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        February
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      “We found her, sir.”

      About fucking time.

      I’ve spent months searching for my elusive intended bride—a woman who doesn’t want me anymore than I want her.

      Struggling not to betray any emotion, I nod at my lieutenant, Nash Callahan. Immediately he takes a step back and exits the room.

      Moments before, he broke Mafia protocol by interrupting the Four Corners Alliance meeting between the heads of the biggest families in the area.

      For the last two days, the heads of four powerful families—the DeLucas, Russos, Bertonis, and Morettis—have been gathered to discuss new alliances and cement family ties. All of it had been going smoothly until Nash barged in.

      Aware of all eyes on me, I take a slow breath and acknowledge the room, all of them watching with varying degrees of interest and distrust.

      The power dynamics in this room are fragile, and one wrong word could shatter everything my father has attempted to build.

      I glance across the table at Vittorio DeLuca, head of his family.

      He meets my gaze. After all, he has as much at stake here as I do.

      I offer a short nod, letting him know this is about his daughter—my future wife.

      Recently my father and DeLuca brokered a marriage agreement between me and Alessia.

      The moment her father informed her, she refused, and the next day, she ghosted all of us. Since then, she’s rebuffed all my attempts to communicate.

      Last week, her father issued her an ultimatum: return to the United States within seventy-two hours or face the consequences.

      Since that moment, she has sent every one of his calls to voicemail, and she has ignored his texts and other messages.

      As her future husband, my duty is to deliver the consequences she’s earned. Of course, I have her father’s blessing.

      Because of the annoyance she’s put us all through, I can guarantee she won’t like them.

      Aware of the tension snapping through the room, I steeple my hands and turn my gaze to my father, Don Raffaele Moretti, who sits at the head of the table, leaning back in his chair, comfortably in control. “Pardon the interruption,” I say.

      “See it doesn’t happen again.” Though my father gives a subtle nod, the tension doesn’t diminish.

      Not that I expected it to.

      All the families represented are accustomed to being in control, and they like it that way.

      “You were saying,” my father prompts the head of the Bertoni family.

      As conversation resumes, I once again look at the DeLuca boss.

      His gaze is narrow, and he inhales a slow breath. The man is calculating and smart, traits my father admires.

      Our family controls most of the port traffic near Houston and to the east, while the DeLucas operate around New Orleans and slightly west.

      Joining forces would mean our two families would control an entire section of the Gulf Coast. Dealing with government officials is a full-time job, and pirates have become a problem. A show of strength would protect our interests well into the future.

      At the far end of the table, Don Fabrizio Russo exchanges glances with his trusted advisor, and more notably his daughter, Valentina. The Russos are always looking for an opportunity to provoke or manipulate, testing the waters for weaknesses. It’s in their blood. And recently, the family has been muscling in on our territory, pushing us in ways that I refuse to tolerate.

      The previous Russo boss may have been behind the attempted hit on my father’s life. The bullets meant for him cut short the life of our consigliere.

      I meet Don Russo’s gaze, and I don’t blink. The bastard knows we’re at a tipping point, and this alliance might be his last shot at playing peacekeeper before war erupts. Not that I care. The need for revenge burns hot in my veins.

      I shift my focus briefly to his daughter, Valentina. She’s young but sharp—just like her father. Her loyalty to her family is unwavering, but I can see the steely resolve in her eyes. An ambition of her own. Valentina is not a pawn; she’s someone who knows how to move the pieces.

      Then, there’s Giuseppe Bertoni, seated next to his oldest son, Emilio. Giuseppe’s been in the game longer than any of us, and his son isn’t quite the strategist he is. Emilio looks bored, and he taps his fingers against the table.

      But Giuseppe? He’s been watching me with an intensity that tells me he’s waiting for an opportunity to exploit. The Bertonis rarely venture past the Rio Grande area, and I have no idea where their allegiances lie. We recently heard a rumor that they want an alliance with the DeLucas. That would mean they are hoping to shut down our operations on the Gulf Coast.

      Which is another reason for me to marry Alessia, and quickly.

      Since birth, my father has drilled my duty into me. Protect the family.

      I will die before I fail in that mission.

