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      For the ride-or-die ladies who would absolutely help bury a body and the men smart enough to love them for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        CONTENT WARNING:

        (OR, A STARTER MENU FOR THE MORALLY FLEXIBLE)

      

      

      

      The Don is part of the dark romantic comedy with reverse harem mafia romance series Vicious Possession. It’s funny, a bit unhinged—and it’s dark. Don’t say we didn’t warn you. Please read responsibly.

      

      If you dare to continue, you can expect:

      
        
          	
        Organized crime
      

      	
        Graphic violence including kidnapping, stabbing, torture, gun violence, property damage, and explosive fun (We mentioned mafia, right?)
      

      	
        Detailed and explicit sexual content with dubious consent vibes including (but not limited to) dom/sub interactions, bondage, choking/ breath-play, humiliation, a touch of S&M, masturbation, and public indecency
      

      	
        Obsessive behavior and stalking (It’s fine; he’s in love, and she’s into it.)
      

      	
        Cat biting (literal and euphemistic)
      

      	
        Horny murder hobos (not actual hobos)
      

      	
        Parental loss and grief that should probably be handled by a trained therapist
      

      	
        Cute aggression (and not so cute aggression)
      

      	
        A possessive psychopath MMC whose safe word is “lasagna”
      

      	
        Eco-friendly carnage
      

      	
        Lots of regular swearing and creative name-calling, like twatwaffle
      

      	
        Enough Italian swearing to make a nonna wash your mouth out with soap (Don’t worry; you don’t need to speak Italian to read this book. Think of them like Easter eggs laid by a fucked up Italian Easter bunny.)
      

      

      

      

      Buon appetito, you beautiful degenerates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Victoria

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s hard to feel like a badass sniper when your tit itches. This stupid weather. The misty rain is basically liquid humidity, soaking through my softshell jacket and into my sports bra. 

      Four in the morning already—damn.

      I’m waiting at the corner two blocks away from Uncle Enzo’s Italian eatery. It’s taking longer than I expected for my mark to show, which is adding to my jittery nerves. The place is a front. A meeting place for the Costa famiglia. The longer I’m stationary, the greater the chance I might get caught. A woman with a large rifle on a rooftop isn’t exactly mobile.

      There’s a good chance I’ll have to blow this pop stand in a hurry if my target doesn’t show soon.

      Enzo’s got ten minutes tops to finish his poker game. Then I’ll have to leave before my psycho fiancé manages to hunt me down to stop me. I’m sure he’s on the trail already. Even though I’m cold and wet and pissed, just the thought of being stalked by Lucca Esposito has a fire smoldering low in my belly. 

      So at least that’s warming me up.

      Not that I’ll ever tell that ass about the smoldering bit. Esposito’s ego got big enough the last time he interfered with my ‘extracurricular activities’ and brought me home trussed up in duct tape. That was the night he stood in front of my grandmother and told her he was claiming marriage rights.

      Lucca Esposito’s balls, by the way, are even bigger than his ego.

      Joke’s on him. Tonight, I’m determined to evade Esposito long enough to put a bullet in the brain of the man who car-bombed my father. The same one who caught me in the explosion, leaving me burned and scarred.

      Enzo Costa, head of the Costa famiglia, is a slippery asshole, and not in the fun kind of way. Two years I’ve been trying to get my shot at him. The fact that he’s still breathing after my failed attempts to kill him is a constant source of displeasure.

      Fourth time’s the charm.

      I check the tape over the barrel of my RPR and then reposition it while I scratch the shit out of the wet elastic making my underboob chafe. Itch eased, I look at my phone. It’s been seven minutes since the last time I looked.

      Goddamnit. Where is my mark? A bottle of Patrón and a freshly-batteried vibrator are waiting for my private post-murder celebration back at the Bianchi family stronghold.

      I think I’ll sext Esposito a picture of that, just to send a message. A literal get fucked message to my husband-to-be. Bet he’ll regret telling my grandmother he’d be responsible for my actions after tonight.

      That meddling scrotewaffle is the sole reason that Enzo Costa isn’t already dead. Stupid sentimentality for one of my old high school boy toys. Those nostalgic feelings made me hesitate to get stabby on Esposito’s ass when he interfered with my last attempt on Enzo, and boy, do I sometimes wish I had a do-over on that.

      Maybe I’ll get my wish. If today goes sideways again because of Lucca Esposito, this time I’ll make sure I shoot Lucca Esposito, too. Payback’s a bitch. Like me.

      Where is he? Did Enzo sneak out of his poker game another way?

      Suddenly, a black SUV nudges itself around the corner, as if it’s checking to see if the coast is clear. I relax my grip on the rifle and put my eye to the scope.

      Sweet Jesus, finally. Excitement pulses like lust, hot and heavy through my core.

      Who am I kidding? It is lust—at least a bit. Revenge thirst is real. I might be just as crazy as Esposito, but that’s something I can work out with my therapist another day. Assuming I bother to get one.

      The Bianchi crime family—my family—and the Costa crime family have been bitter rivals for ten years. We’re the biggest and most powerful Italian families left in this section of Jersey, and Esposito’s small family is third in line.

