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      It’s been a long, bumpy road, but this is the big day, one I’ve waited for a long time. The day a former detective becomes my sister-in-law. She must be half out of her mind to marry my brother, but at least I get something out of it.

      Watching her as she finishes getting ready, I can’t help but sigh as I reach out to run my fingers over a piece of intricately embroidered lace along the edge of Emilia’s veil. It adds a frosty look to the chocolate brown curls pinned up at the back of her head.

      “You look beautiful. Like a princess,” I tell her. A princess who was willing to turn her back on everything she knew and believed she wanted for the sake of love. Like a fairy tale, as if there were any fairy tales involving the mafia.

      “You are so sweet,” she replies with a smile. Our eyes meet in the mirror above her dresser, and any idiot can see the love shining from hers. “You are a big part of the reason why I was able to survive around here in the first place, and I can never thank you enough.”

      “That sounds familiar.” My sister-in-law, Sophia, chuckles knowingly from her seat on a bench at the foot of the bed, which Emilia shares with my idiot older brother, Luca. I mean, he’s okay and everything, but there are times I want to smack him upside the head. Dante too.

      But this is a happy day, so I won’t do any smacking. Unless I absolutely need to, which is a possibility, considering both Luca and Dante have been in horrible moods ever since Papa decided to bring Sophia’s brother on as an employee of our family.

      As usual, the fact that I’m only a girl and the youngest in the family gives me the luxury of a little space to step back and look at the entire situation. And because I can do that, I see both sides. Obviously, what Alessandro did to Emilia is unforgivable. He didn’t need to hurt her as he did. He didn’t need to beat her badly enough that she lost her memory for a while. She didn’t even recognize Luca, whom she had left the police force to be with. She turned her back on everything she knew for love, and she didn’t even know who he was once she was discovered.

      To Alessandro, hurting Emilia wasn’t personal in the way it feels to us—it was a twisted, cruel strategy, but a strategy all the same. He knew Luca loved her. He knew taking her would send him spiraling. And he knew that if he could shake Luca, he could destabilize the Santoros. That’s why he pushed so far. Why he didn’t stop. Why he went beyond kidnapping and turned to torture.

      On the other hand, I see Papa’s reasoning. He can’t kill Alessandro if he doesn’t want to kick off a war with Giorgio Vitali all over again. Now that Dante and Sophia are married and our families are more or less joined, everything is supposed to be chill and civil at the very least. Even if Giorgio doesn’t have the manpower anymore to launch a full-scale battle against us, he can round up the smaller families who decided to bitch and moan when the two most powerful families in New York joined forces. Those little families want a bigger piece of the pie—one of Luca’s favorite sayings, and something I’ve heard him rattle off at the dinner table more than once.

      They could use Alessandro’s assassination as a motive for getting together and wiping us out.

      So what did Papa decide to do? Make an example of him. He wants Alessandro to feel small, meaningless. I can’t lie, I like the idea too. The guy is a maniac and needs to be knocked down from his high horse, big time.

      But Sophia is his sister, and he did help her get out of a scary situation with her psycho ex. And he swears he’ll be on his best behavior from now on. Obviously, my brothers don’t believe him. Neither do I, really, but at least I understand it’s in his best interest to be a good boy from now on.

      They also don’t understand something I figured out right away, while we were still eating dinner that night, when Papa announced the agreement he came to with Giorgio. It can be a lot more effective to smile in a person’s face while making them feel small than it is to puff your chest out and make all kinds of ugly threats.

      But then they’re men. They don’t need to learn how to get their way using intelligence rather than brawn. Just because they were born with particular genitals, they can muscle their way through whatever challenges present themselves. I, on the other hand, have to observe and file bits of information away for future use. It means understanding people and why they do what they do.