      Motion catches my eye. Emilio shifts his hand to his waistband, searching for a gun that’s not there. A reflex, perhaps, or a calculated move to test the waters. None of us are armed. And cell phones are strictly prohibited. But the interruption has ratcheted up the tension enough to make everyone feel like they need a weapon.

      “Shall we continue?” Raffaele asks, his voice steady.

      “Please,” I say, grateful for my father’s presence of mind in defusing the tension—at least for the moment.

      The eight of us have been at this oval table in this small, windowless conference room for a ridiculous amount of time. There has been a lot of arguing and posturing, and nothing has been agreed to. We cannot end this meeting until we are in accord about respecting each other’s boundaries and business operations.

      If we achieve my father’s objectives, by the end of tomorrow we will have appointed a conflict resolution board to mitigate disagreements and enforce the rules.

      I snatch up my pen and walk it through my fingers, leaning back in a false show of relaxation. I have to do something to hold back the beast that’s demanding action—immediate action.

      Despite my best efforts, my attention is fractured.

      Now that I know Alessia’s been found, I want more details, and I need a plan to bring her home.

      I walk my pen faster and faster.

      My father clears his throat. “Perhaps this is a good time to take our lunch break.”

      Thank Jesus.

      Everyone agrees on two hours.

      As soon as my father heads for the door, I follow.

      Flanked by our lieutenants and Nico—my cousin and the Moretti family consigliere—we head to an upper floor where there’s a private room tucked into the back corner of the hotel’s high-end restaurant.

      Nash and I continue on to a private alcove. “Where is she?” Impatiently I accept my phone from him.

      From what I ascertained, she’d jetted off to Europe. As if to show she was untouchable, she posted pictures on social media, looking happy.

      A recent photo of her, cozied up with a blond artist, sent me over the edge.

      Enough was enough, and I deployed a team to Europe to find her and track her.

      Nash is standing a little too stiffly, avoiding my gaze for a beat longer than usual. He doesn’t do hesitation. He’s a man who gets the job done, no questions asked.

      “She’s in England, Matteo.”

      Frustration gathers. “Be more specific.”

      “The Cotswolds.”

      I frown, trying to place it. If I recall, the Cotswolds are scenic, rolling hills in the southwestern part of the country. Beautiful, I’m told. A great place to vacation and filled with artists and writers. “At a house?”

      He clears his throat. “It’s a place called Elysian Hall.”

      That gives me pause. A hotel, perhaps? The name doesn’t sound familiar, and Nash’s discomfort tells me something’s off. I narrow my eyes, waiting for the rest.

      “It’s an artists’ colony,” Nash continues, but there’s a note of unease in his voice. “A secure, gated…commune type of place.”

      What in the actual fuck? “A commune?” I echo, disbelief seeping into my voice. “She’s staying there?”

      Nash meets my eyes. “She’s not a guest, Matteo. She’s been working there. Living there. Growing food. Shopping for the entire community. Cooking. Cleaning. Laundry. She’s…one of them.”

      I ball my fists at my sides, the words igniting an even deeper fury within me. She’s a Mafia daughter, soon to be the wife of an underboss. And she’d rather fucking scrub toilets than marry me?

      I won’t stand for it.

      “Your plane is on standby, sir.”

      His practicality lasers my anger into action.

      “I’ve taken the liberty of arranging accommodations at the usual place.”

      Which means the Hollings House, a historic, luxurious townhome in the Mayfair area of London, complete with a discreet staff. “I’ll let you know when we’re ready to roll out.”

      Silently he leads the way to the room where my father is.

      Once we’re there, Nash stands with his back to the door, alongside Nico and my father’s bodyguards.

      Steepling his hands, my father says, “You have news.”

      “Alessia has been found.”

      He remains silent, and I fill the air. “In England.” I keep the rest of the information to myself.

      Getting there won’t be easy, and since the estate she’s on is gated, I’m guessing that getting her out will be challenging.

      “This needs to be resolved, Matteo.”

      At least no one beyond our family and the DeLucas are aware there’s a problem.

      “Your wedding will happen no later than summer.”

      “It will be done.” I set my jaw.

      This may be the first battle between my future bride and me, but I’m going to win it.

      She will be my wife and behave like she should.

      Are you ready to reap the consequences of your actions, my little rebel?
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        Matteo

        The Cotswolds, England

      

      

      Irritation nips at me, and I impatiently drum my fingers on my thigh. My annoyance is so great that I don’t appreciate the scenic, rolling countryside.

