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BOUND BY DUTY: DARK MAFIA ROMANCE

My name is Alicia Ashford, and I know exactly who my father is. To the world, Alfred Ashford is the ruthless leader of the largest American mafia, a man feared by many. But to me, he’s just my dad—the man who’s spent my whole life shielding me from the darkness he thrives in. Even now, at nineteen, he refuses to leave me alone, always making sure someone is there to watch over me when he’s away on business.

This time, it’s Arthur.

Arthur Hale isn’t just some bodyguard. He’s the son of the most powerful Italian mafia boss in the country—a man raised in a world of violence, where respect is earned through threats. He’s got a short temper, a sharp tongue, and a presence that’s impossible to ignore. Neither of us wants this arrangement, but for the sake of keeping our families in line, we’re stuck with it.

But the longer we’re forced together, the more the tension builds. He’s just a reminder of how little I know about the world he comes from. And me? I’ve never been good at keeping my mouth shut.

Tempers will flare. Lines will be crossed. And for the first time in my life, I might finally see the world for what it really is.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE



[image: ]




ALICIA P.O.V.

My childhood? Totally normal, like most girls. You know, dolls, tea parties, and fairy tale stories before bed. And just like a regular kid, my dad would tuck me in every night and give me a kiss on my forehead.

He was a super busy guy, always running to meetings and traveling for his job, but he always made sure he had time to say goodnight to me. Every single night.

"Daddy, tell me a story!" I called out to him as he was reaching for the door handle to leave my room. He stopped for a sec, shaking his head a little bit.

"I'm really sorry, Lottie, but you know I've got work to do." He messed up my hair a little, but I was quick, grabbed his hand and pulled as hard as my eight-year-old arms could manage. I really wanted a story.

"Pleeease, Daddy? Just a short one?" I begged, sticking out my lower lip. My dad just kind of grumbled, and for a second there, I thought he wasn't going to give in to my cute puppy-dog eyes. Sometimes he was tough like that.

"Alright, alright." He let out a little laugh, sitting down on the edge of my bed. "Okay, so listen to this. Once upon a time, there was this super beautiful little princess.

She was really sweet and caring, and always generous and kind to everyone. Her dad, the King, he loved this little princess more than anything in the world, so he made a promise that he would always keep her safe.

So, whenever the King had to go away to war, he made extra sure the princess was protected and safe from all the bad guys and monsters out there. And when the King would come back home from doing his King stuff in the kingdom, the little princess would run to him with big hugs and give him all the pretty pictures she had drawn just for him.

The King knew that his princess was the most important thing ever, and he was gonna keep his promise to protect her until his very last breath, even if it was super hard or dangerous."

"That was such a nice story, Daddy." I kissed him on the cheek and gave him a big squeeze, just like the princess in the story did for her King. It felt good to hug him.

"Goodnight, little princess." He said quietly to me. When my dad opened the door to leave my room, I saw him talking to Brock and Cash, keeping his voice down.

I never tried to listen in when my dad was talking to people, I just knew he was smart and fair, like a king, so I didn't need to worry about anything. He always knew what to do.

"Goodnight, Brock," I waved to him with a smile, "Goodnight, Cash." My eyes were starting to feel heavy and I was drifting off to sleep.

I started to have fun thoughts about the King and his little princess playing in my head.

"Goodnight, Ms. Alicia." They both said at the same time, closing the door behind my dad. I didn't really get how much my own life was like that princess story until I got older.

But laying there in my bed with my soft pink stuff hanging over it and those two armed guards standing right outside my bedroom door all the time, it felt totally normal to me. This was just how things were, and how they were always gonna be.

But, you know what? I wasn’t really a princess; I was Alicia Ashford.

And my dad wasn't a king from a fairy tale; he was Alfred Ashford, the big boss of the biggest Mob in New York City. Yeah, that's right.
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ALICIA P.O.V.

Pop Pop

Loud bangs cut through the quiet. Gunshots! They were coming from downstairs somewhere in the house. My eyes snapped open and I shot straight up in bed. Thump-thump, thump-thump. Footsteps, heavy ones, were getting closer, right outside my bedroom door. Panic shot through me.

I scrambled out of bed and dashed to the door, fumbling with the knob before I finally managed to twist it and slam the lock shut. Thank goodness for locks. Cash and Brock. They're on duty tonight, right? They'll handle whoever's making all that noise. They always do.