      Eliminating Enzo Costa, the head of their famiglia, might move my arms-dealing fiancé up in the world. Or maybe not. Enzo’s got a son ready to take the reins. Gabriele, Esposito, and I grew up and graduated from school together, which is how I know Gabriele won’t care to be pushed down a peg by Esposito.

      Hopefully Gabriele’s grown up to be a better man than his dad, because I’m about to make my former high school flame the next Costa don.

      I breathe through the strangely horny adrenaline rush feeling, letting it crest as I carefully line up my shot. I can sense everything right now. The way my nipples pebble beneath the wet spandex. The tug of wet hair that’s glued to my neck. The breeze that’s blowing lightly across it.

      The muscles in my core flutter, like this is the best goddamn edging session in the world. There.

      It’s Enzo Costa’s caravan. I can see it clearly: the first of Enzo’s three identical SUVs. There should be two other vehicles following the first, but I’m only here for the middle one, still sitting mostly out of sight. And unlike that saggy sack of machismo, I keep my murder-horny self in check enough to check the first car for innocents.

      I care about such unwritten rules of conduct, like we used to follow. But not many do anymore. Seems like the old ways are becoming a thing of the past here.

      Enzo Costa? That shitstain clearly has no sense of honor. I almost died in the bomb that took out my dad. Collateral damage like that shouldn’t happen. Ever.

      The driver of the first vehicle is getting impatient with how long it’s taking the light to change. Probably because it’s stupid o’clock in the morning. He edges forward, which allows the second car to creep forward as well.

      I sweep what I can see of the second SUV and spot my quarry. Finally, I have eyes on Enzo Costa, sitting in the middle SUV, exactly where I expected him to be. Would he be insulted by the idea of being executed by a woman? One can hope.

      Of course, women are about all we have left these days. My famiglia, the Bianchis, now operate under the rule of a donna—a matriarch as the head of the family, instead of a patriarch. My tough-as-shit grandmother seized power after my father was killed by Enzo, rather than letting the title of don fall to one of my shitty distant male cousins. The Bianchi family would have fallen apart under those twits.

      Donna Nonna—and for God’s sake, don’t ever tell my grandmother I call her that—is a good don. But she’s trying to stabilize our crumbling empires by merging the bloodlines of the other Italian crime families into one big happy one. My engagement to my hot but psycho fiancé sews up one side of the crime world in our town. And she planned to bring the Costa family in by marrying off my cousin Alessia to Enzo’s son, Gabriele.

      It makes me frigging nauseous.

      My cousin Alessia is like a sister. A real, proper mafia princess who is willing to be a quiet, demure bargaining chip. She’s trading her freedom for the continuity of the family by marrying and having babies with a man she doesn’t even like. Unlike me.

      And to Gabriele, a guy who I thought had feelings for me once⁠—

      Well, Nonna wouldn’t give a shit about that. Her motto right now is if you can’t beat ’em, fuck ’em. And then breed a new generation that hopefully will broker peace. Or at least a ceasefire.

      Spending months with my flesh burned, screaming while they abraded my wounds, killed my interest in loving my enemy.

      Enzo Costa’s skull lines up in my crosshairs. The heat in my loins flares, a gentle pulsing in my core while I hold the RPR steady. Did I just have a mini orgasm? Will I confess that in therapy or church? Questions for another time.

      I pull the trigger, feeling the kick of the rifle in my hands, and watch blood spray the inside of Costa’s middle SUV. I guess they couldn’t afford to splurge on the bulletproof glass. Surprise, motherfucker.

      The driver of the first SUV hits the gas. Aftershocks rock me to the symphony of mayhem happening below—squealing tires, the rush of breeze, someone shouting—and I retreat carefully from the edge of the roof, pulling the rifle with me.

      But as I step backward, I hear the thunk of heavy footsteps. I’m not alone. The wind shifts, and I can smell the faint scent of someone over the ozone of the rain. Pistachio, musk, and cigar smoke.

      Whipping the RPR around, I level it into the face—no wait, that’s a well-muscled chest—of the person sneaking up on me. Bald head. Broad shoulders. Shit-eating grin on his sexy, dark-stubbled mug. The unmistakable swell of an erection in his pants.

      A shiver of excitement runs through me as I feel the pure sexual menace in the stare of the man who has hunted me down. I’m a twisted girl, getting off on the violence. But this one’s even more twisted than me.

      You’re too late to stop me, dickweed. Gritting my teeth, I lift the barrel higher, threatening to shoot my six-foot-three fiancé in the head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Lucca

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind whips across my face, a light drizzle pattering my shoulders. I cock my head, going at my gelato from the side, the cone giving, spongy—no longer crunchy the way it should be. But the pistachio makes up for the subpar waffle. It’s like a party in my mouth. I’m mildly allergic to nuts, and it makes the gelato spicy.

      A tiny meow slips from the darkness to my left. The mangy thing has been circling me since I crept up here. If it was a dog, I’d worry about it drawing attention, but cats are sneaky bastards. Like me.

      Victoria certainly has no idea I’m here. 

      I peer around the air conditioning units, eyes narrowed. She’s crouched at the roofline, the butt of a long-distance rifle on her shoulder, resting between two stacks of boxes. She hauled the boxes up here for the occasion, laid them on the edge to conceal her. It’ll work so long as the wind doesn’t kick up and blow her cover. 

