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Just a couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than that, all my books are independent projects.

That being said, I apologize, in advance, for the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for grammar, my books are probably not for you.

Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However, the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come out. So, because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my series all at once. No waiting here...LOL. Now, the exception to that will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as myself.

Thank you for everything!
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I really appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you! Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job and one part-time job, plus a family that I love spending time with, I’m not very active on social media. However, for the sites I do participate in, here are my social media coordinates:
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Other Books 

Dedication

For everyone that likes their alphas with a little blood on their hands.
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It didn’t matter that my father was still alive; it didn’t matter that he was still the face of the family. Everyone knew that our power came from the rivers of blood that I had created in the streets and still did. While our family had been comfortably established way before I had come into my teens, the past twenty years had turned us into something entirely different.

No one could compete with us now.

While there were families out there that were still powerful as hell, they still couldn’t compete with our numbers, our money, our territory, or our level of ruthlessness. Where they were rich, we were wealthy. Where they were deadly, we were unforgiving. Where they were powerful, we were absolutely fearless. Where they were important, we were fucking royalty.

I also hadn’t come into being the youngest Underboss ever by being fucking stupid. I was always one step ahead of our enemies and even my own family. While my father was brilliant, I was a fucking genius, and for twenty years, I’d been doing everything right, doing everything that would earn me the number one position in this family.

I’d done more than kill people. I’d done more than make millions. I’d done more to corrupt this city than anyone before me. If there was a politician, judge, police chief, or cop in this town that wasn’t in my pocket, then I didn’t know him. This entire city was bought and paid for, and I had the motherfucking receipt in my pocket.

Not the family.

Not my father.

Not my brother.

Me.

Staring out at the grounds of my estate, there was only one thing missing from everything that was already mine. There was only one thing that I needed to complete my ideal reign. No matter what anyone believed, no matter how many men bragged about their freedoms, no matter how independent a man claimed to be, total power could not be achieved without the right woman at your side.

Women were unlike anything that men could ever aspire to be. Men would easily kill or die for the woman that they loved; it was simple like that. We were designed to protect, so that’s how we proved our love. As long as our women were safe, then nothing else mattered.

That wasn’t the case with women.

When a woman loved a man, there was no limit to the things that she would do for him. She would lie, cheat, steal, kill, die, or fight a war for him if that’s what was needed of her. If a woman loved a man, then she was willing to sacrifice pieces of herself that would never heal if she felt like she had to. Women were willing to break themselves a million times over for a man, and more often than not, that man didn’t deserve it.

Plus, if that wasn’t amazing enough, what a woman did for her children was even more astounding. If you lived in a world as dangerous as mine, there was no comfort like knowing that your children were safe because a mother’s love was incomparable to anything else on earth. A mother’s love was the most dangerous thing that the wicked could encounter, and a lot of pedophiles and child abusers had the justice system to thank for still being alive.

So, no matter what’d been achieved over these past twenty years, there was still a piece of the puzzle missing, and it was a big piece. In fact, it was a good three-fourths of the puzzle. A woman could easily love a demon, and that’s what I needed. I needed a woman that was strong enough to see past everything that my family was and did, seeing to the man that was at the heart of me.

Not just anyone could sit at the head of the table with me. Where most of the men in my line of work preferred to have the perfectly styled Mafia wife at their side, I didn’t need a woman that knew how to contour her makeup to perfection. I didn’t need a woman that could recognize last season’s styles from this season’s wardrobe. I didn’t need a woman that knew which fucking fork to use at the country club.

No.

I needed a woman that wouldn’t hesitate to put a bullet through someone’s skull if they posed a threat to her, me, or our children. I needed a woman that wouldn’t shy away from the screams of torture coming from the basement. I needed a woman that could step in and take my place if I got hurt, or for that matter, killed.

Luckily for me, I already had the perfect woman in mind for such a role.
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Nero~

I watched the red-tinted water swirl down the drain, though nothing that I hadn’t seen a million times already. After all, I hadn’t become the youngest Underboss in family history by keeping my hands clean. I’d done it by practically bathing in the blood of our enemies, and I’d been doing it since before I even hit puberty. So, at thirty-two, another dead body wasn’t that big of a deal.

Port Townsend was a fairly large city in the state of Maryland, and contrary to what people liked to believe, the Mafia was still very much alive and well on this side of the country. While there were other Mafia families out on the West Coast, most of the organized crime families stayed on this side of the Mississippi. Business was just better when there were powerful public servants that understood how things worked. Over past Nevada, people in political positions were still trying to make a difference, and no one needed that kind of fucking headache.

So, there were five families that ran Port Townsend, but the truth of the matter was deeper than that. We owned the entire state, truth be told. When you had damn near every politician in the state in your pocket, there wasn’t much that you couldn’t do, and lucky for us, our governing body was just as corrupt as the rest of them.

