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PROLOGUE
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Yvonne Duhan

11 Years Earlier

THE STARRY SKY DRAPED over the trees like a blanket of diamonds. The fresh, clean air surrounds us, and at the end of the trail, the beautiful wooden cabin is lit up in the clearing. I feel my father’s heavy hands on my shoulders.

“You’re soaked through.” My father wraps the towel around me. “You don’t want a birthday cold, do you?”

“Come on, Dad, we have to get the marshmallows ready for when Mom and the boys get here,” I say, heading cheerfully toward the cabin.

“Yves, sweetheart...” My father places a hand on my back. “Your mother and your brothers aren’t coming for your birthday.”

I blink, confused, and lower my head to hide my disappointment.

“But I’ll be here,” he says, running a hand through my hair. “I wouldn’t miss your fifteenth birthday for anything in the world.”

I look at him lovingly. My father is my companion, and when we’re at Hope Cottage, nothing else matters, only family.

“I’m glad we’re here, Dad.”

“Oh, I’m happy to hear that. Your mother wasn’t at all pleased to cancel that whole ridiculous party.”

I frown.

At my request, my father persuaded my mother not to force me into having the over-the-top fifteenth birthday party she so desperately wanted. Of course, it didn’t please her. Nothing seems to.

I step into the cabin, feeling the familiar, cozy atmosphere wrap around me. I head straight for the shower and take my time, savoring the calm around me. This calm doesn’t exist at our house. There are always soldiers in every corner, my mother’s complaints, Josh’s protests, and Jhofrey’s grumbling.

But at Hope Cottage there’s something magical, something that makes me feel free from all the obligations my family name forces me to carry.

A sweet smell drifts through the house, leading me toward the kitchen. My father is at the counter, covered in flour and fumbling with the other ingredients scattered across it.

“Come here, my Yves...” He laughs. “We’ve already got a batch of cookies in the oven. Your favorite.” He kisses the top of my head.

Seeing the mighty Capo of the American mafia all covered in flour, laughing easy and carefree, fills my heart with joy. Because this is my father, not the severe man everyone expects him to be.

No, Jaime Duhan is so much more than the Capo of the Shelees.

I throw my arms around him and hug him tight, my eyes welling up as I hide my face from him.

“Thank you, Dad,” I say, wiping my hands across my face. “For being here with me. It’s the best birthday of my life.”

He laughs, taking off the dirty apron.

“Even better than the one we spent at Disney?” he asks, raising an eyebrow, amused.

“Much better,” I say, tilting my head to look at him. “Because you spent three whole days with me with no one bothering us.”

His light expression shifts, and he looks at me, moved.

“Oh, my dear... my daughter.” His eyes shine. “You are my pride, Yvonne. And I will never be able to put into words how much I love you and how proud I am of you.” He smooths my hair. “You are the future of our name, my girl. I am sure of it.”

I smile at him, touched.

“I don’t know if I could carry our name the way you do, Dad,” I say, lowering my gaze.

He shakes his head slowly, processing my words.

“I know you’ll do the right thing, Yvonne.” He opens the oven and pulls out the tray of cookies. “I raised you for this, my daughter, and you amaze me more every day with the strength inside you.”

“Mom doesn’t share your opinion,” I say, watching him set the tray on the counter.

My father looks up and gives me a sincere smile.

“Your mother doesn’t know you.” He gestures toward the cookies. “So, what do you think?”

“They look terrible.” I laugh, looking at the shapeless biscuits. “But better than last time,” I encourage him.

My father laughs and leans against the counter.

“That’s what matters,” he says, winking at me. “Listen to what I’m telling you, my girl. You are a lovely child, but you will become a spectacular woman.”

“You have a lot of faith in me, Dad.” I put two cookies on my plate.

“I’d trust you with my life, Yvonne.” He looks straight into my eyes. “I’d trust you with everything that is mine.”

I give an uneasy smile. Mom would go crazy hearing Dad talk like this. Jaqueline Duhan hates misunderstandings, and above all, she hates anything my father says that contradicts what she thinks is right.

“I promise I’ll do my best. For our family,” I say awkwardly.

I start toward the sofa and stop when I hear my father’s concise voice.

“No, Yvonne. Promise you’ll do your best for you.” This time his voice sounds like a command.

I look over my shoulder in his direction. He stares at me, serious.

“Yes,” I swallow dryly. “I promise.”
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CHAPTER 1
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Yvonne Duhan

I HURRY DOWN THE HALLWAYS, rubbing my hands together, the anxiety growing with each step closer to my brother’s office. And I feel pathetic for letting Josh affect me this much. Any summons to his office sets off every red alert in my mind.

I stop in front of the double wooden door with its carved, curving designs and take three deep breaths. I raise my hand, but before I can knock, the door swings open. A short, stocky man brushes past me, muttering irritably.

I enter the office, and the smell of tobacco mixed with alcohol stings my nose. Josh is standing by the window, lost in thought. He turns to me, his dark hair disheveled, his eyes sunken, his mouth a tight line of irritation so early in the day.

“Rough morning?” I ask, impassive.

Showing any kind of emotion in Josh’s presence is a mistake, one I swore I’d never make again.

