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      For those of us that love not-so-dark romance… the kind where like, the hero isn’t mean to her. You know what I’m saying? Okay good!
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            by Alexa Riley

          

        

      

    

    
      Pru has always been kept in the dark about her father's business, even though she knows exactly what he does. When she finds out he's going to marry her to another mob boss' son, she's had enough. Offering herself up to his rival is a risky move, but the way Vitaly Parlov looks at her makes her think it was the right one. 

      Vitaly Parlov is a man with a reputation, and he's done what it takes to keep his power. When the daughter of his enemy offers herself up as a bride, he's going to make sure she knows what she's asking for. His instincts say to ruin her so he can get back at her father, but what if his need to keep her safe overcomes his need for vengeance? 

      

      Warning: Mafia boss with a heart of gold? Nah. Mafia boss with an over-the-top obsession for the woman he loves? YES PLEASE! 
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          PRU

        

      

    

    
      Where do I come up with these ideas? This one is truly terrible and may be the worst so far. I guess it will be if I die. I didn’t think I would make it off my family's estate, so I can’t die now! 

      I envision my best friend, Nolia, standing over my casket saying, “I told you so.” Then leaning down to whisper if she can have my Kindle as a reminder of me. I’m not sure if I want her to remember me through all the dirty books I’ve got on there, but at least they’ll get read. 

      Closing my eyes tighter against the pitch black, I try to slow my breathing. Having a panic attack or worse wouldn't be ideal. It could lead to Nolia finding my unconscious body, which isn’t terrible. I’d sleep through it, but Nolia would never let me hear the end of it. 

      When I feel the vehicle finally stop, I almost cry with relief. A few seconds later, I hear the trunk open, and Nolia pulls back the carpeted cover she used to conceal me. I look up at her, and I swear she’s an angel. Probably because she's partially illuminated by a streetlight that casts a shadow around her. We both know she's no angel. 

      “You okay?” she asks. 

      I blink a few times trying to get my eyes to adjust. “Inhaler.” 

      Nolia reaches into her pocket and hands it over. “Huff that thing and get your ass out of there before someone drives by.

      I take her offered hand to help me out, and she slams the trunk closed. She rushes to the driver’s seat while I climb into the back and lie down. I use my inhaler and instantly feel better. 

      “I can’t believe we made it out,” I whisper.

      “I do it every day," Nolia jokes from the front seat, but she turns everything into a joke. It doesn’t matter if she’s happy, scared, or about to burst into tears, she finds a way to break the tension. Those jokes have saved me from more than a few pity parties I tried to throw myself.

      Yes, Nolia gets to come and go because she’s trusted. Her father has worked for my family for years but not in the same way most of them do. Nolia’s father is in charge of the landscaping on the grounds of the estate. A few years ago, Nolia started working with him. She has a green thumb, and it shows in how beautiful her gardens are. 

      The spaces her dad created are my sanctuary, where I always read. The grounds are the best place to get away from the house, and it’s where we met. It didn’t take long for us to become fast friends, although we do try to hide our friendship. My father has a knack for using things against me to get his way. I still worry she might be the first person they go to when they realize I’m not home. But hopefully, since we made it past the gate, no one will think it was her. All vehicles are given a quick search before they leave the grounds.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Nolia tries again to deter me. “You could always just run.” 

      “He’d find me.” My father always did. I haven’t tried to run away in a few years because I learned early on that it was useless. He found me every single time and dragged me back home. 

      “I don’t know, Pru.” I can hear the trepidation in her voice, and I hate that I had to get her involved this time. 

      “What’s the worst that could happen?” As soon as I ask the question, I regret it. 

      “Uh, he kills you.” 

      “He won’t,” I say, but I don’t know if that’s true. Either way it would be better than having to marry Eduardo. A chill runs through me as I think about that fate. 

      “I’m telling you, Pru, Vitaly is no joke. If anyone could take on your father⁠—"

      “And that’s the point. He’s the only one I know who could take him on.”

      I’ve never met Vitaly, but I know of him. Over the years, I heard my father and his men talk about him, and I googled him once. I was shocked to see he was younger than my father. I thought for sure Vitaly was older from how my father spoke. When he said his name, there was a trace of fear. I used to think my father wasn’t scared of anything. Until Vitaly. 

      When I saw pictures of Vitaly, I couldn’t believe it. He was the handsomest man I had ever laid eyes on. Combined with the knowledge that my father harbored a slight fear of him, a small crush blossomed within me. I couldn’t help it. It’s silly and naïve, which is what Nolia always tells me. She says that I’m in the dark about a lot of things but know too much about others. 

      I guess if everyone fears Vitaly, then he’s no knight in shining armor. He’s not going to welcome me with open arms. In fact, he could end up using me. I’m not sure what value I am to my father, but he’s set on marrying me to Eduardo. 

      “Okay,” Nolia sighs from the front seat, and I feel the car roll to a stop. 

      Slowly, I sit up and peek out the window. I’d ask where we are, but it’s not like I would really know if she told me. Usually when I’d come to the city, it was with a driver and a bodyguard. 

      “Where am I going?” I ask, and Nolia points to a building with two valets lingering outside. 

      It takes me a second, but I realize it’s a restaurant. A fancy one at that. I’m in sneakers, yoga pants, and a black hoodie. I was prepared to hide and sneak around, not meet a dress code.

      “He’s in there. His table is always in the back corner.”

      “How do you know?” 