      The dark and her black clothes do little to hide her lithe, muscled little body from me. At five-foot-seven and built curvy, Vi wouldn’t be considered fun-sized to most guys, but I’m not the size of most guys.

      Her black hair is tied back in a sleek braid. I could creep closer, wrap it in my fist, and yank, baring her throat. Would she scream? She’d draw attention to us unless I clamped a hand over her mouth and stopped her breath before she could. That’d be fun.

      My mouth waters at the thought of it. Of her hot lips against my flesh, her teeth in the meat of my palm, the smell of her. Honeysuckle—she’s been wearing it since middle school. If they made honeysuckle gelato, I’d eat the hell out of that. Smear it all over her pussy, eat them both at the same time. That’d make it sweeter. Better for sure.

      It’d make my dick spicy too. I pop the last bite of the cone into my mouth, relishing the burn. 

      I know exactly why she came here—I knew before her grandmother called me. Victoria has already tried to kill Enzo Costa three times. I fixed those situations from a distance—kept him alive. Then Victoria tried to assassinate him while he was visiting his wife’s grave, and I had to step in.

      Generally, I enjoy a good Wile E. Coyote scenario, but not if she’s the one running off the cliff. Kill efficiently or don’t kill at all. This middle-ground vendetta bullshit is bad for business.

      Gabriele should have married her after high school, damn the complications. He was here while I was overseas with my nonna, learning the family trade. But Jimmy Bianchi was both an asshole and not particularly forward-thinking where his estranged daughter was concerned. Gabriele backed down and left the Bianchi warrior princess alone.

      If I’d been watching her all those years as closely as I am now, she never would have gotten hurt. None of this mess would have happened. I’m almost never one for regret… but this is certainly one of the few.

      Now it’s clear she won’t stop trying, so it’s only logical that she takes care of this before our wedding—before her cousin’s wedding. And though she thinks killing Enzo will break the marriage contract between the Bianchis and the Costas, there will be weddings—plural.

      The mangy cat draws nearer, rubbing against my right knee. Cute little thing. Friendly. I reach down and scratch its head. 

      It pulls back, sinks its teeth into my hand. 

      I hiss a breath, tugging just enough to make it sink its needlelike teeth deeper. Then I raise my hand, the animal still attached, and bite it in the scruff. 

      With a yowl, the thing drops and takes off. He tastes like dust, gasoline, the undersides of trucks. Like despair, I think.  

      Gelato is way better. I should have bitten the cat first, washed it down with the cone. Anyone who calls it ice cream deserves to be shot, and I will not be taking questions.

      A single pop. The screeching of tires. I blink, turning back to the roofline. Finally. 

      I creep from my hiding place and march toward her across the roof, cock hard against my fly though I can’t see the body from here–can’t smell the blood. The drizzle is more intense now, stinging drops cutting my face like needles. I like that. But not as much as I like gelato. Gelato is fucking delicious. Did I say that already?

      Someone’s screaming below us, and maybe that’s why she didn’t hear me. That, or because of the blood throbbing in her ears, the excitement. I hear that happens to some people. 

      She whips around, gun coming with her, the barrel aimed at my chest—hot. She raises it to my face—hotter—and my zipper scrapes like teeth against the head of my dick.

      “Are you as turned on as I am?” I ask.

      Victoria doesn’t talk about it, but she knows about the electricity that zings through your veins after you’ve taken a life. I can see it in the way her chest is heaving, the sparkle in her eyes. I bet she’s wet as fuck. 

      Maybe I should bend her over right here, at least see if she’ll let me. I can think of a few extra fun uses for that gun. I open my mouth to give her the ol’ Esposito charm—something like Are you a photographer? Because I can picture us together… in witness protection. Or maybe I’ve buried three bodies this week—you’re the only one I want to keep. But then the wind kicks up, and one of the boxes she was hiding behind falls to the street below. I listen to it hit the cement, then lay the tip of my finger against the end of the rifle, pushing it until it’s aimed over my shoulder. 

      Her eyes narrow, amber eyes black in the dim, but she doesn’t lower the gun. I like it when she does that—when she looks like she wants to bite me. But I’d bite her back. “You’d taste way better than a stray cat.”

      She blinks. “What?”

      “It’s a euphemism.” It is definitely not a euphemism. “That’s why you’re marrying me, right? The wisecracking about pussy?”

      Victoria rolls her eyes. “I should shoot you for that reason alone.”

      “You’re not going to shoot me,” I tell her. “I’m your ride, since you parked on the street, just around the corner from that incriminating cardboard.” Since one of their hangouts is the next street over, and there were men in both SUVs, the Costa famiglia will be swarming this place in no time, looking for the shooter. They will have noticed the box, which might as well be a sign. Caution: Rooftop Killer Zone. Or Red-Mist District. It’s almost as good as the red-light kind.

      I smile at that, then gesture to the back of the roof—the fire escape. “Shall we?”

      She finally lowers the gun now that she knows I’m not here to fight. Perhaps I should have led with this. “I don’t need⁠—” 

      I close the distance between us, stoop, and haul her over my shoulder. She squeaks, kicks her feet as if she’s going to escape me—as if she wants to. I mean, she should, but there’s no way that’s happening.  