      I get the feeling Sophia understands that better than Emilia, who, of course, was raised a civilian and doesn’t completely understand the ins and outs of growing up in our world. Even though we live in modern times, there’s this stigma about women. We’re supposed to be protected. Sheltered. Like we’re still living in hillside caves in the countryside, herding goats or something.

      Sophia gets up and comes to me, standing behind me with her hands on my shoulders. She leans in, touching her cheek to mine. “I’m so glad I got you as my sister,” she murmurs.

      “Stop it, both of you, or you’ll make me cry,” I tell them with a soft sniffle. “I just want you both to feel welcome. And we sure as hell needed some female energy around here. There was way too much testosterone poisoning the air all the time.”

      Emilia steps back from the mirror, holding her arms out so we can fully admire her ivory silk gown. It’s tasteful and understated, perfectly fitted to the point where it looks like it was poured over her body. A simple bouquet of ivory roses matches the arrangements Sophia and I will carry, and aside from some gleaming pearls at her ears and throat, that’s all the ornamentation she’s wearing. But she doesn’t need more than that—she’s beautiful enough, and the living embodiment of less is more.

      Besides, she’s glowing. Radiant. She doesn’t need a ton of jewelry.

      Admiring her effortless grace makes me run my hands a little self-consciously over my pale pink dress, identical to the one Sophia is wearing. Emilia went back and forth over the color scheme a bunch of times until she finally settled on something. Pink and gold are what she landed on, so gold ribbon is wrapped around the stems of our bouquets, and I’m wearing a pair of gold slingback sandals that are only slightly uncomfortable.

      I shift my weight from one foot to the other before asking, “Do you want a few minutes alone with your parents?”

      Her head bobs, and her eyes get shiny. “I can’t believe the day is finally here. I didn’t think it would ever come.”

      “You’re going to make me cry before much longer,” Sophia announces. She gives Emilia a quick, tight hug before we pick up our bouquets and scurry out of the room. Mr. and Mrs. Washington are waiting downstairs in the living room of the house Luca and Emilia share. Like Dante and Sophia, they’re getting married on the estate grounds. Nobody enjoyed my joke about how we should have saved some of the decorations from Dante and Sophia’s wedding three months ago. But then I’m used to the family rolling their eyes at my sense of humor. They just don’t get it.

      Right now, I’m more interested in finding Dante than in being understood. Dozens of guests are already here, wandering around, giving air kisses on both cheeks. Nobody knows about the tension running under the surface, and it’s up to us to make sure they’re kept in the dark.

      “She’s handling it well,” Sophia murmurs to me while we make our way through the crowd, nodding and smiling at guests.

      “She’s tough,” I point out. That’s as much as I feel comfortable saying, since it’s Sophia’s brother causing all of Emilia’s anxiety. I can’t help but feel sorry. I know Sophia feels guilty, even though she had nothing to do with her brother’s actions.

      I don’t have to look for Dante. All I need to do is watch Sophia’s expression brighten up when she catches sight of her husband. As much as I want to smack him upside the head daily, it’s nice to see how happy he makes her.

      She makes him happy, too, and he’s smiling broadly as the three of us meet up in front of one of the makeshift bars set up around the grounds. “How is he doing?” I ask him—no need to use names.

      “About as well as you would expect,” Dante replies through a tight smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “Worried as hell.”

      “Alessandro won’t do anything today,” Sophia insists, looking around,  probably searching for her brother.

      I see the frustration in my brother’s dark eyes, mixed with the affection he has for his wife. I know he doesn’t want to hurt her or cause her any pain. At the same time, we can’t pretend that Alessandro didn’t already come close to tearing our family apart. And sure, he’s been quiet and almost surprisingly respectful toward the family, at least to our faces.

      But like Dante, his polite smiles never reach his eyes. His eyes are so dark they’re almost black and always harder-looking than they should be, intense, filled with what has to be resentment at best, hatred at worst. Likely hatred. You don’t just flip a switch and decide you like and respect the family you were determined to destroy.