Now, like with most Mafia empires, the city’s territories were divided amongst the families. Port Townsend was large enough to support five different legacies, and for the most part, we stayed out of each other’s way, but not always. While the movies liked to glorify the violence side of our lives, at the heart of it all, we were a business, and profit usually won over temper.

The five Mafia families of Port Townsend were the Kotovs, the O’Briens, the Schulzes, the Milanos, and us, the Sartoris. We were a diverse group, but it wasn’t lost on anyone how two of the families were Italian.

At one point in time, Tommaso Calvetti had also been a powerful player in the game, but bad deals and violent tempers had done his family in. Years ago, when he’d begun to see the writing on the wall, he and my father, Marco Sartori, had ironed out a deal for me to marry his only daughter, and I honestly hadn’t cared one way or the other. However, unfortunately for her family, she’d gotten sick, dying at a young age. Once the mourning period had passed, he had joined with Renzo Milano, almost matching our numbers in strength.

Almost.

Luckily, we also outnumbered the Irish, Germans, and Russians in force. Marco Sartori was the head of the Sartori Crime Family, and he’d done nothing but expand our empire after my grandfather had handed down the reins. While all the families had long family ties, we could trace our lineage back hundreds of years, and our hold on this city was ironclad.

While my father was a calculating Mafia leader, my mother, Clarissa Sartori, was your typical pampered Mafia wife. I couldn’t remember a time when she’d done anything more than cater to my father, raise his children, and spend his money. Always well put together, she didn’t even mind his affairs as long as the woman in question wasn’t a threat to the lifestyle to which she’d become accustomed.

I also had a younger brother, Elio, and while he was a dutiful son, loyal Capo, and violent little fuck, he was also spoiled, reckless, and unpredictable. At thirty, he’d never had to work hard for anything in his life, unlike me. From birth, my future had been mapped out to take over the family, and I’d been working all my life towards that goal, the Underboss position being handed to me earlier than anyone would have guessed or thought wise.

However, what people didn’t know was that I ran the family more than my father did these days. For the past five years, I’d been involved with every decision regarding the family, and I called the shots for the most part. Sure, I still consulted with my father about certain things, but when it was all said and done, he mostly just stayed out of my way.

It was also a matter of safety. While a lot of people would argue that my father was a ruthless bastard, the man played no games when it came to his family. So, as long as Renzo Milano, Emil Schulz, Declan O’Brien, and Avgust Kotov thought that Marco Sartori was still calling the shots, then the focus wasn’t on me, and I could make moves without any of them knowing the truth.

So, with everything going as planned, the only thing left was to get married, then work on building my own family dynasty. While my mother had chosen to give my father only two sons, I wanted four children to follow in my footsteps. I also didn’t care whether they were all boys or all girls. I was cunning enough to make sure that my legacy lasted centuries beyond my death.

After Susanna Calvetti had passed away and what was left of the Calvetti family had merged with the Milanos, my father had been quick to hash out another arranged marriage to strengthen our numbers. As Renzo Milano had been denied sons, he and my father had arranged a marriage between me and Renzo’s youngest daughter, Fia. The arrangement would benefit the Milanos more than it would us, but at the end of it all, we’d outnumber the Irish, Russians, and Germans significantly enough to keep them all in line. Though things were peaceful right now, that could change at any given moment, something that we were all very aware of. There was also the fact that the coastline fell within the Sartori territories, making our import and export business very fucking profitable.

Like most of the families, we dealt in drugs, guns, gambling, and prostitution, though we had plenty of legitimate businesses to launder our money the right way. However, since we controlled most of the coastline, that was where most of our business was conducted, and if anyone wanted to use our ports, we made them pay a high price for that privilege.

At any rate, I was to marry Fia Milano, ensuring our place in this city and the state, really. The others would have to be suicidal to bring war to our doorstep, something that I didn’t necessarily mind. If we were to ever take over all the other territories, then we could move forward with taking control of the entire East Coast, something that could easily be done if we wiped out the other families.

The only problem with Fia Milano was that she was just as spoiled as Elio, if not more. Raised to be a true Mafia princess, she had no ambition, knew nothing about accountability, and very little was required of her. She’d been brought up to look pretty, behave obediently, and produce children, but nothing much more than that. It was also obvious that Fia Milano was not her father’s favorite. Though spoiled as they came, he had put no effort into rearing her. Fia was a product of Sonya Milano, and it was clear as day whenever you saw the two women together.

