010.ttf


OEBPS/FONT00011.ttf


OEBPS/FONT00008.ttf


OEBPS/FONT00009.ttf


OEBPS/FONT00006.ttf


OEBPS/FONT00007.ttf


OEBPS/Image00016.jpg
R.G. ANGEL





OEBPS/FONT00001.ttf


OEBPS/FONT00002.ttf


OEBPS/FONT00000.ttf


OEBPS/FONT00005.ttf


OEBPS/FONT00003.ttf


OEBPS/FONT00004.ttf


