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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         “Ms. Castra, once you sign, I can file all the necessary documents.”

         My fingers gripped my pen as I scanned the forms. The moment I wrote my name on the papers, I’d begin the process of making up for all my mistakes. 

         The mistakes I’d never have admitted to if I hadn’t gone through the terror of the last six months. 

         But could I do it? Could I end something that started more than ten years ago, something that meant the world to me?

         I set my pen down, took a deep breath, and looked up at my assistant, Rachel. Her face told me she wasn’t happy with my decision, but would do what I asked.

         “You don’t have to execute this now. You can wait until you get home, and then decide.”

         Swallowing the lump in my throat, I pushed back from the patio table and walked to the balcony railing of my family’s Italian villa. 

         Church bells rang in the distance, signaling the end of mass at the duomo, the cathedral marking the center of the town’s square.

         I clutched the balcony railing overlooking the busy streets of the city of my birth, Milan. The summer heat dampened my skin with a light sheen and made me long for the cooler weather in the city of my heart. 

         Boston. 

         There I wasn’t the rebel daughter of one of Italy’s most renowned families, who got into more trouble than necessary. In Boston, I was a well-respected, successful entrepreneur who ran two multinational corporations and had friends who loved me more than my own mother. 

         I also had…

         Lex.

         A painful ache clenched my heart. He’d made so many sacrifices for me over the past years; now it was my turn.

         He deserves a fresh start, Milla.

         Six months ago, the only thing I took seriously in my life was my work. I lived by the motto “work hard, play harder.” 

         My perspective completely changed after I was kidnapped as part of a plot to steal security software my company had developed for the US government. I’d left Boston hoping to forget the pain and devastation in my life, only to learn I couldn’t run from my problems. The longer I waited to face them, the more I hurt the one person who meant the world to me.

         “Ms. Castra. I need you to tell me what our next steps are.” 

         I released the railing, pushed a strand of hair behind my ear, and turned toward Rachel. Without another word and before I lost my nerve, I walked over to the table, picked up the pen, and signed my name.

         “It’s done,” I whispered, trying to keep the tremor out of my voice.

         “I’ll take care of contacting your attorney.” Rachel gathered the papers and left the terrace.

         I let my head and shoulders drop as I settled my hands on the back of my chair. 

         My fingers went to the collar of my shirt and rested on the necklace underneath. I closed my eyes, and a vision of Lex’s piercing blue ones staring back at me appeared. The eyes I’d spent hours looking into. The ones that used to know all my secrets and saw deep inside me to the real Milla. To the girl who was nothing like she appeared in the press. 

         How was I going to live without him? Without the long talks and laughter or the heated arguments or the feel of his body against mine?

         Or the orgasms he pulls from you with the slightest graze of his whip.

         I shivered, pushing the last image back. I couldn’t go there right now.

         The hardest part would be the day when he had someone else by his side. A woman who could give him the pleasure and satisfaction I once had and couldn’t anymore.

         I wiped a stray tear from my cheek when my phone buzzed in the back pocket of my jeans. I pulled it out and answered.

         “Hello.”

         “Hey there, mera behna. I miss you.” My heart lightened at the sound of my best friend’s voice and the standard Hindi greeting she gave me. 

         Arya Rey Dane was my sister in everything but blood. We were two girls from completely different backgrounds who became best friends and created the world’s first female-founded, billion-dollar technology development firm. Ditching high school was the only thing on our agendas the day we met, and now we couldn’t imagine a life without each other. 

         After an incident during my fifteenth birthday, where a few of my friends and I got drunk and ran half naked through the streets of Milan, my parents decided to teach me a lesson and send me to boarding school. Their biggest mistake was believing that by sending me to a school run by nuns halfway across the globe, I would miss home and start behaving. They should’ve kept me in Italy, where the nuns are much more hard-core. I got into more trouble in California than I could ever have at any of the convents in Italy.

         “I missed you, too,” I said, trying to add a cheery tone to my response. I hadn’t told Arya of my plans for the future, and I wasn’t sure she’d let me go through with them if she knew.

         “What’s wrong?”

         How would she know that I was feeling sad?

         “Huh? What makes you think something is up?”

         “Well, for one, you responded to my question with a question. Second, your voice gave it away. Third, you didn’t answer me with your haughty Italian heiress greeting of ‘Pronto.’ You said ‘hello.’”

         I never used that phrase, and she knew it. It was a running joke between us from when a friend of ours vacationed in Rome and came back educating us on proper Italian etiquette.

         “Yes, yes, Miss Genius IQ. I forgot my Italian protocol. I’ve been hanging out with your half-Indian ass too long.”

         “My ass is huge right now, and you would know that if you were home. And don’t say we video chat, because it isn’t the same. I need the deliverer of my chocolate croissants here in Boston with me. Max doesn’t go to the same bakery as you do.” 

         I couldn’t help but smile at the joy I heard hidden around the whining. She was finally going to have the family she’d wanted all her life. 