“Don’t just stand there. Sit.”

Josh settles into the armchair by the window and lights a cigar. His eyes study me meticulously, and his lips purse with displeasure.

I hate that sidelong look.

“I thought it important to make you aware that your fiancé will be arriving for the family gathering tomorrow night.” Josh exhales smoke, relaxing.

It takes me a moment to process the information he’s just dropped on me, but the irritation is immediate.

“Fiancé?” I narrow my eyes. “Josh, it’s been over two years since we’ve had any contact with the Italian family.”

My brother shifts in his chair, plants his elbows on his knees, and looks at me seriously.

“Which means you’ll have to try even harder,” Josh dictates.

I learned the hard way that arguing with Josh always ends with someone getting hurt, and unfortunately, that someone is usually me.

“After all the trouble between our families, I don’t believe any effort on my part will be looked upon favorably.” My voice wavers slightly; I take a deep breath. “And I’m not inclined to accept this, either.”

Josh offers a tense smile.

“Let’s not start that argument again, Yvonne.” He stands up abruptly. “Do as I’m telling you, sister. In the end, you’ll be the one to pay for your choices.”

[image: ]

MY BED IS ALREADY PILED high with dresses of various colors, heaped on every side. I toss the last dress Catarina gave me onto the pile of red ones and collapse into the chair, exhausted.

Cathy emerges from the closet with two more dresses in her hands and one draped over her arm.

“You can’t possibly have disliked the last one I gave you!” she complains, seeing the red dress thrown on the bed.

I let out an irritated huff of air.

“I can’t take this anymore, Cathy!” I exclaim.

“Truly, choosing a dress for a grand event is an arduous task,” Cathy mutters.

I shoot her a sidelong glance.

“You know what I meant.”

Cathy tells me to stand up, handing me the pearly green dress and the turquoise-blue one.

“Why are you so angry about all this?” Cathy discards the green dress. “It’s not as if you didn’t know you’d end up married to him.”

I shrug off the blue dress, annoyed.

“I still held out hope it wouldn’t come to this. It’s been two years since our paths crossed. I thought this idiotic arranged marriage idea had been shelved,” I say impatiently.

For years, Josh has been trying to forge an alliance with the Camurros, the Italian family, and my brother’s efforts have never made Dimitre Viorelle, the Don, nurture any trust for the American family. Recent events have only made things worse.

The marriage was the only proposal Dimitre Viorelle ever considered to maintain an alliance with the Shelees. Initially, his interest was based more on the respect he had for my father, but Josh has been strung along by the Italians for years with the promise of a marriage everyone knows will never happen.

Every delay in the negotiations of this doomed marriage gave me hope that I might get free. I already knew Hugo Motta, and our relationship consisted of banal conversations at frivolous events. He’s not interested in me, and I’m not interested in him.

I’m counting on that to see the end of this unfounded agreement.

The Italian family has no reason to want to ally with the Shelees. We have nothing different or interesting to offer, and we’ve already caused plenty of problems for their family, which I’m sure they won’t forget so easily.

“Could you wipe that scowl off your face?” Cathy hands me a lilac dress. “It’s an important event. If not for your own reasons, at least go to keep me company.”

The lilac dress with its translucent sleeves, well-defined bodice, and thin skirt clinging to the body is beautiful.

“You don’t need me to do well at any event, Cathy.” I smile at her.

“Oh, please.” She puffs. “Without you by my side, people will walk all over me.”

She holds the navy-blue dress up against her body and observes herself in the mirror. Catarina is beautiful with her reddish-brown hair and greenish eyes, her innocence stamped on every one of her features.

Cathy was molded by her family to be the exemplary woman within the family. No one understands the hierarchy within the Shelees’ female elite better than she does. And being raised among so many powerful, venomous women has made Cathy withdrawn, always worried about what others think of her.

She can’t see beyond this side of the family; her vision is short and limited. In a way, I’m grateful for that. If Catarina could see the other side of the family, every drop of her innocence and lightness would be drained away.

“You’ll look beautiful in that dress.” I smile at her.

Cathy looks at me through the mirror and smiles sweetly.

“You don’t think it’s too flashy?” she asks, insecure.

“No, it’s perfect.”

We spend the rest of the afternoon in my room getting ready, Cathy smiling and anxious, while my mind desperately searches for a way to free myself from my brother’s machinations.

I adjust the lilac dress on my body and let down my hair, which falls to my shoulders.

“It’s impossible for him not to fall in love with you,” Cathy says, beaming.

My expression closes off, and she touches my face delicately.

“Don’t worry so much, Yves. Try to enjoy the night.”

The naive thought of a dreamer like Cathy, but not at all possible for a realist like me.

Arriving at the ridiculously ostentatious event, I feel my stomach churn. Josh spared no expense for this party, with guests spread across the entire garden, the terrace, the stairs, and probably filling the inside of the mansion as well.

Catarina adjusts her dress, agitated, and grabs my arm, pulling me through the people who greet us from afar—many of whom I don’t even recognize.

“I thought you weren’t coming.” The deep voice sends a shiver down my spine.

