
  
    [image: Merciless Vows]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Merciless Vows]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        [image: tropical drink]The Sicilian Velvet Recipe[image: tropical drink]

      

    

    
      
        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

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Sierra

      

      
        About Sierra Cartwright

      

    

    

  


  
    
      MERCILESS VOWS

      

      Copyright @ 2026 Sierra Cartwright

      

      First E-book Publication: March 2026

      Line Editing by GG Royale

      Proofing by Cassie Hess-Dean

      Layout Design by Once Upon an Alpha

      Cover Design by Once Upon an Alpha

      Promotion by Once Upon an Alpha, Shannon Hunt

      

      All rights reserved. Except for use in a review, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form, or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without prior written permission of the author.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.

      

      Adult Reading Material

      

      Disclaimer: This work of fiction is for mature (18+) audiences only and contains strong sexual content and situations.

      

      It is a standalone with my guarantee of satisfying happily ever after.

      All rights reserved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For longtime friends who are very much appreciated, Teresa Martin and Darlene Good.

        Thank you. You’re so valued.

        And for you, Dad.

        I’ll never forget you or the words you asked me to remember.

        “Always look on the bright side of life.”
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        A drink that tastes like velvet and burns mercilessly.

      

      

      

      Ingredients:

      
        
          	
        2 oz Bonds whiskey
      

      	
        ½ oz Amaro Averna
      

      	
        ½ oz blood orange liqueur (or ¼ oz fresh blood orange juice)
      

      	
        1 dash chocolate bitters
      

      	
        Orange twist or blood orange peel
      

      	
        Large clear ice cube
      

      

      

      Instructions:

      
        
          	
        Add Bonds whiskey, Averna, blood orange, and bitters to a mixing glass with ice.
      

      	
        Stir until chilled and silky.
      

      	
        Strain into a rocks glass over a large ice cube.
      

      	
        Express orange peel over the top, then drop it in.
      

      	
        Give it one slow swirl…
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        Valentina

        Dallas, Texas

      

      

      Dallas is all dressed up tonight, sparkling, alive, glittering.

      Forty floors below, the city is a sprawl of headlights and neon, streaks of gold and electric blue sliding between dark buildings. From up here, it’s easy to pretend the whole thing belongs to me. In some ways, it really does.

      Or rather, it belongs to my father.

      He controls every heartbeat of the city. Owns everyone and everything that matters.

      Next to me, my friend Chaira snaps her fingers in front of me.

      I shake my head.

      Her guests are laughing at something, making me realize I haven’t been paying attention.

      “Val, it’s my birthday!” Chiara scolds, bumping my hip with hers. “You have to at least act like you’re having fun.”

      I force a smile that I hope looks genuine. “I am having fun,” I lie.

      What I’m actually doing is mentally mapping every exit point and calculating how many seconds it would take my security to reach me if someone pulled a gun.

      The high-top table that we’re standing around is in the back corner of the rooftop bar, prime real estate with a full view of the space. There are designer dresses, expensive jewelry, flirtations, and pounding music.

      This is the kind of place where men come to feel powerful and don’t realize they’re actually prey.

      Two of my soldiers stand near the entrance, half hidden in the shadows, suits immaculate, expressions bored. Santo is closer to the railing, angled like he’s taking in the view rather than tracking every movement up here. No visible weapons. Just expensive watches and dead eyes.

      Local men probably assume they’re hedge-fund or oil money.

      They’re not.

      I catch Santo’s gaze and give him the smallest nod. I’m good. I’m safe. The building is vetted, and the owner knows I’m here.

      “Your table has been taken care of tonight,” he’d told me when we arrived. “Compliments of the house.”

      Compliments of my last name is more like it.

      Given those circumstances, no one is stupid enough to start something here. I’m safe.

      Santo’s shoulders loosen by a millimeter. For my men, that’s practically a hammock and a margarita.

      Trying to behave like I’m expected to, I lift my glass in Chiara’s direction. Above her, a dozen metallic balloons bob in the warm breeze. “To the last year of your twenties.”

      Our friends cheer, the sound bright and a little shrill over the low thrum of music. I drain my glass.

      “To poor life choices,” someone says.

      “To not getting murdered,” I add, which makes Chiara snort champagne through her nose.

      We laugh, and for a heartbeat, I let myself sink into it. Not as Don Fabrizio Russo’s daughter. Not the woman who spent the week quietly shutting down a Bertoni capo who thought he could skim from a shipment and blame it on a dock worker.