      “This is why we can’t have nice things, Vicious.” 

      “Put me down, you prick,” she hisses in a whisper. It seems she’s realized it’s in her best interest to attract less attention than the falling cardboard. 

      “Aw, baby, you don’t mean that.” I slap her on the ass and run to the far side of the roof, swing my leg over the edge, and scramble down the escape. 

      She kicks me again, her toes connecting with my ribs. 

      “Don’t hurt me too bad, you’ll make me come.” I jump the last few feet to the ground and hustle down the alley. My Prius isn’t what anyone would expect me to drive, but it’s silent. Electric. And to capos, it might as well be invisible.

      I set her on her feet beside the car—powder blue, like dead flesh. In the distance: sirens.

      “You gonna sit like a good girl in the passenger seat? I’d be happy to duct tape you and put you in the trunk again.” Nothing says romance like repeating the circumstances of our engagement.

      She freezes, then slides into the passenger seat as I hustle around to the driver’s side. She believes me. She should. I’m a lot of things: killer, gelato enthusiast, cat biter—both actual and euphemistic—problem solver. But I don’t waste time with idle threats.

      The car starts without a sound. 

      “You put me in the trunk again, and I’ll castrate you with a tire iron, dingus.” She bares her teeth at me.

      I rest my palm against my chest. “Be still, my heart.” I might be in love.

      “You’re crazy, you know that?”

      “So you tell me at least once a week. And you’re still here.”

      “I have a choice?” Her words are sarcastic. Also, she doesn’t. “You followed me, Esposito.”

      I love it when she calls me by my last name, which lately is most of the time. It’s like when my grandmother yells at me and uses my middle name. But it’s not hot when Nonna does it. “You knew I’d show up because I made a promise to your grandmother. I could have stopped you like I did every other time. Instead, I let you kill him. My wedding present to you.”

      Her eyes widen. “You⁠—”

      “I kept you from getting caught, too. Now it’s over. But the fact that I aided and abetted this little murder plot should be our little secret. I mean, if we keep losing folks, we’ll all end up working for the Albanians, or worse, a legitimate corporation. Can you imagine? HR departments? Quarterly reviews? I’d rather die than have to visit Linda in HR for squeezing your smoking hot ass.”

      I pull onto the main road. The sirens are nearer now, wailing in the pre-dawn gloom. The rain has intensified too, fat drops plopping against the windshield, the steady thump of wipers pulsing like the blood in my belly. 

      “I can’t believe you let me kill Enzo Costa,” she said finally. “You really are batshit.”

      I shrug. “Want to fuck about it?”

      She rolls her eyes again. But she’s considering it, I can tell. And the second she gives me even the hint of an opening, I’m going to barrel through it like the Kool-Aid man on Viagra. 

      “Where are we going?”

      She’s noticed this isn’t the way home. “The gelato place is just a few miles east. Five minutes.” And then I’ll take her home to her nonna. Will she wonder why I have access to a gelato shop at four-thirty in the morning?

      “Now? Are you serious? You’re stopping for⁠—”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure I can marry someone who doesn’t want to stop for gelato.” Illegal gelato or not.

      She turns to the window. “You as good told Donna Bianchi I was yours. That’s not a choice.”

      “Oh, my little John Wick, there’s always a choice.” But she’s smart enough to know that marrying me is a damn good idea.

      There’s been far too much death. We’re running out of family patriarchs, and after today, there’s one less if her aim was good—and it is. Gabriele and I taught Victoria Bianchi plenty of things in high school. Guns and knives are just a couple of them. The dick teasing she happened to be a natural at.

      The decline of the Italian famiglias, though, is a statistical problem, one that won’t end without legally binding contracts. And it needs to end now. Because while all sides have been bleeding for a decade, there’s a new player in town. One who’s been trying like hell to edge in on our businesses while we’ve been busy fighting each other.

      Soon, both Bianchi girls will be married to the heads of each of the other households. The three of us–Esposito, Costa and Bianchi–are powerful individually, but together? We’ll be unstoppable.

      Victoria raises her fingers, tracing the scar through her jacket. It’s hidden beneath a sleeve of tattoos: birds and flowers and skulls. I like when she does that too—scratches at it like she’s trying to drag the memory to the surface.

      I don’t have some romantic notion that scars are beautiful, that they indicate strength, show what you’ve endured—what you’ve survived. I just like that the memory keeps her hungry. Sharp.

      Victoria Bianchi is a warrior. My vicious little soldier. And the ones who fight back are always the most fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Victoria

          

        

      

    

    
      Esposito’s Prius—seriously, what sane Italian tough drives a Prius?—glides through the gate of our stronghold and stops in front of the house. Thumbs McGee has been texting furiously the whole time we’ve been driving, prioritizing calling in the cavalry over road safety. I suppose when you’re a big man steering a clown car with knees wedged under the wheel, who needs hands?

      At least he skipped the gelato. Whether he was being considerate because he noticed I was shivering, or whether he realized he was going to have to zip tie my hands to the chicken strap to keep me from stealing his car and leaving him there, that’s anybody’s guess.

      I huff as I reach for the door handle, but Esposito’s arm whips out, fingers wrapping solidly around my left wrist. I yank my hand, but I’d have better luck trying a feat of strength on the Prius.