      “There he is,” I whisper, though I don’t know if anybody hears me. For some reason, I’m always able to find him. Even when all he’s doing is patrolling the grounds late at night along with the other guys on shift, I can pick him out from my bedroom window.

      Like the other black-suited men in charge of keeping things secure, he wanders the perimeter of the space where a dance floor is set up under an enormous tent, with round tables already filling up with guests who want to take a breather before the ceremony begins on the other end of the lawn. Even though he’s been knocked down from his high horse, there is something about the way he holds his head when he walks. In his mind, he is still the prince who was denied what should have been his—leadership of his family, power, wealth.

      Maybe that’s why it’s always so easy for me to spot him, even at a distance, with the way he carries himself and the arrogant tilt of his chin.

      I’m already moving by the time I whisper, “Be right back.” The two of them can stare lovingly at each other for a while, or whatever it is they do. I’m already on my way to where Alessandro scans the crowd. He looks good, which somehow only makes me hate him more. It feels unfair somehow. The ugliness in his soul should show on his face, but he’s got the bone structure of a dark, brooding angel and a pair of pouty lips that are now pursed in what’s probably discomfort or resentment. Good. I hope he’s miserable. Emilia can’t enjoy what should be the happiest day of her life without stressing over him being here.

      But Papa insisted. One night, when I probably shouldn’t have been listening in from the hall, I overheard him explaining himself to Luca, who was pretty much at the end of his rope trying to understand why it’s so important to keep Alessandro around. “He needs to know. He needs to see that he did not break her any more than he could break any of us. He needs to see for himself how she has gone on, how we have gone on. It’s as simple as that. And if you don’t like it, you’re more than welcome to live elsewhere. My decision is final.”

      I guess he forgot he intended to step back and let Dante take control. But I don’t think that’s the kind of thing that happens all at once, anyway. It takes time to transition. It’s Papa’s way of hedging his bets, making sure he can still have a say in things.

      I’m not fooled.

      Just like I’m not fooled by the way Alessandro nods slowly once I’m close enough for him to notice me.

      “You look very nice today,” he murmurs after only briefly glancing at me, turning his attention back to the crowd. Like, he’s not the real threat. Last I checked, none of the people in attendance ever almost killed the bride.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” I offer before snapping my fingers and clicking my tongue. “Oh, sorry. I forgot. The hired help shouldn’t be drinking during the wedding.”

      His jaw ticks, but that’s as much of a reaction as I get. “Let me know when you get tired of putting me in my place, little sister, so I can prepare myself for the disappointment of not having to hear your clever quips.”

      I don’t know what it is, but something about him makes me want to draw blood. And I don’t think it has to do only with Emilia or with what all of this is doing to Luca, who only wants to keep her safe and happy. I need him to suffer the way she suffered. Sure, it’s fun to know he has to be miserable, taking orders from us, but I would hardly call that misery. It’s not like he’s doing it for free, and it’s not like he’s out in the world breaking his back every day, either. He’s got it pretty good.

      Which I guess is why I want him to suffer even more than I already do. He almost killed the woman who is about to take our name in front of two hundred witnesses, and he basically got off without even a slap on the wrist. It’s so damn unfair.

      It might not be my responsibility, but there’s something in my soul that demands I make him sorry he ever targeted my family.

      For now, there’s a wedding about to start.

      “Enjoy the festivities,” I tell him, wearing a bright smile. “It’s probably the closest you’ll ever come to happiness… observing the happiness of others.”

      His jaw ticks again, but he only inclines his head. “Enjoy yourself, little sister, at least, until your mama sends you to bed.” His mouth twitches with humor before I have to either leave his side or smash my bouquet over his head.

      The dick needs to pay.

      I just have to figure out how to make it happen.
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      Let them celebrate. Let them feel like they’ve won a victory today. Let that arrogant prick, Luca, give me all the filthy looks he wants. It’s not going to change anything.