      Tonight I’m just Val. In a red dress that would make my father scowl and heels that would give my mother a headache.

      I tilt back my glass, let the champagne dance over my tongue.

      The wine is far too sweet for my taste, and honestly, part of me would rather be at home, talking to my brother and father. But Chiara expected me to be here for bubbles and fun. And even though I’d made several excuses, she continued to insist I join her.

      The night air is warm on my bare shoulders, and the silk hem of my dress brushes the top of my thighs when I shift my weight.

      Around me, the music pulses and lights shimmer. For the first time in days, I’m not actively trying to keep anyone alive.

      And then the air changes.

      I feel it in the subtle tightening at the base of my skull. There’s a prickle along the back of my neck, like someone just laid a dangerous hand on the room.

      I freeze.

      “Someone’s staring at you,” Chiara singsongs, already tipsy and more than a little delighted.

      Unfortunately for me, people always seem to stare. Because of my guards. My face. My name. My reputation.

      But when I follow her gaze across the rooftop, I know she doesn’t mean the usual curiosity.

      She means him.

      He’s at the far side of the rooftop, half shadowed, a dark slash of tailored suit and ruthless stillness.

      The man is drop-dead gorgeous with impossibly broad shoulders and what I imagine are rock-hard abs.

      The fit of his suit is perfect, quiet and expensive at the same time.

      He’s loosened his tie a little bit. Not enough to be casual, just intentional.

      He doesn’t fidget. Doesn’t preen. Instead, he just watches.

      Like he’s cataloguing the room.

      Our eyes meet.

      And now he’s cataloguing me.

      Heat suddenly rushes through me, settling deep inside.

      Instantly I shove away the hated, unwanted reaction.

      I’m absolutely not interested. Not in him. Not in any man. I have too much to accomplish to allow myself to be sidelined by my hormones.

      “I mean, he is gorgeous.” Chiara touches my arm, dragging my attention away from the man. “And it has been a reallllly long time for you.”

      “Don’t.” Even as I protest, my betraying pulse notches up a second time. “Whatever you’re thinking, no.”

      “He’s hot, Val.”

      As if that means anything, I try to tell myself.

      “And he won’t look at anyone else. It’s rude to ignore that kind of commitment.”

      I roll my eyes, but despite my best efforts, my attention keeps drifting back to him.

      He doesn’t look like Dallas money. There’s too much coiled restraint, not enough performative flash. He moves like someone who knows exactly how much space he owns and doesn’t need to prove it.

      Danger, my instincts scream.

      Opportunity, another part of me whispers.

      It’s been a long time since I let my guard down with anyone. And maybe I yearn for a connection with someone who has no idea who I am.

      After exhaling—and wondering what in the hell is wrong with me—I determinedly finish the last of my flute.

      Now I can switch to something I’d rather drink.

      Even though I could signal for a server, I don’t. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Bring back Mr. Tall, Dark, and Broody,” Chiara calls as I slip away from the table.

      Once again wondering what is wrong with me, I weave around the clusters of people.

      As I pass my men, Santo straightens slightly, eyes scanning the immediate area.

      “I’m just going to get a drink,” I murmur as I near him.

      “I’ll get it for you, ma’am.”

      “Thanks.” With a small smile, I wave him off. “But I’ll do it myself, thank you.”

      He gives the barest nod. “Stay where I can see you, signorina.”

      “Of course.” That is one rule my father set that I don’t dare violate.

      I reach the bar and slide onto one of the comfortable chairs. I don’t order immediately, even though the attentive bartender asks what she can do for me.

      Instead, I rest my elbows lightly on the polished surface as I look around, calculating. It’s a habit I’ve had since I was old enough to see over a conference table. I count exits as I look for threats.

      Up here, the who’s who of Dallas’s elite believe they’re safe, that this is a slice of music and light.

      I know better.

      There are threats everywhere.

      Movement brushes the edge of my awareness.

      A reflection in the glass shows the broad-shouldered man pushing off from where he’d been leaning.

      I hide my smile as he cuts through the crowd toward me.

      I wait until he steps into my space, and the air goes thick and electric, buzzing over my skin like a live wire.

      Then I slowly turn toward him.

      Oh God.

      Tall, dark, and broody, just as Chaira said.

      This close, he’s worse. Or better.

      His dark hair is a shade too long to be corporate-correct, and his jaw looks like it was carved to take a punch and give one back. His eyes are…

      God.