      Needing some kind of action, I snatch up my phone to study the map to see how far away we are from Elysian Hall.

      Frustratingly close. But miles and miles to go. “Fuck.”

      “Everything okay, sir?” Chiara asks.

      She’s one of our soldiers, and she’s sitting next to me in the back seat of the SUV. Nash is behind the wheel. Though he’s driving over the speed limit, I want to urge him to go faster.

      Chasing my intended bride across thousands of miles has been a massive time consumption and a frustrating waste of effort that shouldn’t have been necessary.

      After the Four Corners Alliance meeting ended yesterday, I headed for the airport. I didn’t even stick around long enough to enjoy dinner with Nico and my father to celebrate the fact that all four families had signed the agreement.

      I managed a few hours’ sleep on the plane, and we touched down in England early this afternoon.

      The fact I’m irritated hasn’t helped my temper.

      Not soon enough, the massive iron gates of Elysian Hall come into view. Behind them, Alessia is playing at being a peasant. My jaw clenches. She’s here, deliberately defying everything she was born to be.

      Nash managed to get us reservations that we won’t need. Chiara is masquerading as my wife, and we’re here celebrating our anniversary, hoping for a break from our hectic lives.

      After Nash repeats our cover story, the gates swing open, and we drive onto the estate.

      The mansion looms ahead, all symmetry and grandeur, its Palladian facade practically screaming self-importance.

      The path meanders through perfectly manicured gardens, complete with topiary animals and marble fountains. A glass conservatory juts out from one side. Under other circumstances, I might appreciate the property’s history. Today it’s a barrier to me getting what I want.

      The moment we pull to a stop, one of the wide front doors is thrown open, and a woman all but glides down the steps.

      She’s tall and willowy, dressed in an explosion of color—something between a flowing vintage dress and a painter’s smock. Wild curls escape from her scarf, and she moves with unhurried grace.

      Nash opens the back door and helps Chiara out. Then I follow, already playing our roles.

      “Welcome to Elysian Hall!” The woman is cheery to a fault. “You must be Mr. and Mrs. Miller.”

      Without waiting for a response, she goes on. “I’m Artemis Whitmore. My brother and I manage Elysian Hall. You’ve picked the perfect time to visit—dinner will be at eight, sherry is served in the conservatory in an hour, once the drawing class finishes up.”

      “Drawing class?” I ask.

      “Gabriel Greaves is our artist in residence, and he’s instructing the class.”

      Chiara and I exchange glances, and she shrugs.

      “Surely you’ve heard of him?”

      “Can’t say I have.” The only thing I know about art is that we hold a number of pieces in our family collection. I’m told many of them were legitimately purchased.

      Artemis nods. “He’s very famous. His work is extraordinary, and we’re very lucky to have him. But enough about that. Let’s get you settled.” She waves a hand toward the house. “Come inside, and I’ll get you your room key. I can even brew you a pot of tea in the kitchen—real loose-leaf, of course. It’s just divine.”

      “Actually…” Chiara begins.

      “What is it, darling?” I ask.

      “Would it be okay if we walked around a little first, maybe stretch our legs?”

      “Of course!” Artemis responds for me. “I should have thought of that. I’m sure you’ve had a long journey.”

      “Flew directly to London from Las Vegas, then got in a car,” Chiara says, her voice filled with excitement. “We couldn’t wait to get here.”

      I’ve never worked with Chiara before, and I’m impressed. Nash recommended we bring her, and his advice was solid.

      “Do take your time,” Artemis says. “I’ll have the tea ready whenever you’re done.”

      Since civility is beyond me at the moment, I settle for nodding.

      Once Artemis disappears back inside the mansion, I nod at Chiara. “With me.”

      Nash leans against the vehicle, looking casual, though I know he’s anything but.

      My soldier falls in step next to me, her pace matching mine as we make our way down the winding path, the crunch of gravel beneath our feet and distant birds the only sounds in the unnatural quiet.

      The glass conservatory walls gleam in the late afternoon sunshine, and tension knots my shoulders.

      As we near, I slow.

      Seconds later, I see my future bride, lounging on a pink velvet chaise, her body draped in a gauzy material that barely hides her perfect, nude body. Her long, dark hair spills around her beautiful face and down her back in uncontrolled chaos.