      “Where are you going, Vicious?” he purrs. “Wait for me to open the door for you like a gentleman.”

      Spinning in my seat, I fall into Lucca Esposito’s dark brown eyes. God, he’s pretty. Visually, there was no hardship in agreeing to marry Esposito—and by agreeing, I mean I didn’t brain him with a cast-iron skillet after his pronouncement to my nonna he wanted marriage rights. Not even after they cut me out of the duct tape.

      Broad shoulders, rugged GQ-good looks, dark eyes ringed with thick dark lashes, and height that makes me want to climb him like a tree. All that, and a dangerous bad-boy vibe that makes a gal sit up and say “heck yes.”

      Esposito’s fixed on me with a predator’s stare, and I remind my hormones not to stir up this shitbird too much. He’s barking, mad dog cray-cray. And when he’s on the warpath, he makes my homicidal tendencies look like a mild case of PMS.

      Unfortunately, my higher reasoning missed the memo that one shouldn’t try to fuck with feral. My lady parts rather like the idea of crazy sticking his dick in me. Such a bad idea. So many reasons, including both types of stabby-pokey ones.

      So, I don’t laugh in his face. Even though I hate his nickname for me.

      Vicious? It makes me sound like a goddamn chihuahua.

      “Listen, assmunch,” I inform him. “I’m cold and wet. Are you going to be texting a while?”

      Based on the adoring puppy dog expression he gives me, you’d think I called him something endearing. He reaches out and strokes my cheek with his knuckles. “You’re right, my bite-sized bundle of fury. I’m being rude.”

      Before I can say anything else, Esposito hops out, heading around to my side of the car. He whips the door open and holds out his hand to me. I stare at it for a moment. How weird is it that suave Esposito freaks me out more than the mad dog?

      “You’re so weird,” I mutter. But I put my hand in his and let him help me out. Esposito beams at me, and then he stoops and plants his shoulder against my stomach again, fireman-carrying me into the house, giggling like… an Esposito.

      Well, at least things are back to normal. I guess.

      “Esposito!” I nail him in the ass cheeks, punching with both fists. “Put me down, you damn caveman!”

      He grunts. “Me carry woman. Woman complain. But woman like it.” He stops dead just inside the threshold of the house and presses his nose to my hip, inhaling deeply.

      Oh shit. Shit, shit, shit.

      “Vicious,” Esposito says in a little sing-song. “You smell randy, baby. Would you like me to kiss it and make it… better?”

      “No. I have a date with a dildo.” I do not add that I was going to send him pictures. That’s off the table now.

      My man grumbles, stroking his fingers slowly down the inside curve of one of my cheeks. But they don’t approach any fun buttons, even when I tense and hold my breath. “Fine. I suppose I can walk funny in front of Granny Chiara.”

      He probably could. By my best estimate, Chiara Bianchi stopped giving all fucks around the turn of the millennium. My nonna is a cigar-smoking, trash-talking battle axe who taught me all my favorite swear words and that a woman should only look helpless. It would have been a greater surprise to the other Italian families if she hadn’t ascended when my father was killed.

      So who’s surprised that Esposito carries me straight into the room she uses as an office? Nobody? Just me? Okay.

      “Victoria Cosima Bianchi,” Donna Nonna growls when Esposito closes the door behind us. “I love you, but I am this close to ending you right here, right now.”

      I can’t see her, of course, because I’m still hanging upside down on Esposito’s back. But if she looks half as pissed as she sounds, that might be why he’s still hanging on to me.

      “Put her down, testa di cazzo. I want to yell at my granddaughter’s face for disobeying my orders.”

      I find myself sliding down Esposito’s chest. He steadies me as I land on my feet. Flushing like a toddler who got caught raiding a cookie jar, I turn to my grandmother.

      Her hair is pulled back into a tight, no-nonsense bun that hardens her features more than usual. Her makeup is simple except for a charcoal grey liner around her muddy blue eyes. As always, she wears heavy jewelry that is more declaration than ornamentation. It has the feel of a dragon’s hoard. Wealth accumulated by force and by terrified tribute.

      “Nonna,” I begin, but she cuts me off by knocking her desk with her cane hard enough to rattle the plate of food sitting on the corner of it. The cane is gaudy as hell, sparkly and bedazzled with skulls and crossbones. I gave it to her as a prank, but go figure; she loved it.

      “Mangia e statti zitto!” she barks, pointing at the chairs in front of the desk, one of two. There are two other sitting areas in the enormous office: three wingbacks around a mahogany coffee table with a candy dish and a platter of cannoli despite the hour, an antique settee in the back, near the fireplace. But it’s clear where her preferred seat of power is.

      “Eat,” she repeats. “Esposito likes his women with meat on them, and you look like a damned wind chime.” Chiara Bianchi snatches up her crystal highball and drains half—nothing says good morning like a good whiskey.

      I give Esposito side-eye, and he winks. “Are you kidding me? This mook would bang a door if it had a pulse⁠—”

      “Oh, I don’t need a pulse.”

      Nonna narrows her eyes at him. “This is why I agreed to let Lucca have you. But I thought—” she stares hard at my fiancé “—he understood that this meant he should take you in hand and keep you from being stupid.”