      Sharp and assessing.

      They’re a rich, dangerous brown that rakes over me like he has every right.

      For a moment, neither of us speaks.

      He leans in, and the crisp, dark scent of him displaces everything else.

      Unable to help myself, I inhale again and take in the notes of power, undercut by something faintly citrusy. It’s brisk and controlled, like he refuses to allow anything that lingers longer than necessary.

      I force myself to breathe through it and pretend I’m not drowning in his masculinity.

      He drags over the nearby stool and takes a seat, mere inches from me.

      The Texas heat, the music, the people, everything fades until there’s just this breathless, suspended thing between us.

      Then I blink, forcing myself to remember that I’m in control.

      I give him my best smile, the one I’ve perfected over the years spent at my father’s side. It’s as calculated as it is controlled. Promising everything and yet nothing at the same time.

      “Can I buy you a drink?” His voice is sexy as sin, rough-edged and low, threaded with promises I know better than to believe.

      Still, despite myself, my pulse trips.

      “That depends,” I say.

      One dark brow lifts. “On?”

      “Whether or not I like the company.”

      The corner of his mouth curls up, and something inside me turns molten. Damn it. Damn him.

      “In that case, allow me to attempt to make a good impression.”

      He doesn’t wait for my answer. Instead, he signals for the bartender with a flick of his fingers like he owns the place. When he orders, it’s not some generic rooftop cocktail.

      It’s my drink.

      Exactly my drink. A Sicilian Velvet.

      When the bartender sets the crystal in front of me, the liquid inside is the perfect shade and pour.

      I narrow my eyes, amusement sparking. “You did your research.”

      “Something like that,” he acknowledges.

      I wrap my fingers around the glass, intending to take a sip, but his hand closes around my wrist before I can lift it.

      It shocks me.

      Not the touch exactly—men have tried to catch my hand before. It’s the quality of how he handles the situation. And me. Firm. Controlled. Like he already knows my pulse will jump for him and he’s checking to see if he’s right.

      He is.

      Heat flares under his fingers, my heartbeat kicking against his thumb like a trapped bird. For half a second, my body responds before my brain does, and a shiver slides up my spine.

      “Careful, Valentina.” His voice is a warning and a caress.

      I freeze.

      He knows my name.

      My gaze snaps up to his, all teasing gone. “How do you know who I am?”

      He flicks a glance toward the bartender. “I asked.”

      Of course he had. After all, he also knew my drink. The man is nothing, if not determined.

      “Ah.” I let my lips curve, even though my instincts are sharpening. “And what should I be careful about, Mr.…”

      I leave the question hanging, an invitation for him to supply his name. Not surprisingly, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Broody doesn’t respond.

      I’m not sure how, but he manages to lean in even closer, dominating my space without touching me anywhere but my wrist.

      Then slowly, deliberately, he brushes his thumb over my fluttering pulse.

      My breath catches in spite of myself.

      “Fair warning, Valentina.” He inhales, like he’s tasting me. “I don’t share.”

      A slow, delighted laugh spills out of me before I can stop it. Pure sin, my brothers would grumble. “I haven’t agreed to anything with you.”

      He quirks his lips, annoyingly, enchantingly. “Yet.”

      “That’s confident.”

      “Would you bet against me?” His gaze drags down my body and back up, lingering like a physical touch. “Bet against us?”

      Us?

      I should shut this down. I should roll my eyes, toss out some dismissive line, walk back to my table, and let Santo snap the man’s neck the second he tries to follow me.

      Instead, I tighten my fingers on the glass.

      “What is it that turns you on, Valentina?” the stranger asks, smoothly plucking the drink from my hand and setting it on the bar, just out of reach.

      I give him a slow once-over right back. He’s not the only one cataloguing and assessing.

      “Confidence,” I say. “But not arrogance.”

      “I’m guessing that’s a fine line?”

      “Very.”

      The bartender slides a tumbler of Bonds whiskey across to him. Then he takes a drink while looking at me as if he’s already stripped me out of this dress and pinned me to the nearest flat surface.

      I tell myself I’m imagining it. That I’m not distracted. That the faint prickle along my spine is just attraction with teeth.

      He pulls out his wallet and presents his black credit card, making me bristle. “I can pay for myself,” I tell him.

      His free hand comes up, palm out, as if to soothe. “No offense meant.”

      I don’t soften.

      He holds my gaze, mouth curling in a way designed to reassure. “It would be my pleasure.”