Yeah, no, it was easy to see that Renzo’s favorite child was his eldest daughter, Kasen Milano. For whatever reason, he had given Kasen choices that he hadn’t given Fia, and at thirty-two, Kasen was a successful criminal attorney, and she was so far removed from the family that she didn’t even have a guard assigned to her. She lived a regular life with a regular profession, and everyone seemed just fine with it, something that I’d never understood. Nevertheless, Renzo had allowed this, and Fia was the one that had been groomed to fit into the life that she’d been raised in.

“It’s done.”

Drying my hands, I turned to look at my brother. Only one inch shorter than my six-foot-three, Elio had inherited our mother’s features, making him the pretty one. Though we’d both inherited our father’s brown hair and brown eyes, I had taken after Marco in just about everything else. I was every bit my father’s son, and it was easy to mistake us for one another from afar.

“I want his head preserved for the next Capo meeting,” I told him. “I want it to serve as the centerpiece at the meeting.” Elio smirked. “I want everyone to see what happens when the only answer they have for me is ‘I don’t know’.”

“There’s plenty of room in Alaska,” he replied easily.

Alaska was a warehouse that we owned, and we used it for almost all our kills. It used to be an old slaughterhouse, and it had come to us equipped with plenty of storage freezers for when we needed them. From the outside, it looked like a decrepit old building, but the inside was a state-of-the-art torture chamber.

“I also want to keep an eye on all of Romeo’s soldiers,” I added. “I’m still not convinced that this was an innocent mistake.”

“Sure thing.”

Greed was a real problem with a lot of people, and it was that same greed that had them believing that no one would miss a pound or two of cocaine when the shipment weight was in the thousands.

Well, they were wrong.

At the end of the day, I was a businessman, and all my books were straight, right down to the last penny. Nothing came up missing that I didn’t know about, and second chances weren’t anything that I ever handed out; not even if it was Christmas.

“Did everything go well with the other sample shipment last night?”

“Relax, Nero,” he chuckled. “You’re going to grow old before your time if you keep stressing out.”

“I’m not stressed out,” I informed him. “I’m still pissed off.”

Granted, even if I was stressed out, I’d never let him know it.
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Chapter 2
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Kasen~

It’d been a long day, but that was okay. I lived for the pressures of my job, and I was at my best when I was working. In fact, I worked so much that it could be argued that I didn’t have much of a life outside of my office. Nevertheless, I was perfectly okay with that. I’d been given an opportunity that I shouldn’t have, and I was very aware of that.

My father was Renzo Milano, and he was the Mafia Boss of the Milano Crime Family. I’d been born under his reign as head of the family, and I’d been learning about loyalty and vengeance during an age when other kids had been learning their colors and numbers. I was my father’s firstborn, and he had raised me to be strong, independent, and loyal; all characteristics that I still practiced to this day. My father had encouraged me to use my voice, and I did so often.

My mother, Sonya Milano was a typical Mafia wife, and though she was smarter than most Mafia wives, she was still just a woman in that world. My mother knew her place, and she had raised my younger sister, Fia, to act just like her. They were both beautiful accessories to the powerful men that surrounded them, and good for them if that’s what made them happy.

I, on the other hand, had been allowed to go to college and law school to become a criminal lawyer. I’d been nine-years-old when I’d told my father that I wanted to be a lawyer, and I’d been nine-years-old when he had promised me that I could grow up to become whatever I wanted. Of course, at the time, he’d been placating a fanciful child, never imagining that I would hold him to his word years later. The first and only time that my father had tried to talk me out of becoming a lawyer, I had challenged his honor, pointing out that a man’s word was a man’s word, no matter if he gave it to an adult or child.

Faced with setting the example for his firstborn or breaking his word, Papa had allowed me to go to college, deciding to groom Fia for whatever future business he might need her for. With Fia being four years younger than me, it’d been easy to spoil her and treat her as if she were an only child. I’d already been headed to college by the time that she had entered high school, so I hadn’t been around much to help her through those formidable years. While I still considered us close, we could have been closer without the four-year gap between us.

There was also the fact that we looked nothing alike. Fia had taken after Mom with her blonde hair, blue eyes, slim build, and doll-like face. My sister really was a beautiful girl, and it was something that she was very aware of. Fia knew how to bat her eyelashes like nobody’s business, and my mother had made sure to teach her the art of manipulation. Though I loved my sister dearly, there was no denying that Fia was spoiled, flighty, and a bit self-absorbed. My parents were always rescuing her from one problem or another, so it was hard to treat her like an adult, even though she was already twenty-eight-years old.

As for me, I had taken after my father, though I did have some of my mother’s facial features. I had black hair, hazel eyes, and where Fia was slim, I was what nice people called curvy, considering that I was only five-foot-three. Granted, I wasn’t anywhere near overweight, but everyone knew that thin was always going to be in, no matter how many body-positive crusaders were out there.