      What the fuck is she thinking?

      A few artists stand around her, their easels set up in a semicircle, each one of them capturing a different angle of her bare form.

      The instructor, presumably Gabriel Greaves, moves from one canvas to the next. Fury lashes me. He’s the same fucking blond asshole Alessia had been snuggled up to in her recent social-media post.

      I want her out of here, now.

      “Is that her?” Chiara asks quietly.

      “Yeah.” With every damn one of her secrets revealed to the world.

      Shoving down the hot burn of emotion, I pivot, and Chiara follows suit.

      “She’s in there,” I say to Nash when we reach the SUV. “We’ll get her and be out of here in less than five minutes.”

      With a nod, he opens the back door and then slides behind the steering wheel, ready to roll out.

      Chiara on my heel, I head for the mansion, taking the front steps two at a time. Within five minutes, we’ll be off the property, and Alessia will have learned a few things about me.

      I pull open the massive door and enter a world hundreds of years old. The floors are polished marble, veined with swirls of deep gray and gold. The soaring ceilings are adorned with intricate plasterwork. A grand staircase curves upward, flanked by dark wood banisters, and soft piano notes drift from an unseen room. Animated conversation hums in the distance.

      By unspoken accord, we move toward the conservatory.

      Inside, the humid air hits me, thick with the scent of orchids and paint. Jealousy and desire war in my chest—she’s more beautiful than any photo suggested, and the knowledge that others have seen her like this makes me murderous.

      She startles, her beautiful, hazel eyes going wide.

      Then she gasps as recognition flashes across her face—she’s seen my photos too. “Oh my God.”

      As I stalk toward her, I shrug out of my suit jacket. The need to cover her, to hide her from these vultures, overwhelms me. “Show’s over.”

      Gabriel steps between us. Brave, stupid man.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he demands. “This is a private session⁠—”

      “Back off.” Chiara moves in front of him and presses a hand forcefully to his chest.

      Instantly he backs away. Smart choice. In my current mood, I might have snapped him in half. Or at least destroyed his hand.

      Alessia scrambles to her feet, and the gauzy material slips from her. It pools around her feet, leaving her exposed.

      Even now, she has no idea how much danger she’s in.

      In two long strides, I’m in the middle of the room.

      I wrap my jacket around her. The brief contact with her silky skin sends electricity through my fingers. “You’re coming home. Where you belong.”

      “Like hell I am!” She twists away from me, then runs for the door.

      Effortlessly I capture her, scoop her from the floor, and toss her over my shoulder, desperately trying to keep her covered. She kicks her long, shapely legs, and the feeling of her nearly naked body against mine threatens what little control I have left. “Don’t test me, little rebel.”

      Yelling, demanding to be released, she struggles even harder.

      “That’s enough.” In a flash, I land my palm on her upturned, sweet ass. The crack echoes through the room.

      Instantly she freezes, and she yelps in shock.

      The sound goes straight to my groin.

      “Let her go!” Gabriel is pale and shaking, his hands clenched at his sides. “I’ll call the police⁠—”

      “Do it.” My tone is curt, heavy with possession. “But my fiancée is leaving with me.”

      “Put me down! I am not marrying you!” Alessia thrashes again, fighting against my hold as I stride from the room and through the mansion toward the exit.

      Chiara hurries past me to open the front door, and she remains on the stoop to protect my back while I jog down the steps.

      Once we reach the car, I put Alessia down. “Get in.”

      Her chin set mutinously, she defies me and attempts to run, even in bare feet.

      Once more, I snatch her up.

      The jacket falls to the ground. “Keep fighting me, and you’ll leave here naked. Your choice.”

      Chiara strategically places herself in front of the gathering crowd. Gabriel is yelling—from a safe distance, I note—and Artemis is speaking rapidly into the cell phone that’s pressed to her ear.

      I shove Alessia into the car and lean in to press her against the leather seat. She’s wild-eyed, chest heaving. The sight of her like this—disheveled, with beautiful feminine curves, and hard nipples pointing toward me—makes my dick ache.

      I’ll conquer her, and I’ll own her.

      “Gabriel!” she cries out.