      My chin wants to go stubborn on principle, but my father did raise me to recognize a well-played move. And if this man thinks money gives him leverage over me, he’s going to be sorely disappointed.

      “In that case,” I say, letting a cool smile unfurl, “thank you.”

      “No strings attached.”

      Hearing the lie, I laugh. I’ve spent my adulthood sifting truth from bullshit. No man like this, in a place like this, buys the daughter of Fabrizio Russo a drink with no strings attached.

      And still, stupidly, recklessly, I want to see what he does next.

      The bartender presents him with the payment terminal, and as he’s selecting a tip, a man slides in next to me on my far side, accidentally bumping the back of my chair.

      Instinctively I turn, and he immediately apologizes.

      I make the mistake of smiling, and he says he’s from Denver. It’s his first visit to Dallas, and he asks how we tolerate the heat and humidity.

      “You get used to it.” With that, I turn my attention back to the stranger who bought me a drink.

      He lifts his glass, angling it toward me. “To a memorable evening,” he proposes.

      “You’re skating a fine line.” I smile.

      “The one between confidence and arrogance?” He doesn’t sound remotely concerned.

      My pulse is too loud.

      With a challenging grin, I pick up my glass and clink the rim against his.

      The cut crystal sings, clear and bright.

      Then, aware of his gaze on mine, I take a steady sip.

      The whiskey-forward drink settles into me with a pleasant warmth, familiar enough that I let my shoulders drop a fraction. He watches me like my reaction is the only thing happening in the room.

      “How is it?”

      “Wonderful.” Much better than the bottle of bubbles that Chiara had wanted.

      “You look like you needed that,” he says quietly.

      “Yeah.”

      He waits.

      “Long week.” The admission slips out before I can stop it.

      His gaze warms—just a fraction. “Then let’s call this the start of a better one.”

      I take another refreshing sip.

      And just like that, everything tilts, like an elevator easing down a floor. A metallic curl threads down my tongue. My thoughts don’t stop, but they…lag, half a beat behind.

      The rooftop soundscape blurs at the edges, the music dipping lower, distant, like someone’s turned the volume down in another room.

      I frown and glance into the glass. The level’s barely changed.

      Is it hitting me so hard because I’d had champagne first?

      The city lights beyond the rooftop smudge at the edges, turning from crisp lines into smeared streaks of color. Gold and blue and red melt together like wet paint, but there’s a lazy, contented warmth uncurling in my chest that doesn’t match the sharp spike of alarm in my head.

      I blink, hard. My lashes feel heavier than they should.

      “Too strong?” he asks, voice a little too close.

      “I’m fine,” I say automatically, and the words come out smooth, not slurred. A half-octave softer, maybe. Like I’m humoring him.

      Except I’m not fine. Something is…off.

      My limbs feel light and heavy at the same time, as if my bones have been wrapped in cotton.

      This isn’t the pleasant float of a good buzz. It’s more like someone’s slipped a filter over the world and forgot to tell me.

      I shift, and I feel wobbly. His hand is there instantly, braced at the small of my back, steady, warm through the thin silk.

      “Easy,” he murmurs, the word a sin and an order.

      I straighten, mostly because his hand guides me to. My body follows his subtle pressure like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

      My brain feels…slower, like I’m thinking through warm honey. A cold prickle slides down my spine. I know this sensation. I’ve seen women stumble out of private rooms in worse clubs than this with this exact glaze in their eyes.

      No.

      No.

      My heart slams against my ribs, thunder in a too-small cage.

      I lift my gaze, searching for my men.

      Santo is exactly where I expect, standing near the railing, scanning the crowd.

      “Hey,” the stranger says softly, cutting across the scattered thought. “Valentina. Look at me.”

      My lips part. The name I meant to say evaporates. My eyes snap back to his like he’s a magnet and I’m made of filings.

      “You okay?” he asks, tone threaded with concern that would sound real to anyone who doesn’t know better.

      “As I told you. Long week.”

      The answer is too easy. Too smooth. Like my mouth’s on autopilot while the rest of me bangs on the inside of my skull, screaming.

      He’s clear. Sharp. Unblurred.

      Of course he is.

      I know, with the cold, sinking certainty I usually reserve for body identification, exactly what’s happening.

      He did this.

      Slipped something into my drink.