Cathy turns in the middle of the crowd and flashes a huge smile at her brother. I try to normalize the heavy pounding of my heart before turning to face Lucas Maldonado, who stares at me with a crooked smile on his face.

His dark hair combed back and his cunning, honey-colored eyes, like a cat on the hunt, make me anxious.

The nausea makes me bring a hand to my stomach.

“You should have come to get us,” Cathy protests, hitting his shoulder.

My heart hammers in my chest, and I feel the muscles in my face trembling. No, I can’t slip up, not in front of Lucas.

“I see Ian managed the task,” Lucas taunts. “As dazzling as ever, Yves.” He kisses my hand.

I put on my best smile and feel my chin tremble. I can’t make a scene, not in this ridiculous circus Josh has orchestrated; my brother would be furious.

“Thank you,” I say through a clenched jaw.

And Lucas notices.

He notices every bit of tension in my movements, in every one of my words. It’s like a knife to my chest.

I pull my hand back forcefully and quickly.

In the distance, I see my brother Jhofrey approaching us, and I take the chance to move away from Lucas, meeting my brother halfway.

Jhofrey flashes a beautiful smile in my direction and takes my hand, guiding me through the crowd.

“Mom is going crazy looking for you,” he warns.

“My God, don’t tell her I’ve arrived,” I plead, dazed.

Jhofrey slows his steps and looks at me sideways.

“What’s got you so tense?” he asks, suspicious.

And I give him my best smile. At least, I hope it’s my best.

“All this clown show Josh is orchestrating,” I mutter.

Jhofrey lets out a heavy sigh.

“Don’t irritate him any more today.”

“Any more?” I raise an eyebrow.

“He’s already irritated enough. The whole party was meant to show good intentions and a relationship with the Italian family, and Dimitre couldn’t even be bothered to come,” Jhofrey remarks, restrained. “You can imagine our brother’s mood.”

A waiter passes by, and I grab a champagne flute, downing it in one go.

“Oh, no.” I gasp.

“What?” Jhofrey looks around curiously.

“Mom is heading our way,” I complain, desperate. “Is there time for me to run?”

Jhofrey laughs, alarmed.

“Too late, teddy bear.” He kisses my temple. “Can you handle her alone?”

I frown, realizing he’s dying to escape from our mother.

“Don’t pretend you won’t run from here as soon as she...”

Jhofrey is already distancing himself with a guilty smile on his face.

I turn quickly to face my mother, who grabs my arm, agitated.

“Yvonne... Yvonne...” My mother analyzes my dress. “Why are you hiding around here?”

“I wasn’t...” I look closely at her. “Never mind.”

“Come, the Italians have arrived, and you must be introduced.”

“Mom, I already know them.” I look around, searching for any pretext to slip away.

“Yvonne, don’t be petty, my dear...”

“Cathy...” I call out, looking into the crowd. “Cathy is calling me, Mom, and...”

I start to move away from her.

“Yvonne, come back here right now.”

I blend into the crowd without looking back. All these people, the chatter, the commotion is making me dizzy.

I go in search of a quiet place and walk hurriedly through the garden. As the noise diminishes, I feel I can breathe better. The sound of the fountain’s water falls like a sedative. I look at the full moon in the sky and gradually slow my thoughts.

Slow footsteps behind me make my back tense. I glance over my shoulder as Lucas approaches slowly, an empty glass in his hand.

And quickly, I arm myself with my false mask of courage and lift my head, letting the most lethal look I can muster show on my face.

“What do you want here?” I ask sharply. “Are you following me now?”

Lucas lets out a weak laugh.

“Where did all this courage come from?” he mocks.

The urge I have is to fly at him and slap his face. Hurt him in every way possible.

I look at the crowd in the distance having fun, laughing and talking, and I regret having distanced myself. I would a thousand times rather be in the middle of all that futile circus than alone in the presence of Lucas Maldonado.

“Has Josh tired of you already?” I taunt. “Are you that desperate to please him?”

His face contorts and transforms.

Lucas lunges toward me, throwing the glass onto the lawn. He grabs my wrist tightly, pulling my body downward.

With my free hand, I punch him in the stomach, making him grunt and step back, even more irritated.

“Watch your tongue, Yvonne. Do you think the Italian will have patience for your attitude?” He takes another step toward me. “He’ll do much worse than I ever did, sweetness.”

A chill runs down my spine, petrifying me in place. I raise my gaze to meet Lucas’s eyes, which shine with pleasure at seeing how much he still affects me.

“Maybe I’ll ask him to kill you.” I clench my jaw.

Lucas lets out a laugh.

“It really is your profile to be a vindictive bitch.” He tightens his grip on my wrist. “Maybe I should prove to your brother once more how you can be tamed, and then...”

A shadow behind me sends alerts throughout my body. My heart pounds in my chest, and my breath seems to condense in the air.

Lucas’s hand is wrenched away from me in a swift, sudden motion, making me stagger backward. Heavy hands support my back, and I flinch at the touch.

My blurred vision takes a moment to regain clarity. Lucas is looking past me with a locked jaw and his chin thrust forward.