         Arya had spent five years building herself up following the deterioration of her relationship and devastating loss of her babies. Finally, she had her fairy tale. After reuniting with the love of her life, she was expecting twins again.

         “I know, bella. I’ll be home soon to see the giant whale you’ve become with those boys.”

         “I miss you. He misses you.”

         My breath hitched.

         “Why would Max miss me? Isn’t he your husband?”

         “Don’t be a smart-ass.” Her voice grew stern.

         “I know, Ari. I’ll talk to him when I get back.” I hesitated for a second. “How is he?”

         “How do you expect? He’s been with the same woman for a decade, and she left him. Something we still haven’t discussed, by the way.”

         I cringed. I’d avoided any conversation regarding my relationship with Lex, especially the part where I’d kept it a secret and never told her he was the Dom I’d been with for years. Or that he was even more than my Dom.

         “Is he…is he…”

         Do I want to ask this question or get an answer? It would make my plan easier, but it won’t lessen the pain.

         “No, he isn’t seeing anyone, you moron. For some reason, he loves you and takes the commitment he made to you seriously.”

         Relief flooded me. “Pregnancy is making you bitchy.”

         “Yeah, well let me count the ways I am pissed off at the whole lot of you. First, my two best friends lied to me for years, pretending to see different people when they were together the whole time. Surrounding me with overwhelming sexual tension and making me think it was love unfulfilled.”

         I cringed. “Well there were personal reasons for all of that.” 

         “Second, when I found out they were a couple, they left out a tiny detail that they were more than Dominant and submissive.”

         “Well, you see…”

         “Shut up. I’m not done.”

         “Sorry, I’ll zip it.” I motioned with my fingers on my lips and laughed at myself when I realized she couldn’t see me.

         “Third, my other best friend and sister-in-law, Carmen, has become a complete workaholic and has no time for me. Fourth, I don’t have you here to keep me sane while on bed rest and prevent me from killing my overprotective husband. And fifth…” Arya sniffed, and her voice cracked. “I’m scared out of my mind that I’ll lose these babies too.” 

         My heart ached for her. She’d been through so much and by some miracle, she was pregnant again. “Don’t cry, mia sorella. I’ll be home soon.”

         “I’m sorry. I’m just a big, pregnant, hormonal fucking mess.”

         I shook my head and adjusted my phone to the other ear. “Language! Max is going to kill you if the first word those kids utter is ‘fuck’ or ‘shit.’ I thought you were working on your sailor’s mouth.”

         “Whatever,” she grumbled. “Try being ten thousand months pregnant and confined to a stupid bed.”

         I laughed. “You know you love every minute of it.”

         “I do, but I don’t have you to share it with,” she whined.

         The weight of the previous conversation shifted. Thank goodness, no more talk about Lex or me. 

         “I’ll be home soon and come massage your fat feet and keep you company until my nephews come into the world.”

         “I’ll hold you to it. Okay, I better go before Max finds out I snuck out of the house.”

         “Why are you sneaking out of the house to call me?”

         “Um, you see…”

         “Ari,” I admonished with a grin. 

         “I wanted to go baby shopping.”

         The girl thought she could pull one over me, but I was onto her tactics. 

         “Not buying that. You hate shopping. What is going on, bella?”

         “Fine,” she muttered. “I snuck out to get chocolate from that shop you took me to in Little Italy. Max said I had to limit my sweets since the doc was worried about my sugar levels. But, Mil, he should know better than to keep a pregnant woman away from her cravings. Oh hell, I think I see his car.” 

         “Don’t blame me if you get caught. I’m not the one who ditched her security detail to get a chocolate fix. I was the innocent recipient of your call.” I shook my head. 

         The girl never gave Max a moment of peace, always getting into something or the other. 

         I grunted to myself. I was one to talk.

         “I’ll keep you out of it. You’re in enough shit with Lex.”

         “Ari,” I exclaimed and then glanced at my watch. “Merda. Gotta go. I have to get ready for the ball tonight.”

         Arya sighed. “Such is the life of an Italian socialite.”

         “Bite me, Dane.”

         “Back at you, Duncan.”

         I winced and opened my mouth to respond, but she’d hung up. 

         Well, that was nice of her to leave it like that. I tucked my phone back into my jeans pocket. I knew the moment she had me alone I was in so much trouble with her. I couldn’t blame her for wanting answers. 

         I stepped away from the balcony area and walked toward the terrace stairs. A second before I crossed the threshold, my sister-in-law Leena reached the top, nearly slamming into me. She was windblown and out of breath.

         I grabbed hold of her arms, keeping her steady on her feet. “Whoa, there, pregnant lady. What’s going on?”

         She put a hand against her chest and then sat down on the nearest chair.

         “Milla, you have to be ready.” Leena rubbed her temples and tried to steady her breath. “I ran up here as soon as I heard.”

         This probably had something to do with Mamma; it always had something to do with Mamma.

         “Okay, you’re scaring me. Please tell me what’s going on.” I glanced at my watch again. “I’m going to be late if I don’t get ready for the gala soon.”