      I am still here.

      I’m not going anywhere.

      Whether or not I want to.

      Do any of these half-drunken idiots know who I am? Probably. I’ve never made a habit of hiding myself from the world, at least not until recently—the time I spent in Italy notwithstanding.

      But before then? Back when life made sense, and men in my position did not bring fucking police detectives into their personal lives. When it didn’t have to be said that the police are the enemy and should not be trusted, much less fucked and brought into the fold.

      I set out to put things in their proper place, and I’m the villain. Not the undisciplined, arrogant second son who put his whole family in jeopardy, to say nothing of the rest of us.

      There he is, laughing and kissing his new wife. The sheltered prince who only thinks he has the first idea what it means to truly sacrifice. I did what I did thanks to his stupidity. And what did I get for my trouble?

      “Could you refill this for me?” Some older woman hands me a glass without hardly looking at me. “Whiskey sour.”

      I’m not the waitstaff, Grandma. I could tell her that, of course. I could let her know I’m one of Rocco Santoro’s newest hires, charged with keeping the family safe. What a joke.

      Instead, I offer her a professional smile and reply, “Certainly, ma’am.” She walks away, and I leave the empty glass on the nearest table before continuing to patrol the perimeter of the party. I wonder how long she’ll wait before she realizes she’s not getting her goddamn drink.

      This is pathetic.

      How far have I fallen when the closest thing to a rebellion is refusing to fetch a whiskey sour for an older woman?

      “You are damn lucky anyone is willing to give you this chance.” Once again, I’m chilled to the bone when Dad’s voice tickles my memory. Not because he shocked me or told me anything I didn’t already know, but because he looked at me like we were strangers. No, not strangers, that isn’t the right word because a stranger wouldn’t be so full of contempt. He threw me to the wolves, washed his hands of me, and looked glad to do it.

      Another voice fills the air, coming from the bandstand. “We would like to invite all of the couples in attendance to the dance floor.” The band leader beckons with one arm, waving people closer while the band behind him launches into a soft, romantic standard. I watch the floor fill up while my chest fills with something I can’t identify. It’s not resentment or jealousy. I couldn’t care less about relationships and have never felt my life lacking because I wasn’t in one. It’s so far down the list of what I consider important, it might as well not be on the list at all.

      It’s their smiles. Their phony well wishes to the so-called happy couple. This whole situation turns my stomach, though it looks like I’m the odd man out. Luca Santoro turned his back on everything I know we were both raised to believe, and jeopardized everything our fathers and their fathers built, and we’re all supposed to celebrate.

      Or rather, they are supposed to celebrate while I’m forced to watch.

      There they are, the bride and groom, swaying slowly in the center of the floor. My sister and her husband aren’t far from them. I have to begrudgingly admit she looks happy. Dante does seem to care for her, which is not easy for me to admit, even to myself. I hope he knows if he ever mistreats her, he’s a fucking dead man.

      And there’s Rocco and Isabella, barely moving, talking softly to each other like they’re catching up after a busy day, checking in with each other. Smiling at the newlyweds, probably patting themselves on the back for what a great job they did, blah blah fucking-blah.

      Let him play the generous, benign patriarch role. I guess his advancing age makes it easier for people to believe he’s mellowed, but I know the truth. He can wash his hands all he wants, but some stains can’t be erased. He has shed too much blood to pretend he’s innocent. Not to me.

      My body practically sags with relief when the grounds start to empty around midnight. I’m hungry as hell. I was told there would be food waiting for us up in the kitchen when the time comes. A couple of the other guards, whose names I haven’t learned, wander up there now. There can’t be more than fifteen or twenty guests left, none of whom look like they could pose a threat if they tried, and there are still guys walking the grounds, watching over things.

      I take that as my cue to duck away and cross the lush lawn, lit by strings of clear lights twinkling in a faint breeze that shakes them a little. The bride and groom had a beautiful day for their wedding. Is it wrong that I was hoping for rain? Check, a fucking thunderstorm would be more like it.