      I capture her chin, forcing her to meet my gaze. My words are clipped as I harness my anger. “You’re mine. No one touches what belongs to me.” He pauses for emphasis. “Understood?”

      “Go to hell. I’m not yours and never will be.” She glares, but her pulse is jumping in her throat, and there’s a slight dilation of her pupils.

      You feel it. The energy crackling between us.

      Silently Chiara hands me my suit coat, and Alessia snatches it from me.

      “We gotta go, boss,” Nash warns, looking at the small crowd now gathered near us.

      “Yeah.” I enter the passenger compartment, scooting Alessia over to make room for me.

      Chiara slams the door behind us.

      As she jumps in beside Nash, the vehicle is already rolling.

      “You’re out of your mind,” Alessia snaps, her voice shaking.

      “Am I?” I reach around her to fasten her safety belt.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Keeping you safe.”

      “From what?” she demands. “You’re the only danger to me.”

      I meet her gaze. “You have no idea, Alessia. No idea.” But you’re about to find out.

      Nash drives away from the mansion, just over the speed limit, as a police car, lights flashing, sirens blaring, jets past us.

      Helplessly Alessia pounds on the window, as if trying to get their attention. The tint on the glass makes it too dark for anyone to see inside.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      Unshed tears cling to her eyelashes, and for a moment, remorse stabs me. Quickly I shove it aside. She’s had plenty of opportunities to do her duty. Now we’ll do things my way.

      “I asked you a question.”

      “Where do you think?” I counter.

      “To hell?” she asks.

      The consuming urge to grab her shoulders, pin her hard against the seatback, and kiss her senseless gnaws at me.

      I harness my demanding urges and instead lean even closer toward her, breathing the same air, letting her sense the menace she’s so close to unleashing. “Little rebel… That depends entirely on your behavior. What’s it to be?”
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        Alessia

        The English Countryside

      

      

      Matteo’s massive presence fills the space beside me, and the atmosphere in the vehicle crackles with his barely contained fury. I’m hyperaware of him. His scent—a mix of sharp cologne and the faintest hint of smoke—floods my senses. His jacket is heavy and warm and rests over my shoulders, but it’s his hard thigh pressing into mine that keeps me frozen. The solidness reminds me of everything I’ve been running from, everything I thought I’d escaped when I fled to Europe.

      “You’re trembling,” he observes, his tone as sharp as the edge of a blade. There’s something else in his voice too—a dark satisfaction that makes my skin prickle.

      I scoot as far away as I can and glare up at him through the curtain of my messy hair. “Because I’m furious, not afraid.” The half lie comes out stronger than I feel, and I silently thank the years I’ve spent dealing with my father’s business associates for teaching me how to mask my emotions.

      The corner of his mouth twitches, but his gaze remains locked on mine, molten and searing. “Good. Fear would be wasted on you.” His words carry a weight I can’t quite decipher—almost like praise but twisted with pride and possession.

      “There’s plenty of room for you on your side of the seat.”

      “So there is.”

      So why does he have to crowd me? Other than the fact he wants to annoy me?

      The blare of a second siren grows louder as we pass another speeding police vehicle. For a fleeting moment, hope flares.

      Matteo doesn’t even blink.

      Seething, I face him. “You won’t get away with this.”

      “No? You think not?” His dark smile is infuriating, a reminder of the power he wields so effortlessly.

      “There are cameras everywhere on the property,” I point out, hating the way he seems utterly unconcerned. My mind races through possibilities—surely someone recorded his barbaric display, his casual kidnapping in broad daylight.

      He shrugs easily, like a cat toying with its prey. “Are there?”

      “Your license plate was recorded.”

      “What do you think, Nash?”

      “We’re clear on that, sir.”

      How they pulled that off, I have no idea. My mind spins. “Artemis and Caspian know who you are.” I ball my fist triumphantly.

      “No. I’m afraid they don’t.”

      His confidence grates on my last nerve. No doubt he’d given a fake name when he booked accommodations. And wonderful, flighty Artemis wouldn’t have asked many questions.

      “The question is, does she know who you are?” he muses. “Who you really are? Not just an aspiring artist?”

      “She knows the authentic me,” I counter. “What you’re talking about is something else entirely. I was born into the DeLuca family, but I am not one of them.” The farther I can get away from my family and their business, the better. If I never saw my dad or brothers again, I’d be fine. And until Matteo showed up, that had been my plan.

