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Thanks for my family, friends and colleagues.

Your support and friendship have meant more to me than I could ever say.
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Gaby
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I have to get married in order to repay a debt.

It' s the only way to save my father's life.

He will live, but I fall into the hands of a notorious mafia boss.

Can a monster be tamed?

Luke

You can't steal from me.

Everyone knows that.

Everything has a price, and sometimes that price is paid by the innocent.

I won't make any exceptions.
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Prologue
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„We arrived too quickly at St Peter's Cathedral. When they opened the door, I thought of running away but realized it was pointless.

I straightened up and raised my head. I took a deep breath and slowly made my way towards my losing place.

I didn’t want anyone to see the fear in my eyes. This obligation was a mockery of everything I've always believed in. It wasn’t a tale of two lovers coming here to tie the knot in front of God and live happily ever after. I'm just a payment for something I didn't steal. How much is that debt? How much am I worth?

I felt my heart pounding as I walked between the benches to the rhythm of the music with my arms around my father. Everyone was standing and looking at me. A bunch of guests I didn't even know. I was grateful that my veil protected me from prying eyes and hid my nervousness. Savage – as everyone called him – stood at the altar waiting for me with patience. He looked better than anyone I'd imagined in my little-girl fantasies. Tall and fit. The dark tuxedo emphasized his muscular physique, exuding strength and sophistication. He looked like a rich businessman. His brown eyes never left me for a moment. His gaze revealed nothing, but penetrated deep into mine. As if he wanted to see my soul.

I took my place by his side. He reached out and I put my hand in his. It shivered a little, which of course, he noticed. He raised his left eyebrow and looked at me questioningly. I couldn't stand looking at him, so I turned my head towards the priest.

I couldn’t comprehend anything at the ceremony. I said the lines automatically when I had to, and soon the thin gold ring is brightened on my finger. When the priest called for the first kiss, I turned towards him and waited. I was not aware that a tear escaped my eye until he gently wiped it away. He slowly leaned closer with open eyes, and our lips touched for a brief moment. 

It's over. It is sealed. I've become the wife of the Savage.

He drove the car to the reception venue. This was the first time we were alone as husband and wife. 

“What was that tear at the church?“ he asked. I didn’t stop staring out the window, so he continued, “What happened? Cat got your tongue?”

“Why did you marry me?“ I couldn't hold myself back. It just came out.

“Are you expecting a love confession from me?“ he asked defiantly. 

“Of course not, but I'm curious.“ He looked at me, wondering what to say, but didn’t answer. I became slightly irritated, because I didn't want to hear a long explanation. “Tell me the truth. I think I deserve it!“

“Really? What did you do to deserve it?“

I swallowed hard. I had to remind myself who was sitting next to me. “I know what my father did, and that’s why we got married. But I don't understand what you have to gain from this. Wouldn't it be more logical to ask for your money back?“

He chuckled and said with a cynical smile, “How innocent you are! It will be fun to see what's left of it when I'm done!“

When he is done? I got scared again, but I had to know. “So, will you tell me then?“

“If you insist. You'll become a living example. A reminder of why it's a bad idea to screw me over. No one steals from me. If anybody tries, they will be punished. No second chances, no delay, no exceptions. Every wrong move has a price.“

“I didn't do anything wrong,“ I whispered softly.

“You’re right, and I'm very sorry. But your father loves you, and that's part of his punishment.“

“Part of his punishment? So there's more?“
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Chapter 1

Gaby
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I watched from my window, as he was leaving our house in the pouring rain. The sound of the heavy wooden door echoed through the silent building. My father sent me to my room earlier to keep me away from his business. He said I wouldn’t understand. But I felt something else was lurking beneath the surface. I shouldn't be grounded in my room if it’s only about work. That made me even more curious. 

I’ve always been an obedient child. I've had no problem doing as my father wishes. School and studying filled my days. I had only one girlfriend, and I didn't go to parties. I spent every minute of my life trying to please my father, so he could finally be proud of me. Or notice me.

This mysterious stranger has been coming to our house for about a year, usually once a week. He arrived in a fancy black car with tinted glass, accompanied by two other men. They waited outside our door, leaning against the car. The driver was a well-built, rugged-looking man in sunglasses. He stood with his arms crossed over his chest. The other was tall and athletic with messy blond hair. He talked constantly, but I couldn't hear his words from inside. The one in sunglasses didn't bother, didn't even look at the blond.