      I’ve been here almost two months now, but my entrance still makes the kitchen go silent for a long, heavy moment before the general chatter picks up again. The help mingle around, picking at what’s left now that the people who matter have eaten their fill. They’re at the bottom of the totem pole, but they still look at me like I’m the antichrist. Anything to feel superior to someone else, I guess.

      Their opinions mean nothing.

      I learned long ago who matters and who doesn’t.

      Life is easier to navigate when you’re picky about what you allow under your skin. Some low-level goons on the Santoro payroll who can barely string two sentences together? Not worth my time.

      Still, I give them a civil nod before filling a small plate with a sausage and pepper sandwich and caprese salad. At least they did the food right today.

      No sooner have I sat down to eat than a ripple of energy travels through the kitchen. I’ve barely sat down with my back to the doors leading to the patio, but I know who walked in. Everyone is sitting up a little straighter, holding their breath.

      “Please, eat, help us get rid of some of these leftovers.” Rocco chuckles generously while I continue eating without acknowledging him. He’ll have to forgive me if I don’t find it necessary to stroke his ego.

      He clears his throat before coming to a stop beside me. “I’d like to see you in my study.” I’ve barely processed the request by the time he is already on the move, taking off his bowtie as he wanders out into the hall. The food in my mouth sours, but I force myself to swallow, tossing the rest in the trash before following him. I’ve lost my appetite. It’s the imperious way he has about him—the king in his castle. We are all expected to fall in line, and me most of all. After all, I’m the one who needs to be put in his place, aren’t I?

      I still find it hard to believe sometimes that I’m walking these halls as an employee. There’s something surreal about it, like I’m watching myself from above as I trail behind my boss like the good little boy I’m supposed to be.

      “Don’t expect me to bail your ass out ever again.” Dad, taunting me from the past, the night Rocco announced in front of his entire family that I would work for them. Not exactly a high point of my life, but my father’s indifference turning to straight-up resentment and even rage was the icing on shit cake. “If you know what’s good for you, you will play nice. You’ll smile, you will be respectful, you will be eager to help in any way possible.”

      And I have been, even though it’s not exactly in my nature to do as I’m told. If anything, the contrary attitude etched into my DNA has caused me more trouble than it’s worth.

      But I’ve been good and played nice. Now, I’m being led into the study for what has to be a dressing down. I can’t imagine why else the old man would single me out. I’m sure he wants me to regret fucking with his precious son and his precious son’s precious cop girlfriend-turned-wife.

      I’m braced for whatever is about to happen by the time I come to a stop in front of his desk while he drops into his chair with a deep, heavy sigh. “What a day!” He groans, rubbing the back of his neck. “I might sleep until next week.”

      We aren’t friends.

      Why does he have to pretend otherwise?

      “Everyone seemed to have a good time,” I venture, since it seems like he expects me to say something.

      When his faded eyes narrow, I can already hear what’s bound to be his response. No thanks to you. My daughter-in-law worried about you the entire day. My precious son had to be mildly inconvenienced by your presence.

      Instead, he replies, “I have a new assignment for you.”

      The man changes topics so fast it gives me whiplash. He also has a habit of dropping a bomb on a guy out of nowhere, like he wants to keep me unsteady.

      “What can I do?” I ask, folding my hands in front of me.

      “I don’t know if you’ve heard this, but I gave Giulia permission to start college. She’ll be attending NYU three days a week starting Monday.”

      And this involves me exactly how? “That’s a big step for her.” The little brat. She might as well wear a sign hanging from around her neck, announcing she craves a reaction from me. She practically stands on her head to get my attention, and there are times I would swear I look up at the house at night while walking the grounds and see her looking down at me. I’m not sure what it means, but it doesn’t give me a comfortable feeling.