“You shouldn’t be bothering women who wish to be alone with their thoughts.” The soft voice behind me makes my whole body tremble. “Don’t be inconvenient, Maldonado.”

“Yvonne and I are old friends. We can share...”

“Get away from here.” My voice comes out strange, as if it weren’t my own.

The look Lucas shoots in my direction is terrifying, and I muster all my strength to withstand it with my head held high.

“You heard her, Lucas.” Hugo takes a step forward. “Leave.”

And though his voice is soft, the order is implicit, precise, leaving no room for discussion.

Wisely, Lucas turns his back and walks away across the lawn, leaving me alone with the other person I had hoped to avoid during the event.

I let out a discouraged huff.

I feel his gaze weighing on me.

“Are you all right?” he asks, serene.

I turn to Hugo and gasp, caught off guard by the vivid, curious green eyes that analyze me meticulously.
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CHAPTER 2
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Hugo Motta

BEING BACK IN THE UNITED States is no surprise, though the reasons are different from what I’d expected years ago.

The Shelees is a mob with serious structural problems that have already caused us plenty of stalemates. After the last one, which involved Dimitre’s sister—the Don of the Camurro—all ties with the American mob became uncertain. Including the alliance through the arranged marriage set up for me and the sister of the American capo.

“For someone who owes us millions of euros, Josh didn’t seem too concerned with cutting costs on that ridiculous party,” Zola observes.

I ignore his comment and keep reading the contract and the clauses of the loans made to the Shelees long ago.

“You didn’t tell me anything about your meeting with Miss Duhan,” Zola remarks, as if it were nothing.

I snort and stare at my brother, who’s watching me with a smirk on his lips.

“Did it ever occur to you that I might not want to talk about it?” I raise an eyebrow.

Zola laughs and sits on the living room sofa.

“Don’t be so sulky. You know all you have to do now is decide to end it. Dimitre already released you from that commitment.”

“And left it in my hands to tell Josh Duhan,” I mutter, annoyed.

Zola looks at me with an amused expression.

“For someone who had such an aversion to this marriage, telling Josh should be an easy task,” Zola points out. “You’re really not going to tell me how your meeting with Yvonne went?”

I frown.

“Since when did you become such a gossip?”

Zola’s lips tighten.

“Maybe from the moment everyone started watching me like a hawk, as if I were a goddamn idiot.” His voice loses all its lightness.

And I wouldn’t let him go down that road, stewing in all the bitterness he seems to cultivate inside himself so pointlessly.

“She ran from me as if I were a demon,” I complain.

And the memory of Yvonne in that lilac dress makes me shift in the uncomfortable chair. She looked as beautiful as an enchanted fairy, with her short, loose blonde hair and her scent of fresh flowers.

“Maybe she’s smarter than you think.” Zola smiles.

I snort irritably.

“Why did I bring you here again?” I ask.

Zola glances at the watch on his wrist and springs up from the sofa.

“To remind you of your appointments, it seems.” He laughs. “We have a meeting with Josh. We don’t want to prolong our time on American soil unnecessarily, right?”

And his words say far more than they appear to.

After so many years dealing with Josh Duhan, I can tell when he’s in one of his detestable moods. The moment I step into his office, I know nothing good can come from this meeting.

Josh stands and gestures to the sideboard in the corner of the room, as an encouragement to drink. Zola doesn’t hesitate to pour himself a glass of whiskey, but I prefer to keep my focus entirely on Josh.

The smell of tobacco hangs heavy in the dense air around us. Josh leans against the side of a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf. His narrowed eyes make the direction of his thoughts perfectly clear.

He’s pissed.

“I don’t know if I should be offended by the Don of the Camurro’s absence from last night’s party,” he begins, trying to control his bad temper. “But I should make it clear that I wasn’t pleased.”

“We are here representing the Camurro,” I say calmly, and he raises his eyebrows.

“Oh, please, don’t insult us by downplaying the importance of our presence. And besides, we weren’t aware the party was dedicated to us,” Zola says with a calculated smile that only those who truly know him can hear the mockery in every syllable.

Jhofrey enters the room and greets us, apologizing for being late.

“Please...” Josh scoffs. “The party represents the beginning of prosperous times to come.” He fixes his gaze on me. “I want a date for the wedding, Hugo.”

And despite all the care in his movements and expressions, I can hear the desperation ringing in his words.

“First, we have matters to discuss and...”

“You’ve stalled long enough, Hugo,” Josh protests.

I look at him, impatient.

“I have a clear purpose in coming here, Josh,” I say, calm. “And the wedding is not the main agenda.”

“Then revise your priorities. Dimitre promised me a marriage, and I demand that alliance.”

Zola lets out a disbelieving laugh. I don’t lose focus and keep looking at Josh, who is now even more irritated.

“You are in no position to demand anything,” I declare. “I’m here to collect a debt.” I slide the folder with all the documents and contracts across the table. “You have a week to review everything and get in touch. Now, if you’ll excuse me...”

Josh grabs the folder and yanks it from my hand.

I leave the room and hear Zola’s footsteps behind me. I can sense the restlessness in the sound of his steps.