I stood there, frozen, holding my breath, listening. The footsteps got louder and louder, stomping closer until they stopped right outside my door. Silence. Too much silence. My heart started pounding in my chest, BAM-BAM, BAM-BAM, like it wanted to jump right out. This was seriously freaking me out.

"Brock?" I called out, my voice just a shaky whisper in the dim room, hoping, praying they were out there and would hear me through the thick door. "Cash? Is that you?" Suddenly, the doorknob rattled like crazy, twisting and shaking as someone tried to force their way in. Okay, definitely not them. Whew. Good thing I locked this thing. Dodged a bullet there, literally maybe?

"Ooooh, Miss Alicia," Cash's voice came through the door, all sugary sweet but with a nasty edge, like he was messing with me. "Could you maybe come out here for just a sec?" No way. Nope. I shook my head even though they couldn’t see me, and quickly dropped to the floor, scrambling on my hands and knees to slide under my bed. Dust bunnies and all.

"Come on, Miss Alicia, don't be like that," Brock chimed in, his voice sounding almost reasonable, but I wasn't buying it. "We just wanna chat." Then, after a beat of silence, BAM! He slammed his fist against the door. "Open the freakin' door, Alicia! Now!" His voice was rough and angry, no more Mr. Nice Guy. My breath hitched in my throat.

I clapped my hand over my mouth, hard, trying to keep from screaming. This was bad. Really bad. Where was Dad? He should be here. They didn't stop. They just kept going, punching and kicking the door like they were trying to break it down.

My door was pretty solid, yeah, Dad made sure of that. But... Cash and Brock, they'd been around forever. They knew this house like the back of their hands. They knew all the crummy spots. This was not good.

I squeezed myself into a tight ball under the bed, knees tucked to my chest, heart hammering. My fingers fumbled for the little rose gold switchblade tucked into my pajama pocket, the one I got for my eighteenth birthday. Might as well be armed with something, even if it was just a little knife. CRASH! The door splintered, wood cracking and ripping. They were in. They actually broke down the door. Oh crap. This is it. I'm gonna die. Right here, under my bed. Seriously?

"Miss Alicia?" Cash's voice echoed in the suddenly open room. "Come on out, come on out, wherever you are!" He started stomping around, looking around like he was playing hide-and-seek, but this was definitely not a game. He started yanking open drawers in my dresser, tossing clothes everywhere.

Then he moved to my vanity, knocking over makeup brushes and perfume bottles. Jerk. He even ripped the blankets right off my bed, sending the sheets flying. "Hey, Cash," Brock called from the other side of the room. "Check this out." I heard their footsteps getting closer, and then they both started laughing. Low, nasty laughs.

This was getting worse and worse. "I bet the big man hasn't seen these," Cash said, holding something up – ugh, my underwear drawer must be next. "Skimpy little black panties, Miss Alicia. Real cute. Why don't you put 'em on for us, huh? Give us a little show."

Suddenly, CLICK-CLICK. The unmistakable sound of a gun being cocked. Both Cash and Brock went dead quiet. I heard them gasp, like they'd been punched in the stomach.

"Alicia! You okay?!" Dad! It was Dad's voice! Relief washed over me in a massive wave. I scrambled out from under the bed so fast I almost tripped, and ran straight to him, burying myself in his side and holding on for dear life. He was there, thank goodness.

He had his MG5 pointed right at Cash and Brock, and his face was like thunder, all twisted with fury. "You freakin' sons of bitches," he growled, his voice low and dangerous. "I trusted you two! More than any of the other guys. With my daughter! We've worked together for twenty years! Twenty years! You were practically family to us!"

"The new guy," Cash stammered, his voice shaking like a leaf. "He offered us way more money, Alfred. It's nothing personal, you know? Just... business."

"Yeah, just a... a little mistake," Brock added, trying to sound tough but failing miserably. He even took a step forward, dumb move. Dad mirrored him instantly, taking a step right back at Brock, his eyes blazing. Then, Dad just exploded. He screamed, a raw, furious sound, and jammed the barrel of the MG5 right into Brock's temple, hard.

"A mistake?" Dad spat the words out, his face inches from Brock's. "I don't give a rat's behind about your mistakes!" BOOM! The gun went off, deafeningly loud in the room. Brock's head snapped to the side, and then... ugh. Blood and brains splattered everywhere - the wall, the carpet, even the ceiling. Gross.

Dad calmly wiped some blood off his forehead with the back of his hand, and then turned to Cash, a weird, almost cheerful smile spreading across his face. It was a smile that sent shivers down my spine. "Cash," Dad said again, his voice almost sing-songy now. "Cash, Cash, Cash."