      “Unfortunately for you, little rebel, you can’t erase the truth of who you are.”

      I’ve never felt so powerless, so…trapped. The freedom I’d tasted at Elysian Hall—the joy of creating, of being seen as more than the daughter of a crime lord—crumbles around me.

      Clenching my hands in my lap, I sit back.

      Each mile that passes takes me farther from the happiest I’ve ever been since I lost my mom and my innocence.

      “Where are we going?”

      “For tonight? Mayfair.”

      I blink. There’s a wonderful hotel there, the Sterling Townhome, but I doubt that’s Matteo’s plan. “And after that?”

      “You’ll be informed as necessary.”

      I clamp my back teeth. “I need my things,” I say finally, breaking the suffocating silence. My voice sounds small, and I hate myself for it.

      “I’ll handle it.”

      His dismissive tone makes me want to scream.

      “Everything is back there.” My satchel, my art supplies, my journals, my whole life.

      “You were given plenty of time to return home.”

      I scowl at him. When my father sent that ultimatum, I ignored it. He’s always been indulgent with me, maybe because he knows how much I despise his actions and the fact his life choices stole my mother from me. I’ve always found it difficult to love him and my brothers because they’ve embraced our terrible family business.

      The last thing I want is to be tied to a mafioso for the rest of my life. My father would never chase me to Europe and force me to come home. But Matteo? I hadn’t counted on his determination to possess me and make me fall into line.

      Suddenly feeling vulnerable and anxious, I pull his jacket tighter around me, despising that the scent of him makes me delirious. Desperately I want to shove it off. “I need my clothes.”

      His lips twitch with dark amusement. “You seem to enjoy taking them off. You’ll manage.”

      The cruel jab hits its mark, and I furiously blush. Until today, I’ve never done anything like that. “I was modeling for an art class. That’s hardly the same as⁠—”

      He cuts me off with a wave of his hand, imperious as any king.

      “We’ll stop soon. Chiara will get you something to wear. Or I will.”

      The finality in his tone says he’s done with the conversation, but everything in me rebels against his authority.

      Not more than fifteen minutes later, the sky turning dusky, Nash pulls into a service station.

      Nash checks our surroundings then exits to fill the gas tank, and Matteo tells Chiara to stay put. “Don’t let Alessia out of the car.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Without glancing at me, he gets out, and Chiara instantly relocks the doors.

      “I’m your prisoner?” I demand, but I can’t stop looking at Matteo. His stride is confident as he heads inside the building. Even here, in this mundane setting, he moves like he owns the ground beneath his feet.

      Chiara turns slightly and looks at me, studying my actions. Her expression is unreadable, and she might as well be a wall. Apparently she’s as loyal as any of my father’s lieutenants, which is no doubt why she’s on the team that is attempting to take me back to the States.

      Once he’s filled up the gas tank, Nash follows Matteo into the store.

      When they return, Matteo once more slides in next to me, and Nash drives the SUV to the side of the building where there are fewer cars.

      Matteo tosses a plastic bag onto my lap. “Your new wardrobe, little rebel.”

      Since anything is better than only having his jacket around me, I open it up. There’s a pair of pants, more like pajama bottoms than anything. He also got me a sweatshirt and a pair of flip-flops.

      I sigh.

      “You’ve got two minutes to get changed.”

      “Here?” In front of everyone? He has to be kidding.

      “You can hardly walk inside barefoot and wrapped in my jacket.”

      He’s right, and I hate that.

      “Get dressed.” His impatient command hangs in the air between us, heavy with expectation. “Your time is ticking.”

      When my father informed me I was going to be marrying Matteo, my response had been an instant and hard no. Even though I hadn’t met him or heard of him, I had no doubt who he was. All my illusions about my father and brothers were shattered when I was eight. I know the truth.

      Mafia members are ruthless, lethal weapons of revenge, destruction, and control.

      Nothing I’ve seen from Matteo so far has changed my initial reaction. I want nothing to do with him or the life I hate.

      “One minute left.”

      I wouldn’t put it past him to yank off the jacket that’s wrapped around me. I glance outside. Dusk is starting to fall, and no one is around. I don’t even see a single security CCTV, which is surprising. “Fine.” I sigh. “Avert your eyes.”