      My fingers tighten on my glass. I try to pick it up, to let it fall, to make a scene, to shatter crystal on stone and force my men to look⁠—

      “Careful.” He closes his hand over mine, steadying me before I can follow through. To anyone watching, his gesture might seem attentive. Maybe flirtatious.

      He eases the glass from my grip like it’s nothing. Like I’m nothing.

      The music muffles further. The hum of voices stretches and warps.

      I look in the mirror behind the bar. My eyes are too wide, too unblinking.

      The skyline is a smear of neon and glass. The part of me that assesses risk, that inventories exits, keeps trying to rise, but it keeps slipping, sliding away on the same warm, inevitable tide that makes my shoulders relax.

      “Valentina?” he asks again, lower now. “You with me?”

      I want to yell no. Want to scream that you drugged me, you bastard.

      What comes out is, “Yeah. I’m good.”

      The lie is as easy as breathing.

      He smiles then, slow and satisfied, and I hate that it looks good on him. “Do me a favor?” He angles his body so his mouth is near my ear, and his hand is still a warm brand at my back. “Your friends are watching. Turn around. Show them you’re okay.”

      Some buried instinct tries to dig its heels in. Don’t. Don’t you dare.

      Instead, my body does what he wants as he puts a hand on my seat and turns it slightly so that I’m facing the grinning women at the party table.

      My smile snaps into place like a mask I’ve worn a thousand times.

      Before I can stop myself, I lift my hand and curve my fingers into a ridiculous little heart.

      They shriek and laugh like I knew they would.

      One of them wolf whistles. Another cups her hands around her mouth and shouts something about me being “bad” and “going home with the hot one.”

      Perfect cover. My stomach rolls. My cheeks feel hot. I can’t tell if it’s the drug or the fury.

      “That’s my good girl,” he murmurs, too low for anyone else to hear. The words slide down my spine like ice.

      He stands and offers a hand, one I’m compelled to accept.

      When I’m upright, my ankles wobble, and he tightens his grip. “Now let your men know you’re leaving with me.”

      My men?

      I try to blink.

      He knows I have security. Just who the hell are you?

      “Do as you’re told, Valentina.”

      I’m incapable of anything else.

      I force my gaze past his shoulder, toward my men. Santo is moving now, frowning, starting toward us. Still, he’s too far. Everything is too far.

      “Tell him you’re fine and that you’re going back to my room. Room 2317.” His voice has been sanded down to something smooth and coaxing. “Everything is fine. You’ll let him know when you’re ready to leave.”

      Everything is fine.

      Rage spikes again, bright and sharp…

      Nothing is fine.

      Then the emotion dulls, smothered under the heavy warmth spreading through my veins. My feet carry me toward Santo before I’ve finished deciding to move.

      “I’m going with him.” To my horror, the words are clear, not slurred at all. I even add a little laugh, the sound bubbly and wrong in my own ears.

      Santo frowns a little.

      “Room 2317,” I repeat dutifully. “I’ll let you know when I’m ready to go home.”

      He scans me, eyes narrowing, cataloguing: no visible struggle, no tears, no fear on my face, no stumble he can justify stepping in over. Just his boss’s daughter, steady on her stilettos with a powerful man at her back and a rooftop full of witnesses.

      “Signorina?” The question is a last check. A last chance.

      “I’m good,” I reassure him. I lift my hand in a lazy little wave that feels like it belongs to someone else. “I’ll have my phone.”

      He hesitates, just for a beat. Then training, protocol, optics—whatever it is—wins. He nods once and falls back, reclaiming his post by the railing.

      Then the awful man who is doing this to me has my tiny purse over one shoulder and his fingers flexed against my back. To anyone watching, it probably looks like he’s being protective of his drunk date.

      Except I’m not drunk. I’m compromised. And I just helped him do it.

      “Let’s get you away from here.”

      “Yes.”

      “We’ll walk toward the exit.” He dips his head, lips near my ear, his breath hot against my skin. “Easy, princess.”

      That name. That tone.

      The word princess sounds different now. It’s not a gentle tease. He knows I’m a Mafia princess. And his tone is a fierce claim. Does he have any idea how much trouble he’s bought himself?

      Panic surges, huge and useless, slamming into the drug dragging me under.

      The rooftop tilts again as his hand directs my steps.

      My body is obedient, as if we’ve done this a hundred times.

      People part for us without really seeing, the music and laughter smearing into one long, distant sound.

      I want to dig my heels in. I want to claw my way out of my own skin. Instead, I let him steer me toward the stairwell door, my head tipping briefly against his shoulder as if I chose it.