         Leena grasped my hand and tugged me toward her. “He’s here.”

         Okay, that’s a bit dramatic.

         “Who’s here?” I crouched in front of Leena.

         She glanced behind me as a deep voice spoke.

         “Your husband. And I’m here to take my wife home.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         My skin prickled as Lex’s deep Irish brogue washed over me. I closed my eyes for a moment and then opened them, staring at Leena’s shocked face.

         “You’re married?” she asked me.

         “Yes.” I nodded.

         “For how long?”

         “Ten years,” Lex answered, drawing Leena’s attention to him.

         “You kept it from us all these years?” She looked back at me, shaking her head. “I don’t understand. Why would you keep this from us? Didn’t we deserve to know? Especially Marcello and Dominic?”

         I grimaced, hearing the underlying hurt in Leena’s question.

         “It’s complicated,” I whispered, not knowing what else to say.

         She watched me for a moment, not saying anything, then stood, bringing me up with her. 

         “Mil, we can’t help you with this if you don’t let us in.” She gave Lex a wary smile over my shoulder. “I’ll leave you two alone to talk.” She kissed my forehead and then glared at me, telling me without words that I was in deep shit.

         At this moment, thinking about what I was going to tell my family was the least of my worries. All my attention was focused on the man behind me. How would I face him, knowing what I’d signed only fifteen minutes earlier?

         This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. I wanted to wait until I was back in Boston. Until I’d found a way to explain why I was breaking both of our hearts.

         I stared at the vines growing along the terrace walls. 

         “Mil. Look at me,” Lex ordered, in the liquid-smooth way that made anyone listen, in or out of the courtroom.

         A shiver crept up my spine, and I pushed back the urge his mere presence brought forth, the desire to kneel and wait for direction. Six months apart and I still couldn’t resist his pull.

         I had to remain strong, or I wouldn’t be able to go through with my plans. This wasn’t about me anymore; it was about Lex and giving him a better life without me.

         “Why are you here, Lex?”

         “Can’t you even turn around and look at me, Mil?”

         I couldn’t. If I turned around, I’d want to touch him. My skin burned with the desire. 

         At that moment, fingers glided along my bare arms, causing a desperate ache deep inside me. I held in a deep moan that tried to escape.

         “Look at me, baby,” he crooned.

         I willed my body to remain where it stood, but it betrayed me, and I turned to face him. 

         His beautiful, almost piercing cobalt eyes burned into me, searching for answers to questions I couldn’t respond to or at least didn’t know how to.

         A golden tan shaded his skin, and sun streaks highlighted his blond hair, telling me he’d spent a few days at the beach. Who was he spending his time with? The only vacations he’d ever taken were with me.

         Don’t go there, Milla. It is none of your business. Especially after what you’ve started.

         The wind picked up, blowing my own locks into my face. Lex lifted his hand to tuck the stray strands back, but I flinched away.

         His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t say anything.

         “Why are you here?” I asked. Good, my voice didn’t quiver. “I know Rachel sent the office my itinerary. The plane will be here in a few hours.”

         “I canceled it.”

         I tilted my head to the side and cocked my hand on my hip. “Lex, you don’t have the authority to cancel my flight. My company owns the plane.”

         “But I do, you see.” He stepped forward as I moved back, stopping as my legs hit the patio table. “I had a chat will your business partner, and she agreed that I’d be the best person to bring you back.”

         My temper flared, and I pinched the bridge of my nose. I couldn’t believe Arya would do this to me. We’d just talked on the phone; why didn’t she tell me Lex was coming? Oh, she was so dead when I got home. She couldn’t fix what’s wrong with my relationship with Lex by sending him to me. It wouldn’t work. Plus, even if I wanted it to, I wasn’t the same, react-then-regret girl anymore.

         I reined in my anger—getting mad wasn’t going to solve anything—and took a deep breath. First, find out why Lex needed to bring me home and then call my meddling best friend and tell her to mind her own business.

         “What could you have said to her to convince her that I needed you to bring me home?”

         The corner of Lex’s mouth turned up. “That was impressive. I thought you were going to explode, but you held back. Who are you and what have you done with my wife?”

         “A lot has changed in the last few months.” I closed my eyes and pushed the sadness my words brought forth and focused back on Lex, who was no longer smiling.

         “What’s going on, Mil? You used to tell me everything.”

         I shook my head. “I can’t talk about it right now.” I leaned against the table. “Please just tell me why it was so important for you to bring me home. I’m a big girl. I can manage to get back to Boston without a chaperone. What’s the worst that can happen to me? I’m surrounded by security twenty-four seven, isn’t that enough?”

         I glanced to my right at Tony, a member of my security detail. He leaned against one of the high walls of the terrace, giving off a relaxed aura, but I knew he was aware of everything going on around him.

         He inclined his head toward me and then said “Sir” to Lex and returned to scanning the area around us.

         I looked at Lex. “He’s with me everywhere I go. Tony can protect me for the next few hours until I get on the plane.”

         “This is non-negotiable. I’m bringing you home. Besides, the only plane available for you is our plane.”

         His words awakened images of the escapades we’d engaged in during our many flights together. My skin tingled, reminding me of how long it had been since we’d touched. 

         I wiped sweat from my brow. “Does making these high-handed decisions without discussing them with me get you off?”

         “You’re the one who knows what gets me off. Why don’t you tell me?” His eyes bored into mine.

         “You are insufferable.” I ground my teeth and held back the urge to tell him I’d book a commercial flight, just to spite him. Since my kidnapping, I wasn’t stupid enough to risk my safety simply to make a point with Lex.

         “I’m your husband. I have a right to bring you home.”

         “Why now? Why not a few months ago or, for a matter of fact, yesterday?” I turned my back to him, closing my eyes and clenching my fists open and shut. “Please, Lex. Tell me why you’re here.”

         If he’d come sooner, I might not have signed those stupid papers. I might have waited to see if we still had a chance. No, I couldn’t second-guess my decisions anymore. He deserved someone who wasn’t selfish.

         “You want to know why I waited? I wanted you to heal. You wouldn’t talk to me. You needed something I couldn’t give you. And in my ever-loving stupidity, I believed you’d get that here. When I realized you were hiding from me, I decided I’d come get you. I’ve spent the last month clearing my schedule so I could spend time with you here until we figured things out. That was until a few days ago.”

         “What changed?”

         Lex sighed. “I don’t know how to tell you this.” He moved behind me but didn’t touch me. “I got this in my private e-mail.”

         He reached around me and gave me a printout. It had a picture of me bound against a pole, bleeding from whiplashes, and my head hanging down. There was a message underneath that read, Although she suffered, she still owes me a debt that I plan to collect.

         My feet buckled, but before I fell to the floor, Lex grabbed me. The hours of my torture and captivity flashed before my eyes, and nausea invaded my stomach. I’d worked so hard to push all the memories back, and now everything seemed fresh once again.

         “Easy, baby. I’ve got you.” Lex lifted me into his arms and sat with me in the nearby chair. 

         I couldn’t breathe. A heaviness settled on my chest. I had to get clean. I rubbed my arms, trying to cleanse the feel of dirty hands on my body.

         “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you again,” Lex whispered into my hair. 

         His scent enveloped me, soap and light cologne. I leaned into his comfort, letting the security of his body drive my fears back. I was protected here, more than I’d felt with the ten bodyguards who’d watched over me during my entire stay in Italy. I buried my face into his chest and clutched his shirt.

         I was safe if I was with him.

         No, Mil, you can’t do this. You’re leading him on.

         I tried to push out of Lex’s hold, but he held me tighter. “Please let me go. I’m not good for you. I’ll only cause you more pain.”

         “You’re my wife. Your being a pain in my ass comes with the package. Plus, I’ve had ten years to build up an immunity,” Lex said with a hint of humor and a smile.

         I tilted my head back and glared at him. “This isn’t a joke.”

         His face lost the glint of amusement. “I know, Mil. Has Christof made any contact with you?”

         “N-no.” I shook my head and bit my lip for a moment. “This is the first I’ve heard of him wanting to get my attention.”

         “He didn’t send the message to you. He sent it to me. He wants me to think I can’t protect you.” Lex cupped my face. “I can’t bear anything happening to you.”

         I wanted to lean into his touch but held myself stiff.

         “Please, Lex. Let me get up. I can’t depend on you like this. I’ll fall apart.”

         He opened his lips to argue, but then conceded, loosening his arms and allowing me to stand. He remained in the chair, staring at me, in the way that made me want to kneel and give him anything he asked. 

         I knew this would be hard, but how was I going to make it if only a few minutes in his presence gave me the urge to call Rachel and cancel the plans I’d set in motion?

         “Talk to me, Mil.”

         Ignoring his command, I asked, “Did you tell anyone else that we’re married?”

         Hurt flashed across his face and then disappeared just as fast. “No, but I’m sure Leena has spread the news by now.”

         Relief and disappointment hit my gut. I wasn’t ready for the fallout from keeping our relationship a secret, but at the same time, I wanted the world to know he was mine.

         Shit, I’d done it again. He wasn’t mine, not with the divorce papers I’d signed.

         “I’m taking you home, Mil. I’ll throw you over my shoulder and carry you onto the plane. Just know you won’t get back to Boston without me.”

         I took a deep breath trying to keep my anger in check. The old Milla would have given him a piece of her mind, but I couldn’t let him get me riled up. My safety was the most important thing, and no matter how much my gut wanted to play the brat, it wasn’t smart.

         “Fine,” I conceded. “We’ll go back together.”

         He gaped at me in surprise. “What’s the catch?”

         “Nothing. Until I can wrap my head around what’s going on, it’s better for you to take me home than for me to travel on my own.”

         Lex frowned at me, looking a little confused. “Milla, I don’t know what’s going on with you. Why aren’t you fighting with me?” He stood, stepping forward, as I moved back. 

         I had to tell him what I’d done. He deserved to know.

         “Lex, I’m not the same. Things are going to change, once we’re back home.”

         “Whatever it is, we’ll work through it. That’s what marriage is about.”

         “There’s something you should know before we get on the plane.” I paused. Here goes. Pain stabbed my heart. What I was about to say would hurt no matter how I told him. 

         I had to get it out before I lost my nerve. 

         “Lex. Today, I started…”

         A loud commotion sounded from the terrace doors.

         “Why is he in my house? He is not welcome here. He is not good for you.” 

         I cringed as my mother stepped onto the balcony, followed by my exasperated sister-in-law a few paces behind her. 

         “He does not belong here.”

         “Mamma. Not now.” I stared at Lex, pleading with my eyes not to mention what we were discussing.

         He nodded and mouthed, This discussion isn’t over. 

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Lex stared at me for a few seconds, telling me I wasn’t getting out of our discussion. Then he touched my fingers and walked past my mother without acknowledging her. 

         This was his standard response to being in my mother’s presence. Something I think he did because it kept him from giving her a piece of his mind and the fact it annoyed her more than if he engaged her.

         I counted down from ten in my mind, waiting for the explosion about to erupt from Mamma. Her flushed face told me she was ready for an argument, but I didn’t have it in me to give her what she wanted and what I’d avoided for months. 

         When I’d first come back to Italy, we fought about one thing or another on a daily basis. It all revolved around my being a spoiled, rebellious daughter who engaged in a sinful lifestyle. She believed the way I lived was the reason for my kidnapping and assault. 

         Her views were set in stone. I couldn’t defend myself, and trying was a moot point. I’d relished giving my parents a hard time over the years, but my lifestyle was anything but sinful. Enjoying kink didn’t mean I had issues. It just meant I was a bit more sexually adventurous than what my mother wanted.

         Over the past two months, I’d spent more time ignoring her than responding to any of her accusations. Which, I believed, pissed her off more than my talking back. 

         I shook my head inside. I sounded a bit pathetic to myself. An almost thirty-year-old with mommy issues. Oh well, I was working on it.

         “Milla, you must get over him. He is no good for you.” Mamma walked up to me, inspecting me as if Lex’s presence harmed me in some way.

         “You don’t understand, Mamma. He’s here to take me home, nothing more.”

         “I don’t like it. He led you down a path full of sin. Without him in your life, there is hope for your redemption. I should have put a stop to your relationship years ago. At least you never married him.”

         I grimaced but kept my mouth shut, then looked at Leena, who grimaced, too. 

         I wrapped my arms around myself and rubbed them. “Mamma, please. No more lectures. Be happy knowing what I had with Lex is over. I can’t give you anything else. I’m going back home, to Boston. I have a business to run, and I’ve neglected it long enough. I don’t want to spend my last day here fighting.”

         I waited for a sharp retort, but none came. “Fine. It looks like there is no point in arguing with you. Go get ready for the gala. You are representing our family, and I want you put together properly.”

         “Thank you, Mamma,” I said, as I walked inside the villa.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Thirty minutes later, I came out of the shower and examined my reflection in the vanity mirror. Hazel eyes speckled with green stared back at me. Good genes gave me a more youthful appearance than most twenty-nine-year-olds, but the last few months had taken their toll on my body. 

         I shifted my hips from side to side and frowned. The sexy curves I’d become famous for were a thing of the past. I’d lost so much weight that I no longer resembled the bombshell, wild-child heiress the world knew me as. The outspoken and independent woman the tabloids loved to report on had disappeared.

         The fire is still in there, Milla. You just need to find it.

         Who was I kidding? I had never been the girl everyone believed I was. My forthright manner was the only true part of all the reports. What would the world think if they knew I’d had only one lover my entire life and not the numerous suitors everyone assumed, or that I hadn’t participated in any of the scandalous things I allowed the press to print? Well, maybe I had engaged in a few.

         I played the part as a way to upset my parents. In the end, I was the one who had to deal with the consequences.

         The only people who knew the real me were my best friends, Arya and Carmen and even they didn’t know me as well as… I closed my eyes and inhaled.

         Lex.

         He understood who I was and accepted me, flaws and all.

         My phone beeped, reminding me I was already late and had spent too much time reflecting. I hurried to the closet, pulled out the couture gown the tailor had refitted earlier in the morning, and dressed. I moved to the oversized vanity in the bathroom and sat down to apply my makeup. 

         “A little concealer will hide those depressing circles, Mil. Let’s sex it up for our last gala in Italy,” I mumbled to myself. 

         Ever since I was a little girl, I loved playing with cosmetics and clothes. Thanks to the teachings of one of my aunts, I learned the difference between glamorous and overdone. Tonight, I’d use my products to cover the sadness and pretend the past six months never happened. Tomorrow, I’d deal with Lex and the consequences of Christof’s renewed interest in me.

         A shiver crept up my spine, and I pushed the lingering fear down. I had to put on my big-girl panties and represent my family as well as the firm Arya and I’d worked our asses off to build from scratch. 

         I finished the last touches to my face, when I realized I hadn’t slipped on the one piece of jewelry I always wore somewhere on my body.

         I walked toward the far wall of my bedroom, where a childhood picture of me with my siblings hung. The image captured our identical, mischievous smirks, reminding me of all the pranks we’d played on our family members.

         I tapped the side of the portrait, and it shifted to the side, revealing a safe tucked into the wall. I disengaged the lock with my fingerprint and opened the door. Slowly I pulled out a purple velvet pouch. I loosened the string and tipped the contents into my palm. A banded platinum ring with marquise and round, brilliant-cut diamonds fell out. 

         I sighed, clutching the ring in my fist, and held it to my heart. 

         What we have is special, Milla. I won’t touch you until you wear my ring and belong to me completely. 

         At nineteen, I’d had no comprehension of the importance of those words. Now at twenty-nine, and with six months of reflection and healing, I understood the depth of what our vows meant to him and how much hurt I’d caused him over the years by withholding what we’d shared from everyone. 

         I shuddered as a hiccup escaped my lips. I had finally agreed to wear the ring at all times when my world fell apart. 

         He deserved better than me, someone who’d put him first.

         I shook the thought from my head. I had to stay focused tonight. I’d deal with Lex and my future tomorrow.

         I strung the ring on a thin platinum chain, slid it around my neck, and then tucked it under the high collar of the gown.

         I looked around my room. The last thing to do was find my clutch.

         At that moment, Leena and my other sister-in-law, Simona, walked into my room, looking very serious. Well, as serious as two pregnant women in fancy ball gowns could look.

         “Salve, signore. Come right in without knocking,” I said as they both sat on my bed and crossed their arms.

         “Come over here, Mil. You have some explaining to do,” Simona ordered.

         I smirked as I had a brief flash of Ricky Ricardo’s voice saying the same thing to Lucy.

         “What’s so funny?” Simona raised a brow at me.

         “Um, nothing.” I moved to the bed and followed her command. 

         I knew what this was about and mentally prepared myself for the inquisition about to take place. No matter how much I’d hoped they would leave me alone, my family was going to want answers. Hell, I’d want answers if my baby sister kept her marriage from me for ten years.

         I slid onto the bed and released a deep breath. “Okay, I’m ready. Give it to me.”

         It took less than a second before the questions came in rapid fire.

         “How could you keep this from us?”

         “Do you know how upset Marcello and Dominic are?”

         “You are so dead when your brothers get you alone.”

         “Do you know how hard it was to keep them downstairs?”

         “You better tell Papa and Mamma before they find out from someone else.”

         I waited until they finished their inquisition. “Well, if you want answers, I’d suggest letting me speak.”

         “How long, Milla?” Leena asked as she leaned back on a pillow and set her hand over her belly and closed her eyes.

         I got up from the bed, walked over to the fridge in my room, pulled out two bottles of water, tossed one to Simona, and brought the other to Leena. “Drink this before you pass out. Pregnancy, high blood pressure, and family drama don’t mix.”

         After following my directions, Leena closed the cap to the bottle and rolled her shoulder.

         Uh-oh, she was about to let me have it. I took a deep breath and waited. Of my two sisters-in-law, she was the scary one. The quiet, no-nonsense doctor rarely lost her temper, but when she did, people took cover.

         “How could you keep something like this from us? We’re your family. We always knew you were together, but not as husband and wife. What’s wrong with you? How could you keep your husband away from you for all these months?”

         I winced at her reprimand, but she was right. Soon, I would make up for my mistakes. 

         “Leena, it’s complicated. I…” I fidgeted with the clasp of my bracelets.

         “So uncomplicate it for us,” Simona interjected. “If you don’t tell us, how are we going to be able to help you when Mamma finds out?”

         At least I had a short reprieve until my parents found out. With any luck, they wouldn’t know until I was halfway across the Atlantic.

         “I know, I know.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You remember those rumors about me seeing other people? Well they weren’t true. I’ve been with Lex for the last ten years.”

         Simona frowned at me. “Duh. We know this, bella. Your brothers would have stepped in if they believed half the shit the tabloids printed.”

         “I guess,” I mumbled.

         Simona took my hand. “I want to know when you were married and why we weren’t there to stand with you.”

         I scrunched my shoulders and bit my lips. “Well, you see…I kind of got married…before you two married my brothers.”

         “What!” they both shouted.

         “Oh, you are so dead when Dominic finds out.” Simona released my hand, rubbed her belly, and then tucked her blond hair behind her ear.

         My two sisters-in-law shared a look that could only mean they were going to call my brothers upstairs. If Dominic or Marcello got involved, none of us would ever make it to the gala. Moreover, tonight’s event was important, not only for my business, but for the family’s shipping conglomerate, as well.

         I had better defuse these two before they blow.

         “Lex and I were married ten years ago, when I traveled to Ireland to visit Aunt Isabella and the cousins the summer after my freshman year at Harvard.”

         “Stop.” Simona lifted her hand. “You mean when you were nineteen?”

         I cringed and continued. “Well, I was…I’d had a crush on Lex since I was seventeen. But at the time I was dating Alberto.” I scrunched up my nose. Alberto was someone I took no pleasure in thinking of at all. Dating him was a bad idea from the beginning, and to this day, I still didn’t know why I’d agreed to go out with him.

         “So when did it start? Did you break up with Alberto for Lex?” Leena asked.

         “Really? Both of you were there when that happened. Remember that fun day, right after my graduation from the boarding school when Mamma announced I was going to marry Alberto?”

         Simona covered her face. “How could I forget? You got on a table and announced that you weren’t a mare for auction and you were moving to the US for the rest of your life.”

         “Not one of my better moments.” I cringed. 

         “When did Lex come into the picture?” asked Leena.

         “The first time I met Lex was my senior year of high school, after I came home for spring break. At that time, he only saw me as the annoying sister of his friends, but even then, I sensed there was something special between us.”

         “Now it makes sense. The reason your mamma hates Alexander. She thinks he did the same thing that his father and your uncle did to your aunt.”

         My temper piqued. “Lex did not seduce me! I don’t care what Mamma thinks. I tried to get him to see me as a woman and he rejected me. So, I went after him.”

         Shit, I sounded desperate. Hell, when it comes to Lex I always am.

         I glanced at the bedside clock and pointed. “Let’s table this discussion for later. If we don’t leave soon, we’ll be late, and you know how pissed Mamma gets if we’re late.” 

         “Can we say ‘understatement’? She’s pissed at you for breathing,” Leena said, then pushed me down on the bed as I motioned to get up. “Sit your ass down and tell us the rest.”

         No getting out of this. Well, they do deserve the whole story.

         I blew out an exaggerated breath and smoothed my gown in my lap. Here goes. “I can admit I had a thing for him from the beginning, but it wasn’t until I started at Harvard that I realized he was interested in me but thought I was too young for him.”

         I remembered walking into the international law class he taught as a teaching assistant. The moment he caught sight of me, a look flashed in his eyes telling me he no longer considered me a child. At the end of the class, he pulled me aside and ordered me to withdraw.

         “Milla, if your brothers find out you’re in my class, they’re going to think we’re seeing each other. I won’t have them believing something that isn’t true.”

         I folded my arms around myself. “I’m just meeting a course requirement for my international business degree.”

         Lex smiled his devilish Irish grin. “We both know that’s not true. I’m too old for you.”

         “You’re the same age as Dominic. You sound like I’m some silly girl attracted to someone twenty years older than her instead of just four.”

         “Milla, I’ve done things and want things you can’t understand.”

         “You can teach me.”

         He closed his eyes, as if I’d offered him something he couldn’t bear. “You have no idea what you’re saying.”

         I peered at him until he stared back at me. “Then explain it to me. I’m not as naïve as you believe. I know about Papa’s club. I grew up running through its hallways.”

         “But you are. Knowing about things isn’t anywhere close to experiencing them. You have to complete your degree and grow up a little more.”

         My breath hitched, and I scowled at him. “What difference will that make?”

         “Because one day, I will come for you. When that day comes, I won’t only fuck you, but I’ll possess you. And you’re not ready for what I want to do.”

         “Oh.”

         He kissed my forehead and walked away.

         “You can’t just leave us hanging,” Simona complained, snapping me out of my thoughts.

         At that moment, our family’s butler knocked on my open door.

         We all looked in his direction.

         “Signor Dominic sent me to get you. The car is ready to take you to the gala.”

         I released a sigh of relief and Simona grunted in response. “Don’t think for one moment that you’re off the hook.”

         “Just do me a favor. Don’t discuss this in front of Marcello or Dominic. I’ll talk to them myself.”

         “Whatever you say.” Leena shook her head and slid off the bed. “Don’t wait too long, or they’ll follow you to Boston to get their answers.”

         I grabbed my clutch and walked toward my door.

         “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Approximately an hour later, my family and I arrived at the Salvatori gala. My hope to table the discussion about my marriage never materialized. The second the limousine doors closed, my brothers laid into me. After I admitted to the stupidity of my youth, I explained my plan for the future. They, like Rachel, disapproved but accepted my decision. 

         I took a deep breath to settle my nerves as we pulled up to the mansion. I couldn’t have asked for a better reaction from my brothers and their wives. Their unconditional love and support meant so much to me. 

         Now I had to talk to my parents. Papa would probably react the same way Dominic and Marcello had. That left Mamma.

         How would Mamma take the news when she found out? With anger and crazy demands, no doubt.

         I shrugged. No point in worrying about that right now. Talking to Mamma and Papa could wait until morning. 

         The door to the car opened, and my brothers and their wives exited first. 