However, my looks had never been an issue for me. From an early age, I’d been all about my brain and how I could use it to become successful without embedding myself fully into the Mafia. Now, while it might sound like I had something against the life that my family led, I didn’t. I didn’t live on moral high ground or anything like that. After all, it could be argued that I made my living off the subject of crime. Though I did my best to defend the innocent, I’d made countless deals with the prosecution for the guilty.

So, no, I didn’t think that I was better than anyone else, or anything like that. My decision to distance myself from what my family did was because I’d wanted more out of life than what the Mafia could offer me. Since I’d been born a female, my choices would have been limited, and I’d wanted to be more than just a man’s accessory. I was smart, and I wanted that to count for something.

As for my love life, admittedly, I didn’t have much of one. Though I was far from a virgin at my age, I also didn’t have some steamy past of discarded lovers. I’d had a few flings, but not much more than that. I’d been so focused on my career that men and relationships had taken a backseat to hard work. While I’d had my fun in college, law school had been a different story. Determined not to end up a bargaining chip for the Mafia, I’d been all about graduating at the top of my class and becoming more valuable than what I’d seen of my mother. Now, while that might sound like an insult, it wasn’t. If being a Mafia wife was what made my mother happy, then I was happy for her. I felt the same way about my sister. If she was happy marrying Nero Sartori, then good for her.

When I thought of the five Mafia families in Port Townsend, I thought about how my sister could do worse than Nero Sartori. While I wasn’t into all that pure bloodlines nonsense, marrying Nero would ensure that my father could still be involved in Fia’s life. If he had married her to the Irish, Germans, or Russians, there would have been no guarantee of that. Emil Schulz was the head of the Germans, and it was reputed that he was a bit of a sadist. Avgust Kotov was the head of the Russians, and it was said that he wasn’t above hitting a woman to keep her in line. Declan O’Brien was the head of the Irishmen, and while it was said that he was the most decent out of the three, he’d still owe my father nothing if he’d been the one to marry Fia.

So, with our numbers decent enough to put the Italians in full control of the city and state, a marriage had been arranged between our two families, and I couldn’t see the Sartoris keeping Fia from my mother and father, or me for that matter. Italians were big on family, and that was something hopeful.

Granted, that was if Fia didn’t go and screw it all up. While my sister was under the impression that no one knew her secret, she was wrong. Fia wasn’t as cunning as she liked to believe that she was, and though I’d found out by complete accident, anyone that cared to pay attention could see the signs.

Two weeks ago, I had stopped by my parents just to visit. It wasn’t often that I had free time to just hang out and do nothing, so when I did, I did my best to spend it with my family. It was nice because I didn’t talk about work, and they didn’t talk about family business, and it reminded me of a time before adulthood had sucked all the fun out of life.

Anyway, I’d been making my way through the house, looking for my parents or sister, when I ended up hearing a heated conversation going on in the library. The door had been cracked open a bit, so unsure if I should close it or not, I’d been about to turn away when that heated argument had turned into something way more inappropriate.

Even though I should have walked away from something that clearly hadn’t been any of my business, I hadn’t. Instead, I had walked over to shut the door, and that was the worst thing that I could have done. All it’d gotten me was a peek into the affair that my sister was having with her guard, Mano Barone, and it was something that I couldn’t unknow, though I really, really, really wish that I didn’t know. Fia knew that she was betrothed to Nero Sartori, and if there was any man on the planet that a woman shouldn’t screw with, it was Nero Sartori. I’d also been wondering how long the affair had been going on. I mean, it really didn’t matter in the scheme of things, but no matter how spoiled Fia was, she had to know that crossing a man like Nero Sartori was not wise.

“Do you ever go home?”

I looked up to see Marissa Venti standing in the doorway of my office. “Some days,” I quipped.

The Milton Legal Group had three senior partners, four junior partners, four paralegals, two secretaries that handled it all, and a receptionist. Though most of us were responsible for ourselves, Lilibeth and Dianna were worth their weight in gold. If this law office ran smoothly, it was because those two women knew their shit and were organized as hell.

“It’s crazy that you work this much but have no desire to make senior partner,” she said, shaking her head.

“I like the pressure when it’s by choice,” I explained. “Becoming a senior partner would turn this into a job, instead of something that I enjoy doing, and I’m not ready for that.”

“Well, don’t stay too late,” she replied sweetly. “It’s Friday, girl. Go have some damn fun.”

“Are you going to take your own advice?” I teased, knowing that she worked just as much as I did.

“Not at all,” she joked. “I’ve got court on Monday, so no fun for me this weekend.”

“Well, while I won’t be partying tonight, I think I will go visit my parents tomorrow,” I told her. “It’s been a while since I’ve spent time with them.”

“There you go,” she replied before giving me a final wave out the door.