About three months ago, I slipped through the kitchen to spy on them from behind a wide bush. They spoke quietly, so I couldn’t hear a word. At some point, the stranger left our house, and I took my chance to observe his features closely. He glanced at my hiding place for a moment, and I wasn’t sure I remained undiscovered. I could barely dare to breathe.

Although the rain fell heavily, it couldn’t hide this attractive young man in a black suit. He moved confidently with a stern face. His eyes seemed dark, but I couldn’t determine their color from that distance. 

I waited for him to drive off before I went downstairs. I headed for the kitchen to beg Agnese for a snack. On my way there I noticed that the study door was slightly open, which was unusual. I peeked in and saw my father hunched over the table with his face buried in his hands. I ran over, patted his bald head, and asked worriedly, “Is everything all right? Can I get you anything?“

“Ah, Gaby. It's nice to see you. We need to talk anyway. Sit down!“

I swiftly took a seat in front of the mahogany desk. My chest tightened and I could hardly breathe. I get the creeps whenever I hear, "we need to talk”. It usually means something bad is going to happen. Tension radiated from his brown eyes, so I assumed the worst and rubbed my hands impatiently. Is he ill?

“I don't know where to begin,“ he said, stroking his bald head nervously. “You know I love you and I always wanted the best for you. Raising a little girl as a single parent hasn't always been easy, while also running the restaurants. But I've always had your best interests at heart.“

“I know, dad, and I'm grateful to you,“ I said. I knew he expected me to say these words. He always did.

We had little to do with each other, Agnese raised me, our only employee in this house. As far as I can remember, she was always beside me. I only saw my father occasionally at dinnertime or on holidays.

“I did everything in my power to keep you away from the shady side of life,“ he continued, as if he didn't hear me. “But there are times when I am helpless.“

“What happened?“ I ask, confused.

My father looked into the distance as if he was not present. I was afraid he wouldn’t answer. “You’re getting married in a month.“

“What?“ I cried completely shocked, I didn't expect that at all.

“I know this is sudden.“

“Sudden?“ I interrupted, “I'm only eighteen. The last thing I want is marriage. To whom? I don't know anyone!“ I was screaming at this point. This situation was absurd. 

“Don't raise your voice with me! Your husband will be one of my business partners,“ he said, and his mouth twitched slightly.

“A business partner?“ I repeated his words in disbelief. “How old is he?“

“He is not an old man if that's what you're worried about. He's only twenty-five.“

“I don't want to get married. I just finished school, I haven't even lived my life yet!“ I said with a pleading look. “Why are you in such a hurry?“

“You're getting married in a month, and I'm not going to argue about it. Do you think I wanted this? Well, I didn't, but I have no other choice!“ he shouted. “Now leave me alone! I don't want to argue anymore!“

Our conversation was over, but he didn't wait for me to leave before he poured a double shot of whisky at his bar at the corner and drank it in one go. 

I stared at his broad back for a few moments before I stumbled out to find Agnese. I had no idea what that was all about, but I felt like I had a heavy stone in my stomach. He has no choice! What reasoning is that? Everyone has a choice. I wish I had more courage and a big mouth. I'm sure other girls would have talked back. Unfortunately, I'm not like that. I avoid arguments, especially with him.

I couldn’t say a word to our housekeeper. I wrapped my arms around her chubby body and pressed my head against her chest. Tears poured from my eyes as I failed to control my feelings.

“Don't cry, bambina! We'll sort it all out. What's wrong?“

I tried to pull myself together, but the words couldn’t leave my mouth. I didn't want to get married, especially to someone I knew nothing about. Girls these days shouldn’t be sold to strangers. I dreamed about my wedding sometimes, but I was always older, and at the side of the man I loved. I just finished school a week ago and I thought maybe after the summer holidays I could start working in one of my father's restaurants. I'm his only child, so I was sure I would take over his business. I went to an elite all-girls school. I thought I’d have time to meet boys. I’d never been abroad. I wanted to see Europe, sail around Italy, or visit the Eiffel Tower in France.

My tears fell harder than the rain. I had so many plans, and now my dreams got shattered. I didn’t know this man, and I didn’t have a very good opinion about him if he had to marry like this.

“Calm down, sweetie. It can't be that bad. Sit down! I'll get you warm milk and cookies.“

I did what she asked and observed her as she prepared the table. I sipped my drink slowly, which calmed me down a little. Agnese looked curious, so I took a deep breath and told her about the shocking announcement. 

“I’m out of words, my bambina. I have no idea why he decided to do this. But he never meant any harm to you.”

“Isn’t it wrong to marry a stranger by force?” I asked loudly, but Agnese signaled me to lower my voice.

“I'm sure there is a reason,“ she said softly.