Agitated voices coming from the winter garden at the end of the corridor we’re following catch my attention. Yvonne paces back and forth, arguing with a man—a soldier—who stands with his arms crossed, watching her impatiently.

I lean against the glass, observing her face twisted in irritation, the way she bites the inside of her cheek when she can’t express everything that seems to torment her mind.

She stops pacing when she notices me watching. I can’t completely suppress a smile when she shakes her head in dismay, staring back at me.

Lord, the woman always seems ready to fight the whole world.

“Dear Yves, I see you’ve started your battles early,” I comment, needling her.

Her mouth opens in surprise, and she raises an eyebrow, accepting the challenge.

“I believe I could say the same to you.” She looks me up and down. “I’m sure a good morning with my brother must have left you feeling refreshed.”

The soldier snorts and walks away casually, throwing me a sidelong glance as if thanking me for sparing him Yvonne’s irritation. Zola makes a sarcastic comment that makes the soldier laugh, and the two walk off talking down the corridor.

“I can assure you my spirits are better now.” I smile at her.

She lets out a sharp sound from the back of her throat that makes the hairs on my neck stand up.

Yvonne is beautiful—impossible not to notice. Her dark blue eyes, like a lake reflecting the night sky, are mysterious and intriguing. Her heart-shaped lips always seem to be begging to be kissed.

The engagement agreement has been dragging on for years and was never finalized. Of course, Yvonne never wanted it, and to be honest, neither did I. So we’ve spent all these years pretending this cold link that somehow connects us doesn’t exist.

“What are you doing here?” she asks directly, and I shake my head, weighing my answer. “Don’t lie to me.”

“I wasn’t planning to lie,” I reply. “We have pending business. My family and yours.”

She lets out a derisive grunt.

“I hope you’re not referring to the marriage.”

Her tone puts me on the defensive.

“Perhaps.” I step closer, until I’m just a hand’s breadth from her face. “You and I have a lot to talk about.”

Yvonne lifts her chin and gasps as she looks into my eyes.

“Why now?” she asks, lost.

“Why not now?”

[image: ]

IT’S BEEN OVER TWO hours since the video conference with Dimitre, Giovanni, and Giacomo began. We’re getting nowhere discussing the terms of the proposed deal with Josh.

“Marry the girl, and then Dimitre can forgive the debt between the families,” Zola says, running his hands through his hair, tired.

I look at my brother sprawled on the sofa in my house, and he challenges me to contradict him.

“I’ve made it clear the marriage is no longer part of the agreement to void the debt,” Dimitre says through the TV.

“Don’t be such a grump, Dimitre,” Zola mutters. “Especially since Hugo hasn’t declared the marriage off yet.”

And they all turn questioning looks in my direction. I fight the urge to tell Zola to shut his mouth.

“Let’s focus on what matters,” I reinforce. “Josh isn’t inclined to accept the terms of the new agreement.”

“The mood in the family still isn’t great. Many captains who invested their money on a promise from Josh’s father are losing their assets and want reimbursement,” Zola says, regaining his seriousness. “His father’s death still haunts Josh, who doesn’t seem up to the task.”

“Jaime Duhan’s death has always been a delicate subject for the American family,” Giovanni comments thoughtfully. “Many don’t accept the nepotism and the parental responsibility in the Shelees.”

“Jamie Duhan’s murder was debated in many circles, but in the end, life went on and everyone adapted,” Giacomo says. “Everyone’s life continued. Josh took his throne and is clearly drowning in debt, which is why he wants to lean on you to fix it.” My brother points at me.

I snort irritably.

“Jamie was clearly better at politics than his firstborn, but he also made many mistakes. He sold off many parts of the family to wealthy allies who have assets and interfere with the family’s finances. Now Josh’s hands are tied,” Zola points out. “Jamie was also known for selling privileged information to white-collar types.”

“Clearly an untrustworthy family,” Giacomo grumbles. “Good thing you’re free of it, Hugo.”

And I feel a knot form in my gut, because I don’t feel free. Not when the worry on her face can affect me so much.

For years I ignored this persistent spark, and now I don’t know what to do with this unsettling feeling.

“Hugo, ensure Josh accepts the deal. Then they’ll be free of us, and we of them,” Dimitre states. “I don’t want to be involved in the Americans’ problems anymore.”

“And what if Jaime’s death is more significant than we know...” I begin, curious.

“Forget it!” Dimitre interrupts. “Make Josh sign the agreement and return to Italy.”

He leaves the meeting, and my brothers remain on the call, waiting for me to say something, but I have nothing to say.

“Don’t tie yourself any tighter to Josh Duhan, Hugo,” Giovanni says, concerned. “The Shelees is doomed to fail, and the family’s collapse will sweep away anyone in its path.”

I shudder.

I want to lift my head and agree with everything they say. I want to forget this family, turn my back, and return to Italy without any weight on my shoulders. But I’ve dedicated too much time to understanding the Shelees, to dealing with Josh Duhan, to simply ignore the things that are plain for anyone to see.

No, I won’t accept leaving so easily.
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CHAPTER 3
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Yvonne Duhan

“MOTHER, I DON’T HAVE the power to change people’s feelings!” I snap, my nerves frayed.