      Who are you?

      I feel suddenly, terrifyingly small as my body keeps moving, as the world turns to molasses and the stranger holds me perfectly, impossibly steady.

      And what the hell are you planning to do to me?
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        Dante

        Houston, Texas

      

      

      “Have you lost your fucking mind?”

      My oldest brother, Matteo, stands behind our father’s old desk, shoulders squared, sleeves rolled to his forearms, tie loosened just enough to signal he’s past civility. The lamplight cuts sharp angles down his face.

      He’s our family’s don now. And he’s compelled my presence. In fact, to ensure I knew how serious he was, he sent several of his men to my house.

      Nico, my cousin and the Moretti family’s consigliere, stands off to the side, one hand resting on the bar cart, posture relaxed in a way that fools absolutely no one. His gaze tracks me with quiet, razor-edged calculation. Clearly he’s already working on the massive issue I created.

      I close the door behind me and take a couple of steps into the familiar study.

      The air smells of aged leather and faint cigar smoke, a remnant of Father’s era.

      As always, I take note of Don Raffaele Moretti’s portrait. It hadn’t been there when he was alive, but Matteo had it commissioned right after the funeral.

      So none of us forget our legacy, our responsibilities.

      The distance I leave between us is deliberate. I’m near enough that they know I’m not backing down and far enough to make my own point. I’m the family’s underboss and not a subordinate.

      I had reasons for what I did. And they all involve protecting our turf and the Moretti family.

      “I asked you a question, Dante.”

      I could lie. I don’t.

      Instead, deadly calm, I meet his gaze. “I know exactly what I’m doing.”

      Matteo’s fingers curl around the edge of the desk, the muscle in his jaw ticking. “You goddamn well took Fabrizio Russo’s daughter off a rooftop in Dallas. Without authorization.”

      Authorization. As if this family has survived by waiting politely for approval.

      “She was compromised.”

      I offer no apologies. No explanation. Just the truth, as I see it.

      Nico’s voice comes low, cooling an already-icy room. “Compromised how?”

      “Drugged.”

      The word lands like a dropped blade.

      Matteo’s stare sharpens. “By whom?”

      I hold his gaze until I feel it press against the back of my skull. “Does it matter?”

      “Fucking hell.” His nostrils flare. “It matters if we’re about to go to war with Dallas because you couldn’t keep your damn impulses in check.”

      He’s not wrong. He’s also not right.

      “She was already a target.” I let my words unwind slowly, deliberately. “The Russos have been encroaching on Houston for months. She was seen here twice in the last week, both times without an escort. They were testing our borders, and we all know it.”

      Nico shifts, subtle but absolute, the easy posture dropping away.

      His attention sharpens because he understands exactly what that means.

      “Her presence was a deliberate, hostile act,” I continue, voice steady. “Russo knew where she was, and he allowed her to waltz into our territory like she owns it.” And that’s bullshit. “She wandered around Montrose and shopped at the Galleria as if the city already belongs to them.” I form my hands into tight fists. “He poked at a sleeping wolf, and no one—including you, big brother—should be shocked when it wakes up.”

      Matteo’s jaw flexes. The muscle there jumps like he’s grinding back all the things he wants to say.

      “The moment she stepped onto Houston soil,” I add, “she made herself a target.”

      Nico’s eyes flicker.

      “Their consigliere didn’t reach out to you before she sashayed through the Heights, did he?”

      We all know she’s the family’s unofficial consigliere, but there are protocols that could have been followed if they wanted to avoid this kind of situation.

      “Nico?” I prompt.

      “No,” he confirms.

      There’s agreement, unease, and calculation in his expression.

      He sees the map the way I do.

      Every movement is a message.

      Every appearance in enemy territory is a provocation.

      “They wanted to see if we’d respond.” I let the truth settle like a weight across the room. “We had no choice.”

      “No choice?” Matteo echoes, voice disbelieving. “Kidnapping the Russo family princess while she was safe at home was the only move you saw on the board?”

      Matteo and Nico exchange glances.

      Casually I shrug. “They deserve this.”

      Matteo exhales. “We can’t prove anything.”

      Fighting to keep my anger in check, I slap my hands on his desk and lean forward. “They fucking murdered our father. And they’re muscling into our territory. I won’t allow it.”

      “Fuck me.” Matteo drags a hand through his hair. “This isn’t your goddamn decision.”