      His gaze doesn’t waver. “I’ll hold the jacket for your privacy.”

      His audacity knows no bounds.

      Both Chiara and Nash turn toward the windows, and to his credit, Matteo also looks away as I wiggle into the pants. Without underwear, they feel strange. I remind myself it’s better than being bare.

      Because the shirt is a pullover, the jacket falls away. Matteo picks it up and uses it as a privacy shield for me, but he never looks at me.

      Why I’m trying to preserve my modesty when he’s already seen every part of me, I don’t know. Maybe because I need to feel as if I’m winning at least some of the battles, if not the war. “I’m done.”

      He slips back into his suit coat, and I’m stunned by the way it fits him, snuggling up to his shoulders and hugging his waist. Credit to his tailor.

      “Want to go inside?”

      His consideration shocks me.

      “I’m sure you need the facilities.”

      Even though I’d never admit it to him, he’s right.

      The flip-flops are joined by a piece of plastic that I can’t snap. “Anyone have something I can use to get these apart?” Stupid question. All of them have a knife of some kind.

      “If you give them to me, I’ll handle it, ma’am,” Chiara replies.

      Too much to hope that she’d just offer her weapon.

      She pulls a blade from her sock. The damn thing is at least half as long as her calf.

      I slip into the uncomfortable shoes.

      Matteo studies me for a moment, his expression inscrutable. His unreadable eyes seem to see right through me, past my anger, as if he’s wanting to get to know the real me. That’s something that will never happen. We’re no longer in the dark ages, and women can’t be forced to marry against their will.

      Nash unlocks the door, and Matteo opens it. As if we’re a real couple, he steps out, and he offers his hand to me.

      When I slide mine against his, electricity sparks through me. Quickly I yank my hand back. My response to him is dangerous and scary.

      He gives me some room, and I exit the car. The moment I’m next to him, I’m aware of how vast our size difference is. I’m not short—five eight—but I feel tiny next to him. He has to be six three, maybe taller. And he’s as broad as a football player.

      “Shall we?”

      He tries to take my hand again, and I stuff mine into my pocket.

      Instantly he’s behind me, and his hands clamp hard on my shoulders.

      I round on him. “You can trust me.”

      “Hmm?”

      “How far can I get in these flip-flops?” I give him a slight shrug, hoping it helps convince him to let me go inside alone.

      “You tried to run barefoot,” he reminds me. “I won’t underestimate you again.”

      I’d been fueled by adrenaline, and even though I barely made it a couple of steps, the rocks had dug in hard.

      “Hold my hand, or we’ll get back in the car.”

      “Has anyone told you that you’re insufferable?”

      “This week, as a matter of fact.”

      Really? Who would dare tell that to a badass underboss and live to tell about it? I shiver. Unless the person didn’t live.

      The truth is, in our world, men like Matteo get away with everything.

      Which is one of the reasons I had to leave.

      “What’s it going to be?”

      I offer my hand, but I keep it stiff.

      “A fighter until the end.”

      He has no idea.

      Nash is in front of us, and Chiara brings up the rear…an awful lot of effort for a woman who won’t be in their lives long.

      Inside, I’m uncomfortably aware of how ridiculous I look, mismatched and out of place, compared to the polished trio accompanying me.

      I pull away from Matteo and move toward the restroom. Annoying me, both of the bodyguards are right behind me, and Chiara actually follows me through the door.

      “There aren’t any windows in here,” I tell her unnecessarily. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You are correct, ma’am.”

      I exhale. Matteo isn’t taking any chances, and I really can’t blame Chiara for following his orders—no matter how much I hate the fact she’s now my shadow. Maybe I should be grateful he brought along a female bodyguard.

      A few minutes later, my hands washed and dried, I rejoin Matteo.

      “Want anything?”

      Never in my life have I been at the mercy of another person. My mother and grandparents left me plenty of money. And maybe from guilt, my father has always given me a generous stipend each month. Now I’m dependent on Matteo for a snack.

      Screw that.

      It’s his fault I don’t have any money with me. And he’s probably richer than Midas, all from ill-gotten gains.

      Determinedly I grab a handful of delicate, crumbly sticks of milk chocolate that are wrapped in cheerful yellow packaging. Then I select a soda from a nearby fridge. God only knows when my kidnapper will feed me an actual meal.