Dealing with my mother always drains me.

Jacqueline Duhan acts like a queen; she never accepts being contradicted, and having her wishes denied is unthinkable. And like any good queen, she knows exactly how to make someone pay for their mistakes.

“Don’t be selfish, Yvonne.” She skewers me with a look. “You’ll regret this selfishness one day. You don’t think of your family for a single minute.”

I cross my arms and lean against the wall behind me, waiting for Josh’s comment as he silently analyzes me.

“You will secure this marriage, Yvonne.” The command in his voice is clear.

My mother grows agitated, pacing back and forth in the spacious dining room.

“Irresponsible girl!” she shrieks, unhinged. “How can you even consider abandoning your responsibilities? Selfish, spoiled girl, always putting your own needs above all of ours!”

Her words lodge deep in my gut. I feel a burning rise in my chest and choke back a scream.

I’m already leaning toward my mother, feeling all my effort slip through my fingers, and I mentally give thanks when the door opens and Jhofrey walks into the room.

“What’s going on here?” Jhofrey asks, suspicious.

“Your sister.” My mother throws her hands up in exasperation. “Your father is the reason for all of this. He spoiled her too much.”

I feel my whole body tremble.

“Don’t talk about Dad.” I grit my teeth.

Josh moves toward me, slowly, until he stops at my side. Having him this close always puts me on edge.

“Don’t pick a fight with me, Yvonne. Do as you’re told.”

“I’m not your puppet, Josh.” I meet his eyes. “Hugo Motta is as interested in me as I am in him. This marriage will never happen. I don’t know why you can’t see that.”

Josh grabs my arm, and I instinctively put my free hand on his chest, stopping him from pulling me closer.

“Let me go,” I whisper, nervous.

“Josh, let her go,” Jhofrey intervenes. “What’s this all about?”

Josh releases my arm with a shove, making me stagger backward.

“We can’t let this marriage slip away,” Josh snorts, agitated.

“I’m sure we’ll survive without—”

Jhofrey’s speech is cut off by a furious Josh.

“Oh, don’t be a fool!” Josh explodes. “We have no money, Jhofrey. We’re broke. Completely fucked.”

I hear my mother gasp in disbelief.

“Oh, no.” She looks at me, alarmed.

I have to fight the urge to roll my eyes. The fate of this mafia family is crystal clear. Josh has always been terrible at managing Shelees’s money and resources. And I know the looming bankruptcy could bring out the worst in my family, so I have no patience for this drama. Not when I know they don’t care one bit about the mafia, the whole structure, or the other people who would be affected.

My mother’s concern is solely for herself and her social status. The fear of losing prestige among the elite she so loves to boast about being part of.

“Where do you think you’re going?” my mother asks as she sees me turning my back. “Yvonne!”

I glance over my shoulder and see Josh tracking my movements.

“You have one week, Yvonne,” Josh declares. “This marriage will be announced, or you will suffer the consequences.”

His words wash over me with the terror of his promise. I know what my brother is capable of, and Josh has no scruples. I am exhausted from being his target. The crosshairs always seem to be on my back. I don’t know what I did to earn such repulsion from my own brother, and over the years, I’ve decided to stop trying to understand.

I walk through the halls of the house, feeling my whole body shake with anger. I try to ignore everything that just happened. I go straight to the car where Kalum, the soldier, stands waiting. He opens the door, and I get in, feeling my lungs burn as I gasp for air.

Kalum gets behind the wheel and looks at me in the rearview mirror, waiting for my command.

“Take me to St. James,” I announce.

Kalum keeps looking at me and lets out a puff of air.

“Your brother won’t—”

“I don’t care if Josh finds out!” I shout.

The drive takes two hours, and the whole way I try to ease the tightness in my chest. I lie back on the seat and close my eyes, feeling a gigantic weight press down on me, pinning me to the leather.

“We’re almost there,” Kalum announces.

I open my eyes and stare at the car’s glossy ceiling.

“You know what to do.” I feel utterly drained.

I hear my phone ring and answer reluctantly.

“Hi, Cathy,” I say, trying not to let my despair show.

“Where have you been?” she asks, agitated.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, puzzled.

I hear Cathy’s rapid breathing on the other end of the line.

“Yves, they’ve found a suitor for me. I...” Cathy stammers.

“Ian would never force you into anything, Cathy,” I say, sensing her panic.

Ian, Cathy’s older brother, adores his sister. I can’t believe he would force her to marry any man in the mafia.

“It was through a Shelees meeting, Yves,” she whimpers. “It was requested directly from your brother.”

A shiver runs through my body, and I sit up quickly.

“Who?” I ask.

“Jacob Baldry,” Cathy cries. “I can’t deal with that man.”

I swallow hard.

Jacob Baldry is one of Josh’s closest captains. The man has no scruples, and he’s terrible. The stories about Jacob are enough to rob anyone of sleep. The man has killed more people than I can count; he’s one of Josh’s most brilliant torturers.

Shelees meetings are a ridiculous practice that became popular among the matron wives of influential captains. Desperate to forge strong alliances within the mafia, they created a system that trapped their daughters in meetings with terrible men, leaving them hostage with no choice.