      And there’s another uncomfortable feeling that gripped me earlier, during the ceremony, which I watched from the back of the crowd. Giulia was beautiful in that pink dress, with her black curls gathered at the nape of her neck. A few of them were teased free by the breeze and grazed her skin, and it wasn’t until the newlyweds kissed for the first time that I realized I’d missed the whole ceremony while staring at her.

      “It is,” he agrees, popping the top two buttons on his shirt and leaning back in the chair. He doesn’t look well, but that’s nothing compared to the way Dad’s health has deteriorated. I came back to the States and found a withered old man in his place.

      He sighs again, then drops the bomb. “She’ll need a driver. Someone I can trust to take her into the city. Someone savvy enough to spot trouble a mile away. Do you understand what I’m getting at?”

      Yes, I understand perfectly. He wants me to babysit. He wants me to make sure nobody gets too close to his precious little girl. For all I know, he wants me off the grounds as much as possible, since precious Luca and precious Emilia are uncomfortable with my presence.

      He’s waiting for an answer, so I nod slowly. “Yes. I get the picture.”

      “I’m counting on you to keep her safe and away from the wrong kind of people,” he adds, because evidently he thinks I’m too stupid to understand without having the point drilled into my head. “She’s the most important thing in my life, Alessandro. I need you to keep that in mind.”

      “I will.” I arch an eyebrow, waiting for more, and can barely hide my relief when he dismisses me with a wave of his hand. Do I like being dismissed that way, without a word? Fuck no. But it means I can get out of this room and stop holding onto my unnatural, uncomfortable smile.

      It slides from my face, and I let it drop, heading out through the front door rather than going back to the kitchen. I rented a small house nearby, less than ten minutes’ drive, and I have never been in such a hurry to get there. I have to get away from this place and all the people in it. Recharging after a day full of playing nice and pretending to be happy has wiped me out more thoroughly than anything ever has.

      Gravel crunches under my feet, and somehow I manage not to run for my car. Days like this test me, to put it mildly. Nodding to a handful of guards, I unlock the door of my Maserati and only release the breath I was holding once I’m seated behind the wheel.

      I can think now.

      I can breathe easier.

      Though I haven’t breathed easy since that fateful dinner two months ago when Dad threw me to the wolves. It wasn’t until afterward, when we were alone, and I could finally voice my feelings about him blindsiding me, that he dropped the bomb.

      As I roll through the gates and take a left toward home, I remember confronting him in the car and the bombshell that rocked me to my core. “I know you think I’m some foolish, dying old man, but I still have a trick or two up my sleeve.” Resting in the seat after hours spent pretending to be healthier than he is, he turned his head slowly to look at me with contempt. “You might have your sister fooled into thinking you only came back here for her sake, but we both know that that’s not true, don’t we?”

      I shudder now at the memory. It’s so fresh and vivid, the sense of having ice water poured over my head. “What do you think you know?” I asked, trying to play it off.

      “Let’s just say it was in your best interest to get the hell out of Italy and put an ocean between you and the family of the man you killed. And don’t bother lying because I have it on good authority.” Clicking his tongue, he sighed. The sound carried disappointment built up over more than thirty years of my life. “If you want to keep your head attached to your neck, you will do whatever it is Rocco and his family tell you to do. Otherwise, I will wash my hands of you and make sure everyone on the East Coast does the same. Got me?”

      As I roll down quiet, darkened roads, I still can’t decide whether the bargain I made was worth it. Am I this desperate to live? Subjugating myself to people who are beneath me and always have been?

      And now I have to play driver to that brat.

      The only positive I can find in the situation is knowing how it will irritate her, being forced to spend time with me.

      Once again, I see how far I’ve fallen. The best I can hope for now is to irritate an eighteen-year-old and deprive an older woman of a cocktail.