Leaning back in my chair, I thought about my sister again. Tomorrow would be a good time to talk to her about what she was doing. If nothing else, she should stop the affair to spare Mano’s life. Even if Nero never found out, I knew that our father would lose his shit if he caught wind of what was going on. Everyone knew about the betrothal, so Mano couldn’t act like he wasn’t aware. Plus, even if Fia wasn’t engaged to Nero, Mano was her guard; he’d been assigned to protect her, not end up in bed with her.

Shaking my thoughts of my sister, I got back to work. While I didn’t have court on Monday, I still had a heavy workload that wasn’t going to complete itself. That was why I had an office at my condo that rivaled the one that I had here. Seriously, I had no life.
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Nero~

People liked to lecture that smoking was a bad habit, but I disagreed. If I was going to become dependent on anything, I’d rather it be a vice that couldn’t ruin my life. Yeah, I could get cancer, but I could also get shot walking out of my front door. Cigarettes weren’t going to land me in prison for drunk driving vehicular manslaughter. Cigarettes weren’t going to have me sharing needles with a fellow heroin addict. Cigarettes weren’t going to have me losing everything in front of a blackjack table. So, yeah, when it came to addictive vices, I was perfectly happy with a menthol to ease my stress.

“It’s not going to be a bullet or enraged woman that ends up killing you one day,” Aurelio said. “It’s going to be those damn cigarettes.”

Aurelio Provenza was my best friend, though he was officially my bodyguard. He’d been assigned to me when he’d been only twenty and I’d been eighteen. There’d been and still was an understanding amongst all the families that children were off-limits, so my father hadn’t been too worried about my safety while I’d been a minor. However, on my eighteenth birthday, his gift to me had been Aurelio.

For almost fifteen years, Aurelio had stood by my side, and he was going to be my consigliere when the time came. In fact, truth be told, he acted as my consigliere now. Even though Aurelio was only two years older than I was, he’d been raised on the streets, my father taking him in when he’d been only fifteen. Aurelio had taken down five guys that had been trying to rob him, and when he had killed every last one, my father had serendipitously stumbled upon the scene, and the rest was history.

At thirty-four, Aurelio had dark brown hair, black eyes, and the women claimed that he was the Italian version of Zinedine Zidane; very unapproachable. Nevertheless, he was built like a warrior, and if death scared him, you’d never know it. He was also brilliant with any gun that you put in his hands, smarter than most people gave him credit for, and was loyal as fuck.

That loyalty was the reason that I confided in him more than I did my own brother. Aurelio’s hardened life made him a realist, something that I could appreciate. Aurelio’s advice was always born out of logic, nothing more and nothing less. Elio, on the other hand, was known to throw a tantrum or two when he wasn’t getting his way, something that I didn’t have the time or patience for. Because Elio was untouchable, he thought that he could do whatever he wanted, and he often did.

I turned to see Aurelio shutting the door to my office. “Are you here to lecture me on the virtues of clean living?”

“I’m here to give you one last chance to change your mind,” he replied evenly.

“Even if I wanted to, it’s too late for that now,” I reminded him. “However, let’s be clear that I don’t want to.”

“You know shit like this never ends well, Nero.”

“What’s she going to do? Divorce me?”

“I’ll say it again, I think that you’re underestimating her,” he said, something that he’d kept insisting on.

When I’d told Aurelio about my plans two years ago, that’d been the first thing that he’d said to me. He’d been quick to point out what would happen if the truth ever came out, but if it did, it’d be too late by then.

“I’m not,” I assured him. “I know exactly what I’m getting myself into.”

“She’s a fucking criminal attorney, Nero,” he reminded me needlessly. “She’s not some docile piece of arm candy.”

While I’d always known who Kasen Milano was, I hadn’t ever interacted with her beyond some polite introductions when our fathers had arranged my marriage to her younger sister. Ready to honor my commitments, I hadn’t given her much thought beyond how beautiful she was. However, both Milano daughters were beautiful, beautiful women being something that there was no shortage of in this lifestyle.

At any rate, it hadn’t been until she’d been assigned to defend one of my men that I’d seen her in action in the courtroom. I’d been absolutely enthralled with her incredible intelligence, fiery disposition, and tenacity. Every pair of eyes had been on her every time that she’d spoken, and she had commanded that courtroom like it’d been her own personal playing field. While I had always believed her to be beautiful, that day in court, she’d been fucking stunning. I’d seen her through a new pair of eyes, and that’s when I had begun to form my plan to have her at all costs. Renzo Milano had given her a choice to opt out of our lifestyle, and I’d had to find a way to reel her back in. I’d had to find a way to trap her with no chance of escaping.

Ever.

“If she ever finds out the truth, you’re going to lose her,” Aurelio remarked evenly.