      That stings. “You’re supposed to be on my side. I’m your blood, not him. He’s practically a straniero.”

      Someone from the outside. Someone who knows nothing.

      The Esposito family maintained ties here, sure, but after high school, Lucca Esposito left town. Then left his grandmother to run things here after his father died three years ago. He popped in and out, of course, for the last ten years. But that was business he kept bungee jumping into, not my life.

      The Bianchis buy a lot of guns from the Espositos.

      She snarls at me. Glances at the chair. Frowns at me again. Finally, I sit, and she shoves the antipasto platter forward. Nobody does “girl dinner” like an Italian.

      “If you’re eating, you’re not backtalking. That one—” she aims a heavily ringed finger at Esposito “—didn’t kill Enzo Costa. I remember explicitly telling you to put your little vendetta to bed. I’m practically certain I mentioned that I was trying to arrange a marriage to stop the bloodshed and secure peace between our families. Yet here we are, with a second don dead. Your father taught you bad habits, but even Jimmy would not teach you to be stupid. And you certainly wouldn’t have learned that level of stronzagine in my household.”

      My five-foot-nothing nonna leans over her desk with an expression on her face that’s absolutely terrifying. All teeth and violence directly below the surface. Even Esposito stills, wary of this fellow predator. “I will know why you would disrespect both me and Alessia by pretending you’re deaf. And while you are living in my house, no less.”

      I hang my head, not sorry, but showing subservience. “We don’t need to debase ourselves by marrying Alessia to the Costas⁠—”

      She slaps her cane across the surface of the desk with a crack like lightning. “Start over! That sounded like more bullshit.”

      Esposito, sitting beside me, readjusts himself discreetly while munching on cured meat. He’s probably getting a half-chub from the threat of violence, even if it is coming from my grandmother.

      “Jesus Christ, Esposito,” I mutter under my breath, but he pinches my arm and I glance up to see the specter of death shining in Nonna’s eyes.

      Right. She’s furious, and I need to douse the fuse on this lit stick of proverbial dynamite before she blows all of us up.

      “Maybe I’m an idiot,” I begin in a conciliatory tone, and my nonna relaxes just a hair. “But how can we just ignore what Enzo Costa did to Papa? What he did to me?” I strip my wet softshell jacket off, exposing my tanktop.

      And my arm.

      Nonna’s eyes are stony, but not entirely unsympathetic as they trail down the beautiful full-sleeve tattoo that I had commissioned to cover my scars. Nonna paid for it as my engagement present when she gave Esposito her blessing.

      Alessia no longer cries when she looks at it—that was the worst. But though the tattoos hide some of the ugliness, I can still see the webbing and puckering. It feels like a permanent reminder that I’m ruined. I still prefer to keep it covered up.

      My grandmother leans back in the chair, looking old and tired in a way that I’m not comfortable seeing. Most days, Donna Nonna seems indestructible. “Do you think I know nothing of pain, ragazza Mia? You lost your father. I buried my son and your mother. And Alessia’s mother. Her husband. My own husband. And so many more.”

      Good ol’ Catholic guilt rushes in, hot and heavy. Of course, my grandmother knows how I feel. “I don’t want to lose Alessia,” I whisper. “If the Costas don’t follow the old rules and kill innocents like it’s nothing, Gabriele might use the engagement just to hurt us.”

      “Gabriele Costa will do no such thing,” my grandmother says, her voice firm. “He and Lucca both understand we must figure out how to work together. Now, more than ever. If we don’t, we’ll be made to watch while someone else uses our territories to hawk bad drugs and God knows what else.”

      She spits out the last like a piece of rotting meat. In the past few months, Alessia has caught more than one bag of white powder running through our nightclubs—the Bianchi family business—each marked with a stylized scorpion. But unlike our product, their shit is toxic, cut with fentanyl and other nasty substances.

      It’s not like what we’re doing is healthy, but if we don’t supply it, someone else will fill the void. Far more addicts will die.

      “A couple of opportunists still aren’t a good enough reason to trust Gabriele Costa,” I tell her.

      Nonna gives me the look: vast disappointment, where you know beyond the shadow of a doubt you screwed up. “There’s more going on than you know, Vi. It should have been enough for you to follow my word. Now the man whose father you just gunned down will think I’ve betrayed him, and he may show up with all his men to declare war and kill us all. He might kill Alessia and me. Is that what you want?”

      I swallow, feeling like shit. She’s right. I’ve endangered my family. I grab a slice of asiago, hoping cheese will cure all, but it only makes my throat tighten. “I’m sorry, Nonna,” I say thickly.

      “Don’t say you’re sorry to me!” she snaps. “Do something to prevent Gabriele from unloading guns into the side of my house. I don’t care if you have to go outside the front gate and get on your knees to kiss every single one of the Costa famiglia’s asses!”

      Esposito, relaxing into his chair, lifts a finger for attention. “I’ve got help on the way, Donna Nonna.”

      My grandmother levels him with a thousand-watt death-ray glare. “Vaffa! What did you just call me?”

      “Donna Nonna?” Esposito asks innocently. “Vi calls you that all the time⁠—”

      “Holy shit, shut UP,” I snap, horrified.