And I know exactly which bastard is behind this meeting. And Ian wouldn’t be much help, not when it’s my brother who has the final say on any request.

“Don’t worry, Cathy. You are not going to that meeting,” I declare, my nerves on edge, and hang up the phone.

Kalum parks the car in the garage of the simple house near the sea. The salty air fills my lungs, calming me.

The sky is clear, and the sun is setting.

And here in Saint James lives my heart, and my brother’s biggest secret.

“You’re risking too much,” Kalum murmurs close behind me.

The quiet town soothes my heart.

“I couldn’t stand another second in Naples,” I admit honestly.

It’s all too much to handle, and Hugo’s arrival has made everything worse. I don’t know how to react to him, and I can’t understand why he’s come back to the United States.

For years, talk of our engagement has swirled around us, and every contact we have is polite and withdrawn, as if we hoped it would make all the rumors disappear. Hugo Motta does not want to marry me, and I will do nothing to change his mind.

I can’t form a connection with anyone anymore; my brother made sure of that. Josh took great pains to show me that he’s the one who controls my life, that in the end, only his opinion matters.

I fought my brother for many years—years spent trying to free myself from his claws, years watching myself fall and get hurt at his feet. Now I have no strength left for this battle with Josh. It’s not worth it, not when I’m bound to him and to this mafia.

“We can’t stay long,” Kalum warns.

I look at him and offer my best smile. I know how much Kalum risks by bringing me to this town, and I am immensely grateful.

Kalum is just another soldier bound to my brother, a puppet Josh loves to manipulate. And when Josh declared Kalum would be the security detail responsible for me, I already knew what that meant. But I was wrong.

Kalum has proven to be so much more. He is a friend, and knowing that warms my heart.

“Just two days.” I swallow with difficulty. “Two days.” I look at the trees surrounding us.
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Yvonne Duhan

A DAY AND A HALF AWAY from Josh and my mother helped me recharge. Any time away from my family is worth it, and thinking that way makes me feel guilty in a dozen different forms.

But I have to go back. I promised Cathy I’d help with her meeting, and spending too long in St. James would raise too many suspicions. Kalum’s right about that.

And ruining Catarina’s meeting gave me a good laugh. Jacob is a disgusting bastard, but I know perfectly well how to be threatening when I want to be, and while I’m not proud of the reputation Josh has given our family name, I can use it to menace assholes like Jacob.

I was born and raised in the mob. My father made sure I got the proper training to survive in that hostile world. All that skill helped me carve out the place I have today within the Shelees, even if it doesn’t please my mother, much less Josh. The training just didn’t help me deal with the psychological terror Josh has inflicted on me since I was little.

Josh doesn’t usually frequent the Shelees headquarters, which is attached to one of Florida’s busiest casinos. My brother doesn’t do well in crowds; Jhofrey is the one who usually handles the partners and investors of the American mob.

I love doing anything that keeps my head occupied and keeps me out of my older brother’s sight. If the casinos and clubs are too crowded for Josh, then they’re the perfect place for me.

Jhofrey is standing near a poker table, talking heatedly with two men. My brother’s features soften when he sees me approaching. I excuse myself from the two men, who greet me, and grab my brother’s arm, pulling him through the aisles of slot machines.

“Fuck...” Jhofrey huffs. “Josh is right about the Shelees’ financial situation. It’s getting more and more impossible to handle the demands.”

I look at him suspiciously, a crooked smile on my face.

“Don’t tell me you’re going to beg me to marry the Italian, too?”

Jhofrey gives my arm an affectionate squeeze and kisses my temple.

“You’re getting crankier, teddy bear.” Jhofrey clears his throat uncomfortably. “I heard about the situation with Jacob. Josh is furious with you.”

I shrug.

“Josh is always furious with me,” I comment.

“You shouldn’t rile him up so much, Yves. Did you really have to point a gun at the guy’s dick?” Jhofrey shoots me a sideways look.

“Jacob deserved every threat he heard. And Josh isn’t irritated with me, he simply can’t stand me. And that’s fine, I’ve accepted it.”

Jhofrey prefers never to get involved in my relationship with our older brother. Their own relationship hangs by a very thin thread, and Jhofrey doesn’t want to see the point where it snaps.

I stop walking abruptly when I see Hugo sitting at one of the burgundy leather round tables, smiling as he talks with one of Josh’s captains. His light brown curly hair falls across his face as he tilts his head to the side, and he absently runs a hand through the stubborn strands.

The man is irritatingly beautiful. I roll my eyes.

Hugo Motta’s lightness is disconcerting and even a little annoying. The man seems unshakable. The whole time he’s been with the Shelees, I’ve never seen him lose his cool. He always seems in control of his emotions, and it’s frustrating.

“Why didn’t you tell me he was here?” I drill my brother with a look.

“I didn’t even know.” Jhofrey raises his hands. “For God’s sake, you don’t always have to be on the defensive when the man’s around.”

I purse my lips.

“You say that because it’s not your life on the line,” I mutter.

“I have to go, teddy bear.” He starts to walk away, then stops. “Oh, Mom wanted me to tell you Grandma is coming to visit.”