“How is she going to ever find out?” I asked, finally finishing my cigarette. “Do you think Mano’s going to tell her?” I shrugged. “Apart from me and you, he’s the only other person that knows what I’m doing. Even if he didn’t think that I’d kill him for speaking out of turn, he has to know that Renzo will.”

Six months ago, I had called a meeting with Mano Barone, Fia’s bodyguard. I had offered him five-million dollars to seduce and impregnate Fia Milano. Credit to him, he had insisted on a reason why, and when I’d told him, he’d seen the sense in why I would do such a thing, and he had readily agreed. One week ago, he had called me to tell me that Fia was pregnant and ready to run off into the night with him, something that wouldn’t and couldn’t happen. At least, not until I got what I wanted. I had no problems with Mano and Fia running off to live happily ever after together since I was never invested in Fia to begin with, but I couldn’t have that until Kasen had my ring on her finger.

“While you know that I always have your back, I still think that you’re underestimating her,” he repeated. “This could still blow up in your face, Boss.”

For the record, Aurelio only called me Boss to be facetious.

“I’ve faced worse,” I reminded him.

“What did you tell Marco?”

“I told him the truth,” I answered with a smirk on my face. “I called him earlier and told him that I’d just found out the terrible news, and that I was going to go over to confront my lovely fiancé.”

Aurelio snorted. “You’re going to burn in Hell, Sartori.”

“For a lot of things,” I agreed.

“What did he say?”

“At first, he was pissed,” I said as I walked over to the other side of the office to pour myself a drink. “He wanted to confront Renzo himself, but I talked him out of it.”

“Pour me one of those, will you?”

Normally, Aurelio didn’t speak so casually to me, but he had leave to do so when it was just the two of us. In front of anyone else, he exercised the utmost respect. However, no matter what everyone saw when they looked at us, Aurelio was my best friend, and there’s nothing that I wouldn’t do for him.

Handing him a glass of bourbon, I got back to the topic at hand. “I reminded him that it wouldn’t be a good look if my father fought my battles for me.”

Aurelio clinked the ice in his glass. “Does he know about Kasen?”

I eyed my friend. “I told him that I was going to insist that Renzo make it right.”

He just shook his head before taking a drink of his bourbon. There was an art to manipulation, and I was a fucking artist. Aurelio knew this, and even if Kasen ever did find out the truth, we both knew that I could handle it just like I handled everything else that went wrong.

“You just better hope that Mano doesn’t get greedy,” he said pointedly. “He’s already gone through the whole five-million, Nero.”

My brows rose at that. “In six months?”

Aurelio nodded. “In six months.”

Granted, it wasn’t hard to spend five-million dollars in six months when you had expensive tastes, and I could easily see a guard getting a taste of the high life, then losing control. While our guards and soldiers were paid well, they weren’t paid millions every two weeks.

After taking a drink of my bourbon, I asked, “What did he spend it on?”

“To his credit, he did spend some of it on expensive jewelry for Fia. However, most of it went to the casinos,” he answered. “There were two ‘unexpected’ trips to Vegas recently.”

“And Renzo let him go?” While I didn’t doubt Aurelio’s account of the facts, I was still surprised to hear that Renzo had allowed Fia to go unguarded.

“When I visited with your dad last week, Mrs. Milano had been chatting up a storm, saying how Fia had been too sick to leave her bedroom a few weeks ago. My guess is that Mano must have fed Fia a story to help get him out of guarding her for his trip to Vegas.”

Finishing off my drink, I shrugged. “Well, if he’s stupid enough to try to blackmail me for some more money, he’ll just end up eating the end of my gun. I’m not worried.”

Aurelio finished his drink before asking, “What time are we leaving?”

“Six,” I answered. “I don’t want the priest out too late.”

My best friend smirked. “You’re a goddamn saint, Nero. Really.”
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Chapter 4
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Kasen~

Dinner was to be served at six, something that hadn’t changed since moving out on my own. Though my father hadn’t always been able to make it, that hadn’t ever prevented my mother from serving dinner on time in this household.

Because I was a little bit early, I went in search of my sister before looking for my parents. I wanted to talk to Fia about what I’d seen, and I also wanted to find out what her plan was. If she was really in love with Mano, then that could pose a serious problem for both the families involved.

When I finally came upon her room, I knocked but not out of politeness, not really. I just really didn’t want to walk in on something that I didn’t need to see again. If Fia didn’t have a problem getting it on with Mano in the damn library, then there was no telling what went on in her bedroom.

Knocking, I called for her. “Fia?”

“Come in,” she called back.

I opened the door, then walked in to see my sister sitting at her vanity table, touching up her makeup, though she really didn’t need to. Fia was always dressed and done up to perfection. Her blonde hair never had a hair out of place, and she knew how to apply her makeup to make the most of her blue eyes. She knew how to do that whole contouring thing, and good for her if it made her feel beautiful.