      “He owns the place. He comes every Sunday night.” 

      “Good point.” 

      Nolia doesn’t live most days trapped away. She’s probably seen him here before. 

      “Right.” I reach for the door handle, but Nolia turns, grabbing me. She wraps me in a tight hug. 

      “I love you.” 

      “Ah, man,” I sniffle. Nolia is the first person to ever say those words to me. In her family, those words come easily. “You’re trying to make me cry.” 

      “You cry about everything.” She gives me a watery laugh, which pierces my heart. Nolia never cries. 

      “I love you too.”

      I give her one last look before I slip from the car. As I head toward the restaurant, I put my shoulders back and hold my head high. The two valets give me a sideways look, but I pass between them into the restaurant. 

      It smells like fresh bread and marinara. If I didn’t think I might vomit, I’d want something for myself. 

      “Excuse me.” The tall, attractive hostess turns her nose up, I’m sure, at my choice of clothing. 

      “You’re excused,” I chirp and walk right past her. 

      The second I do, I catch sight of Vitaly. His head lifts, as if he senses my attention, but I don’t stop walking. My heart pounds harder with each step I take toward him, but it’s too late to stop. 

      I don’t miss the beautiful woman in the red dress sitting across from him. Well, crap. Is everyone gorgeous around here? I was told he was single. Nolia is pretty good with her gossip and said he was never with anyone. I hate to be that girl, but I don’t really have much of a choice at the moment. When I’m standing in front of his table, the woman turns, giving me a curious expression. 

      “Don’t,” Vitaly orders. 

      I’m not sure if he's talking to me until I follow the motion of his hand. Two men in all black suits are on either side of me and about to grab me. Oh god. I jump a little, knocking into the table and causing everything to shake. The woman grabs her wine glass before it can fall over.

      I lift my inhaler to my mouth and take a breath. The woman in red smirks, amusement lighting her eyes. She looks more curious than upset. She seems nice, and at least she’s not turning her nose up at me. But I don't think she's going to like me after she hears what I have to say. 

      “Is there something you need?” Vitaly's deep voice rolls over me. Jesus, even his voice is sexy. 

      “Yes,” I say, taking another hit off my inhaler. This time I’m stalling more than anything. 

      Okay, Pru, you can do this. 

      “I don’t like to wait,” he says, his voice sharp. 

      “Right.” I shove my inhaler into the front of my hoodie. “Vitaly Parlov, would you do me the honor of marrying me?” 

      I’m pretty sure the whole restaurant goes silent at my question. 

      Why did I say it that way? That was so not how we practiced it.
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          VITALY

        

      

    

    
      Before me stands a girl I recognize. Only she’s not a girl any longer. 

      The last time I saw Prudence Benecci, she was at her mother’s funeral. She would have only been about six or seven, but I’d never forget those eyes. They are the same ice blue as her father’s. My rival Renzo Benecci. She’s the daughter to one of the most notorious crime bosses of this century and his only heir. 

      Her ink-black hair is parted down the middle and pulled back in a tight bun. Her eyes are piercing as she watches me, waiting for an answer. 

      Marry her? 

      My eyes move slowly up and down her body, and I don’t try to hide my perusal. Her fingers fidget at her sides as I take in every inch of her. The hoodie she’s got on is baggy, but her leggings are tight. I can see the way they cling to her curves, and it shows off the woman she’s become. 

      “What the fuck did she say?” my cousin Gianna asks. 

      “I think the little one is proposing,” I say to her in my thick Italian accent. I cock my head to the side as I narrow my eyes. “Is that right?” 

      “Um, yes?” She bites her bottom lip, and when her teeth sink into it, I notice how full and soft it looks. 

      “Look at that mouth,” I say in Italian. “It looks like it was made for sucking cock.” My bodyguard coughs to hide his laugh. 

      Gianna scowls at me. “You’re a disgusting piece of shit,” she says in Italian. “She’s practically a child.” 

      “I’m not a child,” Pru says in perfect Italian. 

      “Fuck,” Gianna hisses. 

      I shrug and take a sip of my wine. There’s no use apologizing because I won’t mean it. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re really here, little one?” I ask in English. 

      “My father is⁠—” 

      “I know who your father is,” I snap, cutting her off. I slam my fist down on the table, and it makes her jump back. “Don’t walk into my place of business and treat me like a fool.”

      “I-I didn’t. I mean, that’s not what I was doing.” 

      “Vitaly, maybe I should talk to her alone,” Gianna offers, and I hold up my hand to silence her. 

      She might be older than me, but I’m the one in charge. I’m the one that makes decisions and does the talking. 

      “You can sit here quietly or get the fuck out, Gianna,” I say.

      She curses quietly but doesn’t make a move to get up as I turn my eyes on the raven-haired beauty. Pru’s face is flushed, and she looks terrified. Good. 

      “Now, little one. I asked you a question, and I won’t repeat myself.” To make my point clear, I reach inside my jacket and pull my gun out of the holster. I place it on the table in front of me and then lean back in the booth. 

      “I want to make a deal.” 

      I wave my hand for her to continue as I stretch my arms across the back of the booth. I keep my eyes trained on her and watch every slight movement she makes. 

      “My father arranged a marriage for me.” 

      “To Eduardo Manola.” She seems surprised I know this. “It’s my business to know what my enemy is up to.” 

      “Of course.” She swallows hard and then plays with the cuff of her hoodie. “What I’m offering is that you marry me instead.” 
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