      “You’ve come a long way, Alessandro,” I mutter to myself while my foot presses harder on the gas pedal, and I wish like hell I could outrun the consequences of the choices I’ve made.
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      “I’m sorry.” Mama runs her hands under her eyes for maybe the hundredth time in the past two minutes, and I think I’m being conservative with that estimate. “I didn’t expect to feel this emotional. My baby is starting college. La mia bambina.”

      “It’s college, Mama. She’s not moving halfway around the world.” Dante offers me a brief, sympathetic grin before draping an arm around her shoulders. “You’ll see her this afternoon when she comes back.”

      “It’s the milestone that matters,” she insists. “You’ll feel the same way one day when the time comes. Mark my words. I only hope I’m around to tease you when you get choked up.”

      It’s almost enough to make me laugh. Dante, choked up? I can’t make the picture take shape in my head. “Anyway, he’s right,” I tell her with much more confidence than I feel. Maybe if I try hard enough, I can forget the nervous knot in my stomach. I’m playing it off well, I think, but inside, it’s a totally different story. I’m shaky, slightly queasy, and there are maybe twenty different outfits on my bed that I tossed aside after deciding they wouldn’t quite work today.

      Even now, I can’t stop tugging the hem of my skirt when I hear Papa’s heavy tread coming my way as I try like hell to get out the front door before Mama drowns me in motherly tears.

      When he sees us, does he stop to take in the moment?

      Does he throw his hands in the air and ask himself where the time went?

      Of course not.

      “You think I’m letting you go into the city wearing a skirt that short?” he demands, glaring at me as he marches our way.

      My heart is sinking as I sigh. “Papa…” For once, could he be normal? Then again, for him, this is normal, and that’s why I’m pretty much fucking terrified today. I’m going from an incredibly sheltered, private girls’ school where I wore a uniform every day and knew the other girls from preschool to my first classes at NYU. I’ll be surrounded by people my age who have actually been allowed to live life up to this point.

      Meanwhile, here I am, never having gone to a party, never having thrown a party, even for my Sweet Sixteen. Things were too complicated at the time, being at war with the Vitali family and everything. Papa didn’t want to take any chances with who he invited and wouldn’t even approve a small dinner with a couple of the girls in my class.

      “Caro mio.” Mama sighs, glancing at me, wearing an expression that tells me she’s on my side as she gently chides Papa. “She’s a young lady. Let her be a young lady.”

      He hasn’t taken his eyes off me and now wags a finger in my face, making me shrink back a little. “I won’t have you taking risks with yourself and giving people the wrong idea about the kind of girl you are.”

      My eyes almost fall out of my head when Dante steps between us with his hands raised. “Let’s not start another world war over this. She looks nice, and I’m sure she has enough on her mind today. You’re going to have to let go or at least loosen your grip.”

      “Have a daughter of your own, then talk to me about loosening my grip,” Papa retorts. “Until then, you consult with me on business. You do not tell me how to parent my child.”

      “Dear,” Mama croons, clicking her tongue. As usual, she has the power to drain the fight from him with a single word. The tension dissolves like a stiff breeze blew through.

      When Papa’s shoulders sag, I know the battle is over. My breath catches when his eyes go soft. “My little girl. You’ll have to forgive me. I watched my son get married over the weekend, and now this. It’s a lot for a father to handle all at once.”

      “I’ll be just fine.” I wish I felt a little more confident as I lean in to kiss his freshly shaved cheek. The scent of spicy aftershave clings to him like it always has. “I think I can handle myself.”

      “Alessandro already has orders to bring you straight home after.” He notices me rolling my eyes, holding up a finger. His stern expression is back in place now. “None of that. This is my only request. I need to know you are safe, and he can keep you that way.”

      “Oh, the irony,” Dante mutters, making Mama shush him. But I mean, he’s got a point. I don’t understand why somebody else can’t do it. Somebody I actually like, or at least can tolerate. With so many men around here, why does it have to be him?





OEBPS/images/v4-1.jpg
INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR





