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Aria Bianchi

THAT PLACE WAS HELL itself reincarnated, but what could a fifteen-year-old girl, in the world of the mafia, do about it? Nothing.

Women are mere bargaining chips, at first it is disgusting to hear about it, but in the end, we just ask God that we don't marry such a bad man, because that is the reality.

The debutante ball was taking place and my father demanded that I be present to see how the girls behaved, even though I had been taught since birth to be a perfect mafia princess.

Well, this is the third time I've come to see my future.

I'm what they call the "mafia diamond", a girl who is going to debut and everyone is waiting for it, after all, having a marriage with the princess of the Bianchi house is for a few.

Many girls had tears in their eyes when they saw their guardians closing the marriage deal, while others hunted the big fish, these were already contaminated by the mafia and think that power is everything, even if to have it you have to do it in a disgusting way or by stepping over others.

So, I preferred to get out of the middle of those girls with fake smiles and walked to explore the mansion, but I stopped in place as soon as the horde of soldiers dressed in Cosa Nostra costumes passed me and in the middle of them, was the cruel and dangerous Don, who everyone feared.

I stared at him for longer than I should have, studying his wolf mask with curiosity. This is one of the many Cosa Nostra traditions that were created over a hundred years ago: The Don would never show his face, so that his enemies could never attack him.

He has loyal soldiers who would never be foolish enough to turn him in, because they saw every day what that man was capable of. I left him behind and explored the place, even though I shouldn't have done that.

The second floor was exclusively for bedrooms and the office, I know this because the man who ran the entire mafia barely attended the dances, he would show up to observe etiquette for a few minutes and then go upstairs.

I ignored the stairs and entered another corridor, which apparently wasn't very popular, but as it screams luxury here, the corridor was clean and even some vases decorated the place.

I walked with a little fear of being discovered and with the concern that settled in me as soon as I heard a soft cry.

I approached carefully, as soon as I noticed a girl in a red dress sitting on the floor with her legs drawn up and her face hidden.

— Hi, can I help you with something? — I asked cautiously, not wanting to scare her.

I knelt down beside her and touched her shoulder, feeling her body tremble from crying. I felt extremely bad for her and waited patiently for her crying to subside.

— Hi... — he murmured, raising his head. — Sorry, but I don’t know if you could help me.

— Tell me and I'll do what I can — I warned, looking at her curiously.

“I’m visually impaired and my sister hid my cane,” he muttered and I frowned. “I just wanted to go to the bathroom, but I can’t even do that without her to figure out where I’m walking.”

I felt anger rise inside me and stood up. Her sister probably saw her as an imperfection, since none of those men in suits would accept her and she felt superior because of it.

— Come, I'll help you — I touched her hand and she accepted it willingly, drying her tears with the others. I led her down the hallway to the bathroom and started a conversation, not wanting to leave her alone. — My name is Aria, what's your name?

— Eliza — she squeezed my hand. — Thank you, really, I don't know how I'd get out of here — I heard her sigh. — What are you doing here?

— Hey, relax — I returned the squeeze and opened the bathroom door. Luckily for us, it was empty. — I'm here to see how the girls behave, and you?

— I'm here because my father brought me with my younger sister, but I asked to go to the bathroom and she just left me here without my cane.

I opened the cabin and made her aware of what was there, not wanting her to get hurt in any way. I pulled the door open for her and waited outside, while I stared at myself in the mirror.

The mafia world is dirtier than people might think. Since when does one sister do this to another?

Eliza is beautiful, I'm sure that when she meets a real man, he won't hesitate to conquer her.

“How old are you?” I asked, curious. She didn’t look my age, but she didn’t look that much older either.

— Seventeen and you? — I heard something falling and I got worried.

— Are you okay? Did you hurt yourself?

— N-no! Thank you, I think it was a container of something — she murmured and I let out a sigh of relief.

— I'm fifteen — I smiled. — It seems like you're the oldest one here, I'm going to need some tips.

— I don't know anything, Aria, I'm sorry — her voice was sad and when I felt the door being pushed, I released it.

— It's okay — I lightly grabbed her wrist and led her to the mirror. — I just wanted to relax, I'm the one who apologizes, I'm horrible at starting conversations.

— Me too — she laughed and I joined her. — Thanks again.

— No need to thank me, now let's fix that beautiful hair — I ran my fingers through the dark brown strands and in the mirror I saw a single tear escape from the green eyes. — You are beautiful, the most beautiful girl I have ever seen, Eliza.​

I wanted to dispel some of her bad thoughts, nothing better than telling the only truth I have at the moment.

— Thank you — she clasped her hands and I saw her cheeks turn red. — I'm sure you're beautiful too, Aria, your way, your voice, your smell, all of this must make you even more beautiful.

— I feel flattered to be complimented by you — I finished putting the strands in place and left a kiss on her cheek, something so spontaneous that I didn't even remember that we had just met. — Would you like to go somewhere?

“Can you take me to a quieter spot at the ball?” His voice sounded hesitant and I sighed. It can’t be easy having to guess people’s intentions without seeing them.

I could very well do something evil, just like her damn younger sister did.

— Of course, I also want to stay away from those venomous snakes— I muttered.

— Did I tell you thank you? — we laughed and I linked my arm with hers, determined to find a quiet corner that we could use to talk.

— Did you know that you are the first girl who treated me well, besides my mother? — her voice cut through our silence and I gritted my teeth.

If one day I had the power to change the stereotype of the mafia, I would do it with pleasure.

— Well, you're my first friend besides my mother — I said and she froze in place, making me stop walking. — What's wrong? Did something happen? I swear I'm not taking you to a bad place.

— I'm your friend? I mean, would you accept being my friend? — I blinked and bit my cheek, finding the way she talks when she's nervous and surprised funny.

We walked slowly among the mobsters and debutantes, until we stopped near the stairs, the only empty place.

I looked around the room before answering her and a man glaring at her angrily caught my attention.

I frowned but decided to ignore it, whoever it was wouldn't come near her here.

Maybe I should ask my father to protect her at the dances...

— Of course, we just need to get to know each other better.

I just didn't know that in a few years this friendship would be to blame for leading us to love, but that it would give us the power that nothing else could: Bringing light to the shadows.
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Aria Bianchi

MY EYES SCANNED SUSPICIOUSLY over every man who approached my father with one interest: to ask for my hand in marriage. Just like every other girl who turned eighteen this year, I was the lucky one this time.

Ever since I was fifteen, when I made my appearance at the Mafia ball, everyone had been waiting for the moment when they could finally have the chance to have the princess of the Bianchi house.

A tired sigh left my lips and I looked away, I don't want to know when my father will accept the requests or exchanges.

Even though I've been prepared my whole life for this moment, just thinking that I could be handed over to a disgusting man without a shred of kindness makes a knot form in my stomach.

I am not naive enough to believe that a mafia marriage will have love, but I want a marriage like my parents'. There may not be love between them, but there is respect, care, affection and kindness. My father is an honorable man and always treats my mother like his queen.

— Good evening, beautiful lady — the flirtatious voice whispered in my ear and I was a little startled by the sudden call. — Oops, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to scare such a beautiful young lady.

— Oh, okay — I turned around only to come face to face with green eyes and almost white blond hair, with a rose tattoo highlighted on the right side of his neck. The man looked like a thirty-something stud and I swallowed hard, because I recognized him. He was one of the ones who asked my father for my hand and was refused. What did he want now?

— I wanted to talk to you a little — he analyzed me from top to bottom, but I didn't like his look, just like his macabre smile, which scared me and made me afraid. I must get out of here as soon as possible. — What do you intend to do after you get married?

What the hell kind of question is that?

I swallowed hard and looked away to my father, who was now talking to the Deputy Chief from Chicago.

Between the Deputy Chief and this man in front of me, I would definitely choose the Deputy Chief.

— Ah... It depends on what my husband decides — I murmured, apprehensive. He gave me a sideways smile and I looked down at my own feet, feeling uncomfortable in his presence.

— Would you like to marry me, Miss Bianchi? — A shiver ran from my feet to my head and my body shivered. — Hmm? Just the thought of marrying me gives you the shivers, does it?

There was amusement in his tone and I didn't like it one bit. If he felt disrespected I would be in deep trouble right now.

— Can you imagine what I would do to you between four walls, beautiful? — I gasped and widened my eyes, raising my head to look at him in disbelief. We were in the middle of the room and he dared to speak that way to a woman who was nothing like him? — Know that I am not kind and I would treat you like a whore, as you deserve, but you seem to be that kind of bitch in bed, you wouldn't complain, would you? You would fulfill all my desires, Miss Bianchi, you are perfect to serve a man, because that is all women are good for.

My throat went dry and I felt my legs give out. The green eyes gleamed with malice and I felt like cornered prey.

— Did the cat get your tongue? — Not having the courage to answer anything, I just turned and ran to the top floor of the Cosa Nostra's enormous mansion, where I know the bedrooms are.

I ran like prey escaping a hunter.

I opened the first door that was as far away from the stairs as possible, while looking back and checking that he wasn't behind me. I walked in and closed my eyes, putting my hand on my heart.

I'm scared, I've never heard such foul words in my entire life, but as soon as I hear only my breathing inside the room, I feel relief take over me.

God! I never want to look at that strange man's face again. Does he think he's going to seduce any woman like that?
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CHAPTER 2
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Matteo Lombardi

I'M LYING DOWN WITH both hands behind my head, relaxing, when the door to my room suddenly opens and closes in a hurry.

Where are those fucking soldiers to let someone get here? Looks like I'll have to warn House Genari that their soldiers aren't so keen on working for me.

I sat up in alert, grabbing my gun from the bedside table ready to shoot anyone who had the nerve to come up here. But I opened my mouth in disbelief as the image of the young woman with red hair with her hands on her heart and eyes closed was processed by my mind.

Who is this beautiful woman?

I returned the gun to its place and began to observe it carefully.

She looked scared, but now it was as if the room and the closed door were her refuge. I controlled myself not to say anything and waited for her to calm down and open her eyes, while I just drank in the image in front of me.

My eyes went down, analyzing her from head to toe. Beautiful and hot. Fuck, no woman had caught my attention as much as she did, and we didn't exchange a single word.

Her presence seemed to calm me from something I didn't even know was disturbing me, it felt right to have her there, in my room, under my protection and my eyes.

His breathing calmed down and I took the opportunity to sit on the edge of the bed, silently.

Something about her attracted me like no other could, which ignited an insane desire to keep her just for myself, to protect her from everything, because she was going to be my woman, even though she didn't know it yet.

She opened her eyes and when her irises stopped on me, I tried to give her a gentle smile, but she widened her eyes, startled again.

I clapped my hands and all the lights in the room came on.

Damn, Matteo, do you think she wouldn't get scared by a tall man in the darkness of the room?

— Calm down, it's okay — I raised my hands up and smiled calmly, something I've never done in my entire life. What's happening to me? — Are you lost?

— I-I'm sorry — she bowed and I controlled myself not to look away from her cleavage. — I didn't mean to disturb you.

“I told you it’s okay.” I lowered my hands and patted my side twice. “Sit down, you’re scared.”

— I shouldn't be alone with a stranger — she swallowed hard and looked away her green eyes. Beautiful, like an emerald. — especially in a room... — she murmured, as if only she would hear.

I smiled and shook my head. Now that I have her in my room, I won't let her go that easily.

She made me change my behavior and I didn't even realize when I let my guard down.

— Sit down, we're not doing anything wrong — I insisted, seeing her fearful expression. — You look scared, who had the courage to scare a beautiful lady like you?

She looked away and bit her lip before sighing and walking towards me, still with cautious steps. I smiled as she sat on the edge of the bed and stared at her hands.

— Tell me, who scared you down there? — I took the opportunity to open a button on my dress shirt and pull the sleeves up to my elbows, while I heard her sigh.

— A clueless mobster — he grumbled and I paid attention, wanting to know more. — But it's not something I would talk about with a stranger, I haven't even told my parents.

— Well, nice to meet you — I extended my hand and she frowned at me before accepting the handshake. — Matteo, and you?

— Even if I say my name, we will still be strangers — I looked at our joined hands and controlled the urge to smile seeing the difference between us. His hand was small and soft, while mine was large, full of bulging veins and the black ink of tattoos.

It's a good thing she has all this distrust. A perfect first lady, that's what my insane mind whispered.

A few minutes ago I didn't even want to go to the ball, just to run away from the silent question that surrounded the place, since no one would have the courage to ask me and force me to do so.

I don't want to get married, or rather, I didn't want to, until I saw this young woman, who awakened a side of me that had been dormant until then.

— And what prevents us from getting to know each other? — I asked, to see how far she would go, but to my surprise, the redhead just sighed and put her hands together in her lap again. — You don't need to fear me, my dear, I would never hurt you.​

“I know,” he whispered in a whisper. “Even though I don’t know you, I feel it.”

— What is that?

— That I can trust you — he took a deep breath. — Your gaze is different from his...

It's crazy, of course. How can I just want her for myself like that? So suddenly? But that's what my subconscious is screaming and I never ignore my thoughts.

Something pulls me towards her, like a magnet desperate for its other half.

I raised an eyebrow and she looked at me, staring into my eyes. She spent long seconds looking at me and I just waited, enjoying having her attention on me, but as if coming out of her trance, she blinked and her cheeks took on a reddish hue.

— Different how? And from whom? — I approached cautiously and ran the back of my right hand over her cheek, watching her close her eyes. — Give me a name, princess, give me the name of the damned person who scared you and I will kill him so that this never happens again.​

“This is crazy,” she muttered, and I moved closer, taking a deep breath to smell the delicious scent emanating from her. Strawberry...

Yes, it's crazy to feel my heart pounding against my chest just by feeling your soft skin under my fingers.

— We're from the mafia, darling, our world is already crazy — I murmured back, now tucking a lock of her red hair behind her ear, having a perfect view of her profile. Her upturned nose, her freckles, completely perfect! — Now tell me what happened, beautiful, I'm eating myself up inside.

— I think he's from the American mafia — his voice was fearful, and I just waited to hear more details from the guy I wanted to kill without even knowing why. — He has blue eyes and blond, almost white hair... he also had a tattoo of a rose on the right side of his neck.

Just imagining her evaluating him to the point of noticing the tattoo made me burn with jealousy inside. Fuck, what's happening to me? I want this woman in a way I've never wanted anyone before.

— He... he said things to me that he shouldn't have and looked at me as if I were his prey — I continued to caress his cheek with my right hand, but my left hand closed into a firm fist. — He had his marriage proposal rejected by my father, but he still came after me to say obscene things in the middle of the room — he looked at me and I clenched my jaw. — I was startled by the way he approached me and the way he looked at me — he wet his lips. — But it's not the same look as yours.​

— How do I look at you, beautiful? — I approached, holding her face by the chin. — How did he look at you to make you look so scared?

— You look at me like I'm a predator, but I'm not afraid — he confessed and I held back the urge to growl at his response. — He looked at me like he was just going to use me, like a mere object — he whispered. — That's what he promised to do with me...

— What did he promise? — My voice lost all care and kindness, it was hoarse and low, conveying everything I was feeling inside.

— I...

“Tell me now,” I ordered, and she shrugged, embarrassed.

— You said you would treat me like a whore in bed and that you were sure I would be a bitch — she murmured, looking away. I growled and she looked at me, worried. — And that I am perfect to serve a man, because that is all women are good for.

— The fuck he will — I stood up, walking in circles. Just imagining her with someone else, touching her, hearing her sweet voice in the form of moans and treating her like a bitch, hatred took over me. — I'm going to kill him for saying that, and it will serve as a warning to all the other useless people down there.

“No, please.” He stood up and grabbed my arm, his green eyes shining with pleading. “Don’t get into trouble for me,” he murmured softly. “I’ll be engaged by the end of the night anyway, and he won’t do anything else...”​

No motherfucker is gonna get engaged to you, girl!

— You don't understand, beautiful — I held her delicate face with both hands, looking deep into her green eyes. — If a man doesn't know how to treat his own wife properly and can't be faithful to her, he's no good for the mafia, do you understand? If he doesn't have an ounce of respect for a woman he doesn't know and wants as his wife, what respect will he have for the Don of Cosa Nostra?

— I...I don’t know — she sighed, stroking my hands that were on her face. — I don’t know about that side of the mafia, what I know is that I was raised to be the perfect princess and that at eighteen I would get married — she swallowed hard and I saw the fear reflected in her incredible green eyes. — I’m afraid that my husband won’t be respectful, I wanted to have the chance to marry a man who would treat me well, I don’t need much, I know that in the mafia no one marries for love.

— If you were my wife, I would treat you like a queen — I murmured and her eyes wavered for a moment, shining with hope. — You deserve the world at your feet, princess, the man who treated you like anyone else should die — her eyes filled with tears and I sighed, leaving a loving kiss on her forehead, something that took me by surprise. Since when have I had this need? Ever since I saw you. — If you married me you would never have this fear, beautiful, you would be the only one to have the good part of me, because you awakened it in me now.

— Matteo...I can’t — he held my wrists, tears already starting to flow. — The one who will choose my husband is my father and even if you ask for his hand, I would never accept a mafioso below him...​

— I don't want your father's opinion, my dear — I pulled her towards the bed and sat down, holding her waist firmly. The redhead dried her tears and I took the opportunity to sit her on my lap. She gasped and I held her tightly, looking at her seriously. She doesn't know who I am, it's normal to think I'm a mere mafioso. — I want to know your answer.​

— We just met — he rested his hands on my shoulders and bit his lower lip, making me stare at his mouth for longer than I imagined. — Matteo...

I know she's feeling our connection, this link pulling us together as if we belong here, in each other's presence and arms.

I also saw the raw fear in her green eyes and I hated it. She will never feel fear again, and if she does, I will annihilate the source of that horrible feeling that makes my wife lose the sparkle in her eyes.

Mine. She will be mine.

— Tell me your name, beautiful — I squeezed her waist and she let out a sly sigh, which made me growl and bring a hand to her red hair, where I stuck my fingers in the strands at the nape of her neck and pulled, drawing a really sexy moan from her.

— Aria — she whispered in my ear, then arched her head, leaving her cleavage at the height of my face. — My name is Aria....

Damn, as affected as I am!

This fucking inexplicable connection is capable of setting us on fire within minutes of being in each other's presence.

— Perfect like you — I whispered back, letting go of her red strands and grabbing her waist, while I buried my face in her neck, wanting to feel more of her scent and I lowered a hand to her ass, squeezing the soft flesh. — Fuck, that smells delicious, Aria.

Hottie, Aria is all hot!

— Matteo... — he brought his hands to my hair, pulling my strands hard, while his eyes narrowed and his lips parted, surrendering to desire. — I can't, I'm a mafia princess, the diamond of Cosa Nostra, I can't do this...

— Forget all this shit and answer, honestly — I pushed her away to hold her face, looking deep into her emerald eyes, which shone with lust. — Will you marry me? Fuck your father's opinion, I want yours! Do you want it or not, Aria? I will do everything to be a husband worthy of you, princess, just say yes to me, and no one will be able to separate you from me.

“My father won’t allow it, Matteo.” Her voice was tearful as she gripped the collar of my dress shirt, wanting it but holding back. “He won’t hand me over until he finds some Don with benefits for the Bianchi house.”

Casa Bianchi, huh? Good to know.

— I don't give a shit about your father, Aria. Do I look like I'm afraid of anyone? I'm a fucking mobster, what danger am I in if I already have him in my veins? — I pressed her body against me, feeling that my control was hanging by a thread. — I'm feeling an insane attraction for you, I could bend you over on this bed right now and show you how a man should take care of his woman.​

— Matteo — I felt his body shudder in my arms and I took a deep breath, hearing his sighs. — I...

— Yes or no, Aria — her lips trembled at my hoarse voice and she closed her eyes, letting her body fall against mine. — Just be honest with your feelings right now, I know you're feeling the same way I am.

— Yes... yes, I would marry you with my eyes closed — he whispered and I smiled, feeling like the luckiest man in the world. — But my...

— But nothing — I cut her off. — Now you are mine, princess, and someone above me is about to be born.

— And me...

— I will mark you as mine and you will walk among all the members of the most powerful mafias and you will show my mark.

— What brand, Matteo?

“That one,” I murmured before burying my face in her neck and leaving several hickeys on her skin. “Fuck, even your skin tastes delicious.”

— Matteo! — I don't know if she wanted to complain, because my name came out more like a moan than anything else from her mouth. — What did you do?! — She put her hand over the red marks. — Do you know the problem I'm going to have with this now?

— Come down and let everyone see the hickeys — I pushed her hair back and took her hand from her neck, leaving her white skin visible. — I'll meet you when the circus starts to burn.​

— Matteo...

— Trust your man, Aria — I left a kiss on her forehead and took her off my lap, before she could do something stupid. — No one will touch you, and you will never marry a man who gives you less than you deserve, that's a promise.

— Stop fooling me — he bit his lip to hide his smile and I shook my head in denial, indicating the door with my head. — Are you serious?

— Go, and if that bastard comes looking for you again, I'll kill him — she swallowed hard and nodded, knowing I wasn't lying. — No one will touch you, don't worry. I'll protect you from anything.

She walked to the door and before leaving, she looked at me over her shoulder, with a grateful smile.

Fuck, I just proposed to a woman I didn't know. Fuck! I laughed to myself, throwing myself back on the bed.

I felt like she was meant to be mine from the moment she walked in, and I never let my instincts go. I ran my hands through my hair, the fresh image of my bride filling my mind.

The girl is a spectacle, the red lips, the red hair and the green eyes. Damn, she's going to be my downfall.

— Aria Bianchi— I tested her name in my mouth. — Aria Lombardi.

I concluded and smiled, feeling like an idiot. I need to get ready to go show everyone that Aria belongs to me, this thought made me get up to get ready.

Aria appeared to change everything around her. This was confirmed only with the thought that now everyone will know the head of Cosa Nostra.

And let the Bianchi family prepare themselves, because I don't accept excuses.
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CHAPTER 3
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Aria Bianchi

I WALKED DOWN THE STAIRS with my heart in my mouth. I still can't believe I just accepted a marriage proposal from a stranger!

My hands trembled as I walked down the steps, leaning on the gold-forged railing. When I reached the bottom of the stairs, my eyes fell on the blond who had scared me with his dirty words and macabre gaze.

He stood next to my father, just listening and laughing at the men who received a negative response. As if he had received a positive response.

I shook hands and put a smile on my face, or tried to, since I'm getting some very unobtrusive looks. The judging eyes were on my neck, where I can still feel the touch of Matteo's lips marking me.

Damn! I can't lie, I loved feeling desired by him, his blue eyes shone with lust and knowing that I caused this in him without even doing anything, made me feel powerful.

I felt something pulling me towards him, I tried to resist at first, but it was stronger than me. At first I thought it was curiosity at seeing him alone in that room, but it wasn't just that.

His voice and his touch made my skin crawl and my heart race. I felt the need to touch him, to know what it would be like to belong to him.

I shook my head in denial and focused, because now I was engaged to the stranger who had an incomprehensible power over me.

Now I need to prepare for the circus to catch fire. The incredulous looks came from both the mobsters and their wives, and the girls who were debuting.

I took a deep breath and tried to walk without shaking my legs to my father, who was now talking again to the Underboss of the Chicago Mafia. Not good, he was definitely confirming my engagement with the tall man with gray hair.

I had to bite my lower lip to hold back a smile as I looked back at the blond who had scared me. After meeting Matteo, my thoughts had completely changed. Between the blond and the Chicago Underboss, I would choose Matteo a thousand times over.

The possessive touch, the husky voice, the blue eyes, the muscular body, all of this attracted me like a magnet. And I tried, God! The Lord knows how I tried in every way to put it in my mind that we were strangers and that we shouldn't even be in that room alone.

But the concern, the caring tone and the predatory gaze caught me. I should have run away from Matteo like I ran away from the platinum blond, but his eyes didn't scare me, on the contrary, they made me want to run, just so he could hunt me down like the predator he must be.

I must be crazy to accept a marriage proposal before talking to my father. Well, there's no going back and I don't want to go back. I took a deep breath and gathered the courage to approach and let my father notice the fresh hickeys on my neck.

I need to find a way to tell Eliza about this madness. She'll have some good advice for me.
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