He started circling around Cash, slow and steady, like a wolf sizing up its prey. "Hmm, what to do, what to do?" he mused out loud. "Should I let you go, send a little message to your new boss? Or just, you know..." he made a little pistol gesture with his hand, "...end it right here?"

He stopped pacing and put his finger to his lips, pretending to think about it. "Both options send a message, true. But one is definitely... more appealing than the other." He dropped his hand and his smile widened, but it wasn't a nice smile at all.

"You know, Cash, I gotta say, I really, really liked that part where you were talking about my daughter trying on her underwear for you. That was my absolute favorite part of this whole evening." I saw Dad's hands start to tremble, just a little at first, but it grew quickly. That's never a good sign. That meant he was past angry, he was ice cold.

Mercy was definitely off the table. "Goodbye, Cash," Dad said, his voice flat and emotionless. "It was... something... working with you." Then, just like with Brock, another BOOM. And just like that, Cash was gone too. His brains joined Brock's on the wall. Double gross.

Almost instantly, a bunch of Dad's guys swarmed into the room, moving fast and efficient, starting to clean up the mess. Dad took my hand and led me out of my wrecked bedroom and down to the kitchen. Mom and my brothers were already there, looking shaken.

Mom and Dad started going at it right away, voices low but tense. What to do next, where to go, how to find out who was behind this, and how to make them pay. The usual stuff after something like this. One of the chefs, who was always on call, must have seen we were all looking pale, because he quietly put mugs of hot chocolate in front of us. Me and my brothers grabbed them and started gulping them down, mostly to have something to do and not listen to Mom and Dad hashing things out.

Vincent, the oldest, was twenty-five and already being groomed to take over the whole operation when Dad finally decided to hang up his hat. Viktor, the second oldest, was basically a mini-Dad, same serious face and no-nonsense attitude. Vaughn was number three, and man, did he have a short fuse. Fly off the handle at anything. And then there was Valen.

My twin brother, the resident goofball, the one I was stuck sharing a womb with for nine months. Idiot, but he was my idiot. "I know what they're gonna do," Valen announced, like he was some kind of fortune teller, while loudly slurping up a soggy marshmallow from his hot chocolate. I just sat there, still shaking a little, my mouth dry, words completely stuck.

"Dad's gonna split us up," Valen continued, matter-of-factly. "Mom's going to the house in Beverly Hills, you know, the one with the pool? Dad, Vince, Vik, Vaughn, and me, we're staying here to figure out who pulled this stunt and plan our payback. And you, Vi," he pointed a marshmallow-covered finger at me, "you're going to the Hale's."

"The Hale's?" I repeated, kind of blankly, taking another sip of my hot chocolate. It was scalding hot and burned my throat going down, but honestly, it was still way more comforting than the cold, twisty knot of fear in my stomach. "Yeah, the Hale's," Vik confirmed, like it was no big deal, shrugging one shoulder and licking the chocolatey residue off his spoon. "They're, like, allies of Dad's. In Chicago."

"But... why can't we all go somewhere together?" I protested, my voice finally working again. "Why do I have to go somewhere by myself? And with strangers?" I glanced over at Dad. He had his head buried in his hands, looking totally defeated. Mom was standing behind him, rubbing his back in slow circles, trying to soothe him.

"Vi, come on," Vincent said, sounding tired, like he'd already explained this a million times. He ran a hand over his face, rubbing his eyes. "If we all piled into one place, it would be a sitting duck situation, you know? We're targets, all of us, because of Dad's job and all his enemies.

If we all stick together in one spot, like we were tonight, it's like handing them a gift-wrapped present. Except instead of just taking out two birds with one stone, they'd be taking out five of us. Makes sense?" Valen reached over and pulled me into a side hug, squeezing me tight for a second. "Hey, it's gonna be okay, Vi," he mumbled into my hair. "Seriously. Dad's not gonna let anything happen to you. You know that."

"And what about you guys?" I asked, frowning. I hated when everyone acted like I was made of glass, ready to shatter at any second. "You guys are his kids too, you know? You're just as much targets."

"Yeah, yeah, we are," Vaughn said, nodding. "But you're our baby sister, remember? And Dad's only daughter. We just want to make sure you're safe and sound, okay?" He bumped my shoulder with his fist, trying to lighten the mood, but it still felt totally unfair.

Dad finally stood up, pushing himself up from his chair. He walked over to us, his face still all serious and heavy. Just looking at him, the way his jaw was set and the lines around his eyes, I knew Valen was right. This was happening. We were really going to be separated. A cold feeling settled in my stomach.

"Okay, listen up," Dad said, his voice rough. "Your mother and I, we've talked it over. And we've decided that for everyone's safety, the best thing to do is... I'm gonna stay here, at the house. Your mother," he glanced at Mom, "she's going to head out to the place in California.

The boys," he looked at Vincent, Viktor, Vaughn and Valen, "you guys are staying with me. And Alicia..." His eyes met mine, and I could see the pain in them, like it was physically hurting him to say this next part. "Alicia, you're going to Chicago."

The next hour was a blur of rushing around, throwing clothes and toiletries into suitcases. I was determined to be strong, at least in front of Dad. I didn't want him to see me fall apart. So, no crying. Not yet. I could bawl my eyes out in the car later.

Mom pulled me into a hug, a tight one. Her cherry blossom perfume, the one she always wore, wrapped around me for a second, a familiar, comforting smell. But then the reality crashed back in. We were splitting up. Going our separate ways. And who knew when we'd all be together again? Maybe never.

"I love you, sweetheart," Mom whispered, kissing the top of my head. "Please, please be careful. Be safe." "I will," I managed to choke out, biting down hard on my lip to stop the sob that was building up, trying to tear through my chest.

We stood on the porch and watched as Mom's car pulled out of the driveway, then drove down the long road, disappearing behind the trees. Okay, that was Mom gone. Now it was my turn. My stomach twisted. All four of my brothers descended on me at once, pulling me into a massive, bone-crushing group hug. It was so ridiculous, so over-the-top, that I actually laughed. The first real laugh all day.

Valen hung back a little, waiting until Vincent, Viktor, and Vaughn had gone back inside before he let his guard down. "Man, I'm gonna miss you, dummy," Valen said, his voice a bit husky. He gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. "But hey, I'll see you again soon, okay? Real soon. It's a twin thing, you know? Just trust me on this."

The toughest goodbye was saved for last, of course. I turned around and there was Dad, leaning against the brick wall of our house, this old upstate New York place, my childhood home. It felt weird, like I was seeing it for the last time.

"The Hale's," Dad said, his voice quiet, "they're good people, Vi. Real good people. Strong. They'll look after you, you'll be safe with them." He reached out and pulled me into a hug, holding me close. I hugged him back tight, breathing in his familiar scent of cigars and sandalwood cologne. I wanted to remember this smell, memorize it.

"As soon as we get this mess sorted out here, I'm coming to get you. Promise." "Okay," I whispered, my voice barely audible. But I knew he meant it. Dad always kept his promises. "I swear," he said, his voice thick with emotion, almost cracking. He kissed my forehead, a long, lingering kiss. Then he stepped back.

Without saying anything else, I turned and slipped into the back of the waiting car. "Okay, you can go," I told the driver, my voice still shaky. I watched through the back window as Dad stood there, getting smaller and smaller as the car pulled away, until he was just a tiny figure, and then gone. Out of sight.

That's when the dam finally broke. Tears started streaming down my face, hot and fast. I was leaving everything behind. But... it'll be okay, Vi. It has to be okay. Everything will be okay. I kept repeating it in my head, like a mantra, even though I didn't really believe it yet.
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ALICIA P.O.V.

I was dead asleep in the car, totally zonked, when my driver started nudging me awake. Like, not even gently at first, more like a proper shake.

"Ms. Alicia, we're here," he mumbled, real quiet-like. He was already helping me get my sleepy self out of the Cadillac.

I blinked a few times, trying to get my bearings, and took a look around.

Man, all those huge buildings and streets full of people rushing around, it was just like being back home. Felt familiar, you know?

"Wow, that drive went by quick," I said, trying to sound normal, but it was kind of a weak laugh. I was still trying to take it all in.

We were parked in front of this cement building, looked kinda blocky. It had these iron cage things over the windows, which was a bit weird.

The front door was black, with gold stuff around the edges, and one of those fancy door knockers, all shiny and gold too.

"You've been out cold for twelve hours straight," the driver said, and he let out a quiet chuckle. "I stopped a few times on the way just to check if you were still breathing, seriously."

"Oh, wow," was all I could manage to say. I didn't say it loud, more like just letting the word slip out.

The driver went ahead and used that gold knocker, banging it on the door a few times.