      Nonna steeples her bedecked hands together, like a desperate prayer for patience. “The two of you deserve each other.”

      “I think so too,” he says, grinning and trying to hand-feed me a slice of prosciutto.

      When I keep my mouth closed, he runs it over my lips. I swear to everything holy, if he doesn’t move his fingers, I will bite them off.

      Finally, he gives up and pops the meat into his own mouth. “Don’t worry, my loves. I have everything taken care of. Gabriele will back down, and you’ll be back to dealing with nothing more serious than a bad coke dealer.”

      If there are ever brain-eating amoebas inside Lucca Esposito’s skull, they’ll probably die of starvation.

      Nonna’s eye twitches. “Mi hai rotto i coglioni⁠—”

      “Signora Bianchi,” one of my grandmother’s underlings calls from the hallway with a soft knock on the door. “Esposito’s men have… brought a guest for you.”

      My grandmother cuts a sharp look at Esposito, eyes narrowed. She’s still looking at him when she tells them, “Come!”

      I turn back in time to see… Maria Costa. Gabriele’s grandmother. What the shit is going on? And why is she glaring at Esposito?

      Nonna looks confused, too, but Esposito’s already out of his chair. “Donna Bianchi, you’ve met Maria Costa, right? Now, if you’ll give me just a few minutes…” He turns to me and crooks his finger. “We have work to do, Vicious,” he murmurs with a wink.

      I’m too stunned to do anything but follow, but as soon as I get to the hallway, he turns on me, pressing me against the wall so he can bury his nose in my neck. He inhales, slow and deliberate, like he’s memorizing the smell of my stress. Or my shampoo. I can’t tell. “Bang you later?” he murmurs in my ear.

      I put both hands on his chest to shove him away, but he doesn’t budge. A part of me—okay, a couple parts of me—is pleased. Maybe I’m messed up in the head. Definitely, I’m messed up in the head. But I can’t deny there’s something insanely hot about a brick wall of a guy acting like a cuddly predator who’s only on the hunt for the meal inside my panties.

      “You wish, asshole,” I whisper back, and he grunts a soft moan in my ear. My verbal abuse is his happy place. His very happy place.

      Esposito runs a finger down my scarred arm, then grabs a handful of my ass. “You have no idea, bella. Now let’s go outside. No rest for the wicked.”
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      The SUV’s door handle creaks under my clenched fist. 

      Chiara killed him. She fucking killed him.

      Don’t get mad, Gabriele. Get even. I can practically hear my father’s words whispering in my ears over the droning whine of the engine. It’s a complete cliché, banal, but it’s never felt more right than it does now, when I still have his blood under my fingernails. 

      Pines and birches whip past the window, the hills outside the city proper usually so verdant in the dawn, but everything looks dull. My father’s barely cold, the backseat of his car still wet with blood.

      His crew was right there, following a few car lengths behind. They couldn’t save him. Didn’t see the sniper. Fucking useless, the lot of them.

      But I know exactly who would have sent that piece of shit to murder my father.

      “We’re five minutes out, Boss,” Marco says from the driver’s seat, but I can’t bring myself to glare over at him from the passenger seat.

      Boss. I’m not used to that yet. But that one little word—boss—is surely why she did it. With our marriage contract in place, Alessia Bianchi is set to marry the head of this family, not the second in command. My father was against the arrangement from the get-go. He told me I should marry for love, the way he did. Threw out yet another cliché—you’ll marry Alessia over my dead body.

      Looks like he just about got his wish. Except the Bianchis miscalculated.

      My shoulders stiffen, teeth grinding hard enough to make my jaw ache. 

      I’m not some lovesick idiot who’ll overlook my father’s murder for a strategically valuable piece of ass. And that’s all my fiancées have ever been. This isn’t even my first arranged marriage; my last fiancée is buried in the family plot, with the rest of her kin.

      I think my father realized I had a thing for another woman. I used to, anyway. But life’s a bitch who has taught me mixing love and your business is a curse for both investments. Especially when the people around you have motivations to use your weaknesses to their advantage.

      Chiara Bianchi, that old cunt, assumes she can arrange a marriage to me, turn around and kill my father, and I’ll still connect our bloodlines, our businesses? She’s got another thing coming.

      Don’t get mad, get even.

      But I am mad. I’m fucking furious. And my father, the best of all of us, isn’t here to talk me off the ledge. Not this time. Not ever again. 

      The Bianchis will regret that too. 

      “When we get there,” I say, “we’ll go over the wrought-iron gate—easiest access is around the front. Then we end this. Chiara, her lieutenants, all of them.”

      “The granddaughters too?” Marco asks hesitantly.

      “No. Her granddaughters aren’t responsible for this.”

      Marco nods. He’s not surprised that I’m willing to spare Alessia and Victoria; there’s no honor in killing heirs, and too many have died or been maimed already in this feud. I don’t need another fiancée’s blood on my hands.

      We might not get all the Bianchi famiglia, but I don’t think they’ll be prepared. They certainly won’t expect us so soon. Chiara might have ordered the hit—she’s damn good at ordering men’s deaths—but I doubt she or her sniper knew I was in the third car, far behind. We took off before the authorities arrived and went straight to round up the men. 

      The best opportunity we have to retaliate is now.