“Hey,” I greeted as I leaned up against her dresser. “How have you been?”

Fia ignored me, touching up her makeup a bit more aggressively, and that was her answer. Even though we were four years apart, and I’d already been out of the house when she had entered high school, Fia didn’t have much of a poker face. Having been spoiled all her life, her emotions showed in her face and her mannerisms.

“Want to talk about it?” I asked, even though I already knew that I was going to speak to her about what I saw. Our mother was starting to talk about making wedding plans, so time was running out.

Placing her powder brush back in its spot, she turned to look at me, and I could see everything that she was doing and feeling on her face. She also looked defiant, and that wasn’t good.

“I’m not marrying Nero Sartori,” she announced. “I refuse to.”

I let out a slow breath, choosing my words carefully. “Does this have anything to do with Mano?”

Her blue eyes widened. “What?”

I let out a disappointing sigh. “I know about you and Mano, Fia.”

She started shaking her head. “What are you talking about? There’s no way-”

“I saw you guys in the library, Fia,” I finally told her. “The last time I visited, I heard you guys arguing, and then I saw...” I shrugged. “Well, you can guess what I saw.”

Her eyes hardened, and I wasn’t surprised. Fia always went on the defensive whenever she was in the wrong. “I love him.”

“Fia-”

“I love him, and he loves me,” she insisted. “We’re...we’re going to get married.” She stood up from her chair, trying to dwarf me with the one inch that she had over me. In her heels, she was actually towering over me by five inches. “I don’t care what Papa says.”

“You should,” I cautioned her. “He gave his word, and we both know how important his word is to him, Fia.”

“You would know,” she practically sneered, my career a perfect example of how important our father’s word was to him.

I nibbled at my lower lip, doing my best not to take the bait. This wasn’t about me, her, or her imagined sibling rivalry. This wasn’t even about Papa, not really. This was about Nero Sartori, and how he was the youngest Underboss in history, and he had come into that title honestly. He was deadly, merciless, and nothing was more important to him than business.

“Fia, you can’t really believe that Papa is going to be okay with you calling off the engagement, right?” I asked, imagining the worst. “He’s not going to let you break your word for another man.”

She lifted her chin, a sly grin appearing on her face. “He’ll have no choice when he finds out that I’m pregnant.”

I felt her words like a kick to the chest.

Pregnant.

“Have you lost your mind?” I hissed. “Jesus Christ, Fia.” I could feel myself actually scared for my sister. “How could you allow yourself to get pregnant?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I’ve been with Mano for six months now,” she informed me, not sounding worried in the least.

I ran a hand through my dark hair. “How?” I finally asked. “How...after all these years, how did-”

“He knew that Mammi was going to start planning the wedding soon,” she huffed like the whole world was against her. “He said that he couldn’t just stand back and watch me marry another man without telling me how he’s felt about me all these years.”

While it was plausible because Mano had been assigned to Fia since she’d been twenty-one, it didn’t happen often. Soldiers and guards knew their place in this life, and it was rare that they’d risk their lives by stepping out of line. Mano Barone had to have known what pursuing Fia would mean for him. Even if Papa did spare his life, there was no way that Nero Sartori would.

“And you just...what, Fia?” I asked, trying to wrap my mind around the possible fallout. “You just forgot that you were betrothed to another man?”

“Nero Sartori doesn’t love me,” she shot back like the spoiled brat that she was.

“Of course, he doesn’t,” I snapped on a whisper, not wanting to raise my voice, lest my mother or father come running. “It’s an arranged marriage, and love is never part of the equation when it’s an arranged marriage.”

“Well, Mano loves me,” she repeated. “And love is worth taking a risk for.”

I wanted to call her out on her childish ideals, but since I’d never been in love before, I wasn’t exactly an expert on the subject. I’d never dated anyone long enough to fall in love with them, so maybe it really was worth the risk; I honestly didn’t know.

However, I did know enough to know that love didn’t always win. People weren’t guaranteed their fairytale endings, and this was one of those times. While Fia might be safe from harm, Mano wasn’t, and he was going to die for this betrayal. Yeah, the hearts in Fia’s eyes might be having her seeing things differently, but this was betrayal on both their parts. Papa had trusted Mano with his daughter, and Fia had been trusted to keep her word.

“So, what’s the plan?”

“Mammi started talking about making an invitation list tomorrow, so...so, I’m going to announce our intentions tonight at dinner,” she informed me, her voice sounding a lot stronger than I wished it did.

“Fia, you need to think about this-”

“I’m pregnant, Kasen,” she bit out. “What’s there to think about? Do you think that Nero Sartori is willing to raise another man’s baby? Do you think that Mano is going to just stand back and let the woman that he loves marry someone else?” I opened my mouth to talk, but she quickly put her hand up to stop me. “Before you say anything, you should know that I refuse to have an abortion. I will not let them take my baby from me.”