I noticed this gold peephole thing next to the door, and I just knew someone was peeking out at us from inside.

We stood there for a few seconds, then the door suddenly swung open.

A guy who looked like he was in his fifties grabbed my arm and yanked me inside super quick, then slammed the door shut again, boom!

Next thing I know, I'm getting patted down, like they were checking me for weapons or something, before they finally let me go further into the place.

"Sorry about all that," the first guy said, like he was explaining. "Ever since your dad told us about that break-in thing, we've really amped up the security, made it way tighter."

He started walking in front of me, showing me the way, "My name's Alphonse, I'm in charge of the Hale family. I've known your father for ages, he's a really stand-up guy."

"Yes, Sir," I said, and gave him a little head dip. I was looking around at everything as we walked.

We passed by this room that looked like a sitting room, with this long couch made of dark wood, all fancy, with cushions that looked super soft and black.

Then there were a bunch of bedrooms and bathrooms, a kitchen that was huge, with shiny marble counters and all stainless steel stuff.

Then a music room, a lounge room, and honestly, after a while, I just lost track of what room was what. Finally, we got to this hallway that was kinda dim, with just one light shining down on this door that was painted a soft pink color.

"Your father sent over a ton of cash to make sure we set you up with a room where you'll be totally comfy," Alphonse said.

He punched in some numbers on a keypad next to the pink door and it clicked open.

"We've got cameras all over this hallway, watching your door, a security code to get in, and a special lock so nothing can get in or out."

"Out?" I asked, that word kinda stuck in my head. My stomach did a little flip when he said that, like, was I locked in here?

"For your own safety, seriously, nothing will happen here that your dad wouldn't be okay with, I promise." He moved towards the door, like telling me to go inside, and I followed him.

I let out a little gasp when I actually saw the room. Wow, it was seriously fancy.

"This is your area, your living space. Bedroom's here, obviously.

Door on your left is like a mini art studio, and it's got a bunch of books too, like a library thing.

To your right, bathroom, with a shower you can just walk into, and a tub if you want to take a long soak.

Door next to the dresser is a walk-in closet. If you get hungry or need anything at all, just come over to this thing," he pointed to a box on the wall, and then pointed right at a silver button.

"Press 'call' and tell Arthur whatever you need, any time, day or night."

"Arthur?" I asked again, still looking around the awesome room.

The bed was, of course, gold, gold trim everywhere, but the blanket on top was a light pink, and the pillows were white.

The floor was dark wood, and there was this white rug that looked like fake fur, super soft when I stepped on it with my tired feet.

The dresser was pale white with gold bits, and the chair in front of it was white and gold too, but with a pink cushion.

Two little tables were on each side of the bed, matching the dresser.

"Yeah, Arthur, my son. He's gonna be looking after you, keeping you safe and making sure you're good while you're staying with us."

He gave me a warm smile and typed the security code into the wall thing again, opening the door to the hallway. "I really hope you'll be happy here, Alicia. Dinner's at six, we'll get together again then."

And before I could say anything else, he just slipped out into the hallway and shut the door behind him.

I heard the sound of the lock clicking, that pressurized thing locking me in. I looked around the room again.

No windows. No laptop.

No cell phone.

The only way to talk to the outside world was this old-school phone plugged into the wall.

There was a little piece of tape stuck on the phone with writing in black marker that said: monitored. Ugh.

I let out a breath and picked up the small suitcase I was allowed to bring, and put it on the bed.

I started to unpack, and realized I hadn't even brought any clothes for myself.

Just some picture frames with pictures of my parents and my brothers, my hairbrush, a necklace dad gave me for my sixteenth birthday, and my copy of The Great Gatsby.

The more I just sat there, the more stuff started swirling around in my head.

My dad, my mom, my brothers, everyone I cared about was in danger, but here I was, locked up safe and sound.

It felt selfish and totally unfair.

To get my mind off things, I opened the closet door and actually smiled a little because it was packed with clothes and shoes, all for me.

Shirts, fancy shirts, pajamas, sweats, jeans, workout clothes, dresses, gowns, you name it, it was in there. I sent a mental thank you to Dad.

Then I wandered over to the studio room and found an easel, paints, a bunch of paintbrushes, and drawers full of art supplies.

The walls in the studio were covered in books, floor to ceiling.

I found another copy of Great Gatsby, all new and shiny, and put my old beat-up copy next to it.

Leaving the studio, I went into the bathroom and my jaw dropped when I saw this bathtub with claw feet and a walk-in shower made out of stone.
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