      “What about the Espositos?” Sal asks. He’s sitting in the backseat—him and four others in the three-row SUV, but I can’t bring myself to meet his eyes either. “Lucca is a crazy stronzo, and he’s set to marry Victoria. He’ll definitely come after you if he⁠—” 

      “We’re done being reasonable,” I snap at him, not taking my gaze from the window—the hills that should be green. “Done negotiating. My father spent twenty years trying to keep the peace, and where did it get him? A bullet and a closed casket. Donna Bianchi declared war the second someone pulled that trigger.”

      My phone buzzes. Unknown number.

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t do anything stupid, you sexy devil — Lucky

      

      

      

      

      

      Lucky. Lucca Esposito’s old nickname.

      My spine bristles. Does he have a bug in the car? But of course, that psychopath is already looped in. The man has eyes everywhere, slithers around in the shadows like he owns the whole damn city. And Sal is right: marrying Victoria gives him a chance at real power. He’s almost as dangerous as I am. 

      Almost. 

      My finger hovers over the screen. I tap delete as Marco slows. Almost there.

      “Boss!” 

      I look over and brace at the horrified expression in his eyes. Then it happens. 

      The explosion is a loud pop-pop-pop-pop, a series of firecrackers. The SUV lurches violently to the left, spinning toward the shoulder, sending my phone flying. The cell slaps me in the face as the car skids sideways, a cacophony of metal on concrete. I smell burning rubber—blood. We screech to a halt at the bottom of the driveway. 

      “Porca troia!” Marco swears. “Was that a spike strip?”

      My nose is throbbing. I raise my hand to it, and it comes away bloody.

      I reach for the door handle but freeze when I clock movement out of the corner of my eye. Armed men in expensive suits—the type of hired guns that have soft hands and softer spines—materialize from behind the hedges and around the stone pillars. Others leap from the rosebushes to surround the SUV. There are at least a dozen men, all with heavy artillery, aimed right at us. Useless goons or not, it doesn’t take a lot of training for one to get lucky when armed with that.

      “Hands! Hands where we can see them!” The one shouting is the shortest of them, his Glock aimed through the front windshield, straight at my face. If I tell Marco to gun it, he will. We might not have tires, but we can get enough forward momentum to take that prick out.

      It seems I’ve miscalculated too. My first act as ‘boss’ and I’ve already failed my family. 

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Sal breathes. “Is that Esposito?”

      I glance back, following his eyes. 

      It is. Esposito’s already cleared the wrought iron and is now strolling down the long stone driveway, hands in his pockets. An infuriating smirk on his face.

      He grins when he sees me looking and waves, waggling his fingers in a very “jazz hands” kind of way. 

      “Welcome, gentlemen!” Esposito calls, far too cheerfully. “Get out slowly, please. Antonio over there has a twitchy trigger finger, especially as there’s been a horrible accident. We’re all a little jumpy.” 

      Accident? My vision goes red, blood pulsing in my ears. My mouth tastes of metal. “I’m going to kill him,” I mutter.

      “Yeah, get in line,” Marco mutters, but he’s already opening his door, hands raised.

      I have no choice, do I? And Esposito and I have worked together in the past—we’ve never had issues the way I do with the Bianchis, mostly because Esposito is a stone-cold psychopath. The man cares almost nothing for loyalty or family—he’s in it for the cash, which makes him a safer ally than most. He won’t kill me without a good reason, and I’m more useful alive than dead. At least right now.

      “Spike strips?” I ask, forcing my voice to stay steady. “Dick move.”

      “Caltrops, actually.” That damn grin again. “Easier to hide. Retro. Like father-killing. That shit’s coming back like bell-bottoms.”  

      My chest implodes, his words hooking into my brain like white-hot thorns. “You’re paying for those tires, asshole.”

      “I saved your life,” Esposito says, studying me like I’m an insect. “I mean, I guess I can let Antonio blow your head off. But I’m sure his girlfriend would rather he save that finger twitch of his for her asshole.” 

      “Chiara had no right to order⁠—”

      “She didn’t order anything. In fact, she’s rightly furious.” 

      I blink. Is he telling the truth? If not her, then who ordered that hit? But I don’t have a chance to ask. Esposito’s no longer alone. 

      Victoria steps into view behind Esposito, amber eyes cold and angry, her dark hair pulled back tight in a ponytail, cheekbones sharp enough to cut. My breath catches, dick twitching just a little, which annoys me under the circumstances. I’ve never been able to trust my body around Victoria Bianchi.

      She’s in a tank top despite the chill, baring a sleeve of tattoos—vines and flowers and skulls. But I know what’s underneath. So many burns. So much pain.

      When I was younger and dumber, I thought we’d elope someday. She’s always been hot, with those curves, that sexy little pout, the way she likes to leave men with blue balls. It makes you want to force her to submit; I’ve imagined putting her on her knees more than once, pictured her choking on my cock. But as I’ve said—it’s dangerous to marry someone you’re actually attracted to. Doubly so to marry someone you care about.

      My first fiancée, Rosalind, wasn’t my one true love or anything. But I was supposed to keep her alive so she could carry on our families’ names. I failed. When one of the Bianchi cousins murdered my mother, it almost broke my father.
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