“Yes! I have my reasons!“ said my father with his firm voice rumbling from the doorway. His eyes look tired and pained. “I only came here, because I didn't get a chance to tell you that we’re announcing your engagement tomorrow night. We're visiting the Morina mansion at 7:00 pm. It’s going to be an exclusive party for his closest friends. Please be ready, but most importantly, behave as expected, ” he said and left quickly.

”What should I do?” I asked Agnese.

***
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My father looked at me nervously as he drove the car. I forced a calm expression on my face to mask the storm inside me. There was nothing to fear. I'm not going to make a scene. Only my fingers revealed the actual state of my mind. I held onto my little black bag as if my life depended on it. I was angry and scared at the same time. I stared at shops and restaurants as we passed by. We left the bustling downtown behind and continued our journey to the edge of town. Family houses stood on each side, but this was not our final destination. Shortly after, we came to a place fenced off by a concrete wall. The iron gate was wide open. The gatekeeper signaled to follow the narrow path. It led to a modern two – story building with large windows. Impressive! 

Before I could pull myself together, a butler opened my door. I got out of the car and saw my father’s regular visitor approaching. He greeted me with a smile.

“Hello, Gaby. We haven't met yet. I'm Luke Morina.“

“Nice to meet you, “ I said politely.

“Hello Arthur!“ he greeted my father. “As always.“

“Hi, Luke!“

I looked at my father strangely, because his voice didn’t sound friendly at all. I was glad to finally meet the subject of my spying.

“Let's go to my office for a short meeting before we welcome our guests,“ said Luke. His firm voice commanded us to follow him. I glanced at my father for further instructions, because he had never conducted business in my presence before. 

“Move, Gaby! I don't want to upset him.“

He grabbed my arm and pulled me along. His grip was so tight I was sure I’d be covered in bruises by tomorrow. His behavior was unusual to me. Although he wasn’t the best father figure, he never physically abused me.

Luke stood behind his massive oak desk. He slowly scanned my body when we entered. No one's ever looked at me with such a possessive gaze. I shuddered. My dark green evening gown fitted me perfectly. I knew it, because I stared at myself in the mirror for half an hour. I wasn’t considered tall at my 5’3” height, but my high heels made up for it. Many thought I was fragile, but I secretly got certified in krav maga at school, which gave me more confidence. I could defend myself if necessary.

Luke smiled with satisfaction, “Welcome to my house, dear bride! I hope you like it.“

Wait! Is he that Luke? I didn't pay attention to his name when he introduced himself, but he was clearly interested in my reaction. I can't believe it! He saw my discomfort and chuckled. He turned to my father, who stood in the corner, defeated. He looked like he had shrunk by a few inches.

“You didn't tell her, Arthur?“

My father pressed his lips together.

“He told me I was getting married, but I didn't know about you,“ I interrupted to save my father from answering.

“I hope you're not disappointed?“ asked Luke defiantly.

“I don't know. I don't know you!“

“Gaby!“ My father said my name with palpable tension in his voice. 

“We'll definitely have to change that then! I won't leave you alone the whole night.“

I don't know why, but his statement sounds more like a threat. He took out a small velvet box from the drawer of his prestigious desk. He flipped the lid to reveal the most beautiful engagement ring I had ever seen. A huge pink gemstone, surrounded by six smaller whites, was resting on a thin gold hoop. I raised my trembling hand, and he carefully put the jewel on. I couldn’t take my eyes off the ring. It was magnificent. He unexpectedly leaned closer and pressed a kiss to the ring. His warm breath tickled my skin. I shivered slightly.

“Charming! Just like you are,” he said abruptly and took me downstairs without asking permission.

Luke kept his promise and didn't leave me alone for a moment. It was surreal to receive congratulations from strangers. The men watched me with curious eyes, and the women were green with envy. Luke put a glass of champagne into my hand. I glanced at him over the rim of my glass. I couldn't stop wondering why he’d chosen to get a wife like this. I didn't need to be a scientist to figure out that most women would sacrifice an arm to be in my shoes. He was attractive, but not in the traditional way. He had a little bump on his nose, like it was once broken. His eyes were mostly cold and calculating. There was a cut above his left eyebrow, probably the mark of a past injury. His face was perfectly shaved and his black hair was immaculately styled. He wore a smart black suit. He was tall; I only reached up to his lipline, even with my heels on. He exuded raw power. This deadly, but powerful aura made him irresistible. The guests acted humble in his presence and spoke cautiously. They were attracted to him like a moth to light – a dangerous affection with the possibility of death
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