And I perk up at the news. Our grandmother Sharon’s presence can brighten any room, and also, when she’s around for some reason Josh changes completely; he becomes more... tame.

I walk through the casino, greeting some of the associates and some of my mother’s friends, who blow their husbands’ money on their dice addictions.

I stop near the roulette table and stand quietly behind a column, watching the plays. Watching the players get excited and then immediately succumb to disillusionment. Maybe that’s the magic of the game.

I turn to leave and jump, startled, my hand flying to my chest. Hugo is standing right behind me, watching me with a crooked smile on his lips, as if he’s amused.

“Oh, God...” I sigh. “How long have you been standing there?”

“Not long.” His green eyes gleam.

I shift uncomfortably.

I glance over my shoulder, indicating the table.

“Planning to play?” I ask.

“I’m not given to games of chance.” He looks past me toward the table. “In the end, they bore me.”

I study each of his features.

“Ah, but they also seem tempting.” I turn back to the table. “Look at them. They look like they’re so close to finding the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.”

Hugo lets out a light laugh that sends an electric wave down my spine.

“At most, what they’ll find are empty pockets by the end of the day.” Hugo nods toward the table. “Want to try?”

I smile sideways, tempted to provoke him.

“And empty your pockets?” I stare at him.

Hugo fixes his gaze on me with an intensity that throws down the challenge, pulling a smile from me.

“I guarantee you couldn’t empty my pocket even if you tried.”

Hugo gestures toward the roulette wheel, encouraging me to try, and an electric wave makes my whole body shiver.

I walk toward the table and the croupier greets me, opening the next round. The men around are agitated, calculating their odds, which will probably be beaten by the house.

And sitting at the table has its own glamour. The croupier opens the bets, and I watch all eight players become possessed by excitement.

“Faites vos jeux.” The croupier opens the bets, and the chips are placed.

And he spins the ball, and excitement invades the table, followed by tension, and then the explosion of the sensation that you are and are not in control at the same time.

I adjust myself on the high, padded stool, and Hugo remains standing beside me, watching the game with interest and curiosity.

He leans toward me and whispers in my ear:

“I’m sorry to say, but from this point on your chances of beating the house are almost impossible.” Hugo straightens up quickly.

The croupier winks in my direction.

I look up to observe Hugo’s well-defined profile.

“Adam has already prolonged the game too long for my entertainment,” I whisper, laughter held in my voice.

Hugo looks at the croupier, who is focused on the game, adjusting the chips on the table.

“Here’s proof I could take some money from you, Captain.” I stand up as Adam, the croupier, announces the end of the round.

Hugo follows my movements and shakes his head, pondering what I said.

“Want to try another game?” he asks.

And I laugh.

“I could win any game in this casino if I wanted to.” I watch him, trying to disguise my interest.

“That takes all the fun out of it.” He points to a slot machine. “Maybe I should take you to some casino in Florence to really play with luck.”

I wave my hand in the air, dismissing the possibility.

“I’ve played with luck enough for a lifetime.” I take a deep breath.

I feel his eyes studying me, and I shift uncomfortably. This feeling that he can see beneath the surface is unsettling.

“Maybe then I should take you somewhere that’s just about fun.” He smiles calmly.

And that calm makes me want to scratch this flawless surface of his.

I look around and for the first time in many years, I feel the weight of this place suffocating me, and the possibility of being away from the casino, or any mob environment, makes me smile.

“And where would that be?” I ask, failing to contain my excitement.

Hugo breaks into the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen. The sincerity in his emotions leaves me disconcerted.

And I thought it would be uncomfortable going out with Hugo, but that heavy aura of the marriage no longer hangs over us. Maybe because now I know there’s a choice, and Hugo has already made up his mind; otherwise, Josh wouldn’t be so desperate.

My mouth falls open in surprise when he parks the car in the lot of a small amusement park.

The colored lights flash, and the noise of the rides makes me smile, light and confused.

“Here, you don’t have to worry so much about luck,” Hugo comments, but I’m already getting out of the car.

It’s been so long since I’ve visited an amusement park that I let out a silly laugh as I pass the first game booths. I feel Hugo’s presence right behind me. I glance over my shoulder and see him with his hands in his pants pockets, looking around curiously.

And I spend a moment admiring his beauty. Hugo is beautiful in every damn detail.

“What’s the first adventure going to be?” I ask, calling his attention.

And his eyes, green like freshly cut grass, melt over me.

“Maybe we’ve already started,” he murmurs, and stares at me.
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CHAPTER 5
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Hugo Motta

ALL THE ANGUISH ONCE so deeply rooted in Yvonne’s features gradually fades, and I shouldn’t feel so gratified by it.

Two years away from the States without seeing her once has made the difference between the Yvonne of before and the one standing before me now starkly clear. We were never close, in fact, we did our best to avoid each other, but I’m certain that anguish and languor no longer exist in her.

I remember her always ready to take on the world if necessary. I remember Yvonne crossing her arms and stamping her foot at anything that contradicted her principles, and to see her now controlling every movement, being cautious and calculating with everything she says and does, unsettles me.
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