         “Want me to escort you in?” Marcello asked, leaning in to take my hand and help me out of the limo. 

         “No. You go on ahead. I have to do a few PR interviews for ArMil. I’ll meet you inside before we go to dinner.”

         He nodded, then turned to Simona, slipping his arm around her and guiding her up the stairs of the castle.

         Fifteen minutes later, I entered the majestic palace and gave my wrap to the approaching attendant.

         I surveyed the beautiful foyer of the sixteenth-century palace. The soft glow of a car-sized chandelier added a regal appearance to the room.

         The Salvatoris were a fixture in Italian culture for over a thousand years. They epitomized the image of wealthy aristocrats. Their prominence remained over centuries and through wars and changes in political climate.

         The Castras shared the same social status. My family was to set the example for others to follow, but, of course, my antics over the years not only scandalized my mother but most of her social circle, too

         Well, at least she wouldn’t have to worry about my behavior anymore. I didn’t have the energy or inclination to act out. 

         I crossed the threshold of the ballroom and paused, squaring my shoulders and preparing to pretend. The confidence that negotiated the phenomenal merger, which turned Arya and me into billionaires, lingered inside me, and I was determined to use it.

         “Milla, my sweet girl. It is good to see you.”

         I turned in the direction of the soothing voice.

         “Buona sera, Signora Salvatori. I’m happy to see you as well.” We kissed each other’s cheeks. “One day you will have to share your secrets for staying timeless.”

         “Oh, posh. None of that, bella. You are a shameless flatterer like your papa.” She glanced behind me. “Where is your escort?”

         I’d rarely attended the gala with a date. Well, with the exception of last year. Lex had flown in, and we’d spent an entertaining night meeting potential business clients and making fun of the stuffy women who hadn’t gotten over my dramatic breakup with Alberto.

         My heart clenched. There wouldn’t be any more nights like that in my future.

         “I’m solo tonight.” I tried to hide the slight tremor of my lips and glanced over her shoulder, pretending to see someone. “Please excuse me, signora. I have to say hello to Admiral Mosima.”

         She kissed me again. “Go, go. Remember to step away from work and enjoy yourself. No matter what the tabloids print, I know you are a good girl.”

         My smile wavered again. It baffled me how a complete stranger saw through the antics, while my mother remained blind. “I’ll try. I’ll leave you to your other guests.”

         Slipping past Signora Salvatori, I approached the attendant, handed him my invitation, and waited for his announcement.

         “Signorina Milla Amalea Castra.”

         I descended the stairs and gave my best Hollywood actress smile. Halfway down, I caught a glimpse of blond hair that I’d recognize anywhere. My heartbeat accelerated.

         Lex.

         I continued to the bottom of the steps and paused at the edge of the dance floor. Lex moved out from behind the crowd and held my gaze, dead-on.

         My breath hitched, and a shiver slid up my spine. He’d peered at me in the same way ten years before from across this very ballroom. It was the summer after my first year at Harvard. I had just turned nineteen, and nothing or no one was going to stop me from getting Alexander Jameson Duncan. 

         Back then, he’d captivated me with his confidence and piercing blue gaze. He called to a part of me I’d never known existed. The same held true today. A quiver glided into my stomach.

         He sipped his champagne, and the corners of his mouth turned up. He knew exactly what he was doing to me. I’d felt it when he was at the villa, and I felt it now. 

         God, he was gorgeous. At six foot three, he stood taller than most men around him. The tuxedo he wore tonight accentuated his form perfected from years of intense martial arts and Tai Chi. 

         My core clenched; that body had brought me so much pleasure. I licked my lips and waited.

         His blond hair was slicked back, projecting the image of an international playboy. 

         He tilted his glass in my direction, and I lifted my chin in response.

         “You love playing the brat, Mil. Always finding some way to defy me.”

         His statement rang true. He allowed me room to play the rebel even at his expense. However, he reined me in whenever he decided I’d gone too far. Like when I danced on a table during a party in the Hamptons. I cringed at the memory.

         Lex chuckled, as if reading my thoughts, and continued staring at me. I remained fixed to the same spot. He lifted his glass again, and the light from the chandelier reflected off the ring he wore on his left hand.

         To the naked eye, it resembled a standard family crest ring, but it was much more. 

         “I had this made for you, Lex. It has your family seal and something special on the inside. Our wedding date.”

         The ring never left his finger. I sighed. Another reminder of how he refused to hide who he was to me.

         Lex followed my gaze to his hand, and then he raised his eyebrow. Without thought, I touched the necklace hidden under my gown.

         With slow, precise steps, Lex moved toward me through the crowd. I held my breath. He was a predator and I was his prey. My Master was calling to me. The urge to kneel pushed at my senses. 

         What would he do when he reached me?

         My pulse accelerated, heating my body, and a slight hint of arousal tingled my skin. 

         All of a sudden, a scowl crossed his face.

         “Hello, cara mia. How about a drink with your old love?”
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