      I can’t argue with that. He’s head of the family. But I know he thirsts for blood as much as I do.

      Nico exhales. When he speaks, his voice is as precise as a scalpel. “Where is she?”

      “Safe.”

      “Damn you, Dante.” Matteo’s voice drops, deep and clipped. “Quit fucking bullshitting us. You’re walking a fine line.”

      I push myself upright again and meet his stare without flinching. “At my house.”

      My words hit hard.

      The way a bullet lands when it hits the protective armor plate but still bruises the ribs.

      Matteo tightens his fingers around the edge of the desk.

      Nico draws in a slow breath.

      Though they exchange glances, neither of them speak.

      Because the meaning is unmistakable: I didn’t stash her in a warehouse. I didn’t tuck her into a safehouse. I didn’t leave her with soldiers or send her out of state.

      I put her under my roof.

      The Moretti underboss’s roof.

      The place no one enters without permission.

      The symbolic weight is massive.

      We all know what the rest of Texas’s Families will assume.

      “Who’s with her?” Nico asks.

      “Adriano.” His name comes with an image—my soldier outside my bedroom door, back against the wall, expression blank but eyes always moving. The faint strip of corridor light at his boots. The sight of the lock behind him.

      “She’s…resting,” I add. “The door’s locked.” From the outside. I’ve been planning this. So I took that extra precaution. And, of course, an almost invisible thumbprint sensor so I can open if from the inside in case of an emergency. “Cameras are rolling. I guarantee her safety.”

      Matteo’s brows draw low. “You goddamn well put her in your bed.”

      There’s a beat of silence that’s heavy. Telling.

      It pulls the memory up with brutal clarity—her weight soft in my arms as I carried her upstairs, the faint, intoxicating scent of her skin and shampoo.

      The tremor in my fingers as I undressed her with more care than I should have. The warmth of her cheek beneath my knuckles when I brushed her hair aside.

      Nico speaks, jolting me from the past as he demands an exact timeline of what happened.

      As I answer in a calm, unhurried tone, Matteo stares at me like he’s deciding whether to reach across the desk and knock me out cold. “Did I make a mistake naming you my underboss?”

      His words reopen wounds. The sight of our father’s body in the morgue, his satin-lined coffin, the vows I made as he was being lowered into the ground, the work I’ve done in blood and shadow so Matteo wouldn’t have to.

      Thick and suffocating silence spreads over the room. The old clock on the wall ticks once, twice—too loud in a room where everything else has gone still.

      Finally I answer him. “We needed revenge.”

      “Fuck.”

      “And I prevented a war.”

      He stands and moves around the desk, leaning against it, arms folded. “You prevented a war?”

      “Yes.” I keep my voice steady. “With the escalation, the way they were testing us. If the Russos happened on one of our crews, there’d be a gunbattle. And my way…” I shrug. “Not a drop of blood spilled.”

      “As long as you’re unconcerned that kidnapping is a federal offense. And we already have enough heat.”

      Feds made their presence known even as we laid the Moretti boss to rest. “I didn’t cross state lines with her.”

      “Jesus Christ. That’s your defense?”

      Finally, in the tense silence, Nico speaks. “It looks as if she went with you willingly?”

      “She let her friends know she was leaving.” I remember the ridiculous, adorable heart shape she made with her hands.

      “And her soldiers?”

      “She told them she was safe.”

      Nico is both practical and matter-of-fact. “You left Dallas immediately?”

      I nod. “Took her to my room.” Not 2317. A different tower, entirely. “Private elevator to the helicopter.”

      Nico glances at his pricy—and new—Bonds watch. “An hour, more or less from wheels up to wheels down.”

      “Correct.”

      Nico regards me. “Is it possible she hasn’t been missed?”

      “As I was on my way over here, she received a message from her soldier.”

      “You responded to it, of course,” Matteo assumes.

      It was easy enough to press her finger against the screen for biometric access. “I did.”

      Nico raises an assessing eyebrow.

      He hasn’t been consigliere very long, and Matteo had doubts about a man so young becoming his father’s most trusted adviser.

      But after the assassination, he immediately made Nico his own consigliere.

      There’s a comfort in keeping everything in the family. No questions about where loyalties lie.

      Matteo levels a look at Nico. “Get on the phone before Fabrizio discovers his daughter is gone.”

      Already in motion, Nico nods once.

      I know he’s calling the family—consigliere to consigliere. The job he’s paid handsomely to do.