      “All of that?”

      Because of his comment, I snatch up a bag of salt-and-vinegar chips. “You owe me.”

      He shrugs.

      Of course, he only gets a bottle of water. Is he superhuman?

      Within a few minutes, we’re back in the car. Once more, he leans over to fasten my seatbelt, his movements deliberate and controlled, the heat of his strong body pressing against me.

      I hate that my breath catches when his fingers brush against my collarbone, sending unwanted shivers down my spine.

      “I don’t need your help,” I snap, twisting away, but there’s nowhere to go in the confines of the car.

      “Clearly you do.” His voice is low, a warning wrapped in silk. The buckle clicks, and he doesn’t retreat immediately. His face is close enough that his breath warms my cheek.

      By the time we reach Mayfair, the city is cloaked in darkness, its streets glowing with the warm light from the ornate lampposts.

      Nash stops in front of a breathtakingly gorgeous four-story townhome with a Georgian facade. With its wrought iron fence and balconies, it screams old world elegance and obscene amounts of money. “We’re staying here?”

      Matteo nods. “Belongs to a friend of mine.”

      Even though the place is stunning, I know what it really is. A gilded cage meant to imprison me.

      Chiara goes in front of us while Nash grabs luggage from the trunk. At least all of them have belongings.

      The door opens, and we’re greeted by a woman wearing a black dress with a white apron. She smiles widely. “Mr. Moretti, so nice to see you again.” She turns to me. “I’m delighted to meet you, Ms. DeLuca. I’m Mrs. Billingsly. I hope you enjoy your stay at Hollings House.”

      The woman is gracious, and I’m sure she has no idea I’m here under duress. Or maybe that’s not true. Since I’m dressed like an orphan, maybe she has a suspicion.

      Somehow she has gracefully managed to get us inside the grand hallway, with the door closed and locked behind us in just a few seconds.

      Chiara continues past us, toward the back of the townhome while Nash heads up the sweeping staircase with the luggage and my plastic bag filled with chocolate and chips.

      “Thanks for everything, Mrs. Billingsly,” Matteo tells her. His voice is appreciative and kind, and his tone is one I’ve never heard from him. “We won’t require your services for the rest of the evening.”

      “If you’re certain.”

      His phone rings, and he glances at the display before silencing the device.

      “I’m happy to show Ms. DeLuca to her room while you deal with business,” the housekeeper suggests.

      “No need.” He silences his phone. “Thank you.”

      After saying that we’ll find basic necessities in all the bathrooms, she smiles at me. “If there’s anything else you need to make your stay comfortable, just pick up the phone on your nightstand.” Then, after wishing us a pleasant night, she excuses herself.

      “I’ll show you to your room,” Matteo says.

      Thank God he’s not expecting to share one; otherwise, I would have attempted an escape out the window.

      The nearest door stands open, and I see my candy on the bed.

      “Be ready for dinner in an hour.” He issues the order with the confidence of a man who’s never heard the word no.

      “I’m not hungry.” Even though that’s a fib, I stare at him defiantly, clinging to what little control I have left.

      He captures my chin and tilts my head back.

      The heat of his touch burns through my skin like a brand.

      “Look, little rebel. I abandoned all my responsibilities to follow you to another continent.”

      “I was perfectly fine where I was,” I bite out.

      “Duty first.” He releases me, his voice soft but lethal, like silk wrapped around a knife. “You have two choices. Join me of your own free will, or I will come and get you. Understand?”

      “Is that your idea of a marriage, Matteo?” I fire back. “Barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen?” The words are designed to wound, to make him see me as more than a duty to be fulfilled.

      A hint of a smile tugs at his lips, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “I assure you, Alessia; I can afford shoes.”

      Before I can respond, he’s gone.

      Exhausted in a way I’ve never been before, I enter my room but not before noticing that Chiara is just down the hallway.

      I sink onto the side of the bed.

      Matteo may have found me, may have dragged me back to this world of power and control, but he hasn’t won.

      In the distance, I hear the rich tones of his voice, and there’s an answering skip of my heart. The man is sin and temptation in one. But if he thinks I’ll simply fall in line with his plans, he’s got another think coming. I’m prepared to fight, no matter the consequences…
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