      He slips outside, the glass door shutting behind him.

      The room tightens without him.

      Matteo turns back to me. “How long will she sleep for?”

      The question that acknowledges everything. That I was the one who drugged her.

      “Not much longer.”

      Voice tight, my brother grits out, “How much longer?”

      “She’ll be awake any minute.” If my calculations are right. Which is why I’m anxious to get the fuck out of here.

      Before Matteo can go on, the terrace door opens again. Nico steps inside, phone still in his hand.

      “Dallas is aware.” His voice is calm. His eyes are not.

      Matteo stiffens. “Terms?”

      “They need a proof-of-life call before sunrise.”

      Or the fires of hell will be unleashed.

      The most dangerous phrase in our world.

      Even though he doesn’t need to, Nico confirms what we’re all thinking. “If it doesn’t happen, Dallas will mobilize.”

      Matteo drags a hand over his jaw as he levels his gaze on me. “She’ll call her father?”

      “She will.”

      The room goes still, carved out and hollow for a single suspended breath.

      Then my phone vibrates.

      I grab it from the pocket in my suit coat, and all of us look at it.

      Adriano. My soldier.

      I answer without hesitation. “Talk.”

      “Boss. She’s stirring.” His voice is low, controlled. “She moved a minute ago. On her back now. Breathing steady.”

      Heat coils low in my gut—tight, dangerous, and oh-so-fucking welcome. “Keep eyes on her.”

      Then, after ending the call, I open another app. One that will show a feed of my bedroom. I shouldn’t do it. But damn it to hell, I can’t help myself.

      Matteo and Nico move in closer, and we form a tense triangle around the glowing screen.

      My bedroom appears, lit softly by the bedside lamps.

      She’s there.

      Before the fucking vultures can get a better look at her, I turn away.

      She lies in the center of my bed in my shirt, the black fabric draped over her curves, sleeves rolled to her elbows. One knee is bent, and her thigh is pale against the dark. Her hair spills across my pillow like I arranged it that way.

      Her beautiful pink lips are parted. Her breathing is slow. And color has started to return to her cheeks, leaving her soft and flushed.

      My pulse kicks.

      I remember everything—the delicate slide of the zipper parting beneath my fingers, the whisper of her dress falling, the warmth of her skin under my hands, the way her body felt against mine as I carried her to this exact place. The faint sigh when I brushed hair from her face.

      The possessive thought I should never have allowed:

      Mine.

      On the screen, she shifts again, her long, beautiful lashes fluttering.

      With a nod, I make the screen go blank and face my family.

      Matteo’s gaze is on my face, and whatever he sees there makes his expression darken.

      “You’re staring at her like she’s the first sunrise you’ve ever seen.”

      I don’t look away. Not immediately. Not fast enough.

      Nico’s voice cuts in quietly. “This doesn’t look like control, Dante. It looks like obsession.”

      “Good.”

      The word is low, steady, honest.

      Let them think I’ve lost my mind over her. Let them misread the entire shape of this move. People underestimate a man they believe is ruled by hunger.

      Then, unable to help myself, I check on her again.

      On the screen, Valentina’s lips part around a soft breath, her brows drawing together as she eases toward consciousness.

      I lean in, just a little closer.

      Matteo notices. Face tightening, he swears viciously under his breath. “Christ. You didn’t just light a fire, little brother. You dropped a match into gasoline.”

      I watch her breath catch, the first stirrings of a woman who will wake furious, brilliant, and dangerous.

      “Fucking fix your mistake.”

      Oh. I will.

      But they will not like how I do it.

      Even though I nod, my focus is on her and not the men in front of me.

      And I realize something with bone-deep certainty…something I dare not confess.

      I have zero fucking regrets.
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      I wake to a scent that shouldn’t be here.

      Clean soap, sharp and unmistakable, power threaded with a faintly citrusy tang.

      I know it from somewhere…

      Suddenly chilled, I go still.

      The smell sharpens as my awareness does, and threads begin to pull together.

      Memories surface in out-of-order shards rather than scenes—night air, laughter, celebrating Chaira’s birthday on the rooftop, her teasing me about Mr. Tall, Dark, and Broody.

      Walking toward the bar, sliding onto a stool to wait for him. The way a stranger bumped into me and crowded me. The way I turned back to…

      The stranger.

      God, he was electrifying, offering to buy me a drink, igniting my senses as he leaned in closer, and I breathed in his scent… Of potent masculinity and danger.
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