Considering all the sins that were committed in this kind of lifestyle, I knew for a fact that my parents would never push for an abortion. Good Catholics or bad Catholics, we were still Catholics, and for whatever reason, abortion was a bigger sin than murder to these people.

“How about you...take some time to think-”

“You’re not listening to me,” she snapped. “They’re already going to start planning the wedding, Kasen. I’m not going to...I’m not going to be a part of that when I’m in love with Mano.” She looked at me like I was beneath her. “How could you think that I’d do something like that to him? My heart would be broken if I had to sit around and listen to him plan his wedding to someone else.”

“Fia, I’m not trying to upset you,” I told her, and I really wasn’t. Upsetting her hadn’t been my intention when I had decided to speak to her. “I just want you to think about what you’re doing.”

“Kasen, that’s all I do,” she replied. “All I do is think about the situation that I’m in.”

“Fia, you can’t...this is not going to end well,” I said quietly. “You have to know that.”

Before she could answer, someone was knocking on the door, and without an invitation, Mammi was walking into the room, dressed like she was hosting a dinner party, Fia taking after her in the most obvious ways.

“Oh, good,” she said breezily. “You’re both here.”

“Hi, Mammi,” I greeted, walking over to kiss her cheek. “You look wonderful.”

Opting not to return the compliment, she said, “Dinner is ready, so let’s not keep your father waiting.”

Fia pranced out of the room like a certified Mafia princess, and all I could do was follow her as our mother took up the rear, making sure that we really didn’t keep Papa waiting.
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Chapter 5
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Nero~

Knocking on the Milano’s front door, I wasn’t surprised that every guard on the premises had let us drive right onto the property. Considering that I was betrothed to Fia Milano, it was understandable, but it was still a stupid move. Renzo had no idea that I was here or why, and allies could become enemies in the blink of an eye these days.

Ringing the doorbell, I glanced over at Aurelio, and the fucker just smirked back at me. Though I wasn’t worried about how this was going to play out, there was no guarantee that Mano Barone wouldn’t start flapping his gums in a bid to try to save himself.

As soon as the door opened and Renzo’s butler recognized who I was, he stepped back, allowing me inside, another stupid move.

“I need to speak with Renzo,” I told him as soon as the man shut the door behind Aurelio. “It’s important.”

“Of course,” he automatically replied before going to get his boss.

“I still would like to know how in the hell you knew that she’d be here tonight,” Aurelio muttered under his breath.

“The same way that I know everything else about her,” I answered.

“Stalking is illegal in all fifty states,” he smirked.

“So is murder, racketeering, drugs, and prostitution,” I reminded him.

“Prostitution is legal in Nevada,” he pointed out. “And at the rate that California’s going, I think everything will be legal there soon enough.”

That got a grin out of me. “Thinking of moving to the West Coast?”

“Never,” he replied just as Renzo Milano was making his way towards us.

“Nero, Aurelio,” he greeted, knowing better than to treat my guard with anything less than respect. “This is unexpected.”

“I would never intrude upon you if it wasn’t important,” I assured him.

“Of course, of course,” he murmured. “Shall we head to my office?”

“I think that’d be best,” I answered. “However, this is something that I think is better discussed with your wife and daughters in attendance.”

Renzo’s chin came up, and I could see the suspicion written all over his face. He thought that I was here to break the betrothal, and while I was, it wasn’t for any reason that he could possibly fathom. Nevertheless, he would grant the audience because he had no choice.

“Of course,” he replied, his voice hardened.

We followed in silence as Renzo led us to his office, a room that I’d been invited into countless times before now. In fact, his office had been where the betrothal agreement had been constructed. I also made it a point to count how many guards were in residence at the moment in the event that things went south.

Once we entered the office, ever the host, Renzo asked, “Would either of you gentlemen like a drink?”

“Nothing for me, thanks,” Aurelio answered.

“I’m good,” I replied, making it clear that I wasn’t here for a social call.

Straightening, he said, “Well, you’ve caught us during dinner, so I’ll just go get my wife and daughter-”

“Daughters,” I stressed intentionally, cutting him off. “Both of them.”

Renzo’s chin came up, and there was a fire in his eyes that confirmed all the rumors and assumptions about his firstborn. Kasen was his favorite, and if he was going to go to war for any member of his family, it’d be her. I couldn’t even say if he’d go to war for his wife, honestly. However, it was clear that he did not like the mention of his other child.

“I don’t see what for,” he said, not bothering to ask me why I wanted her to join us. “Kasen is not involved in family business, something that most everyone knows.”

“But she is still part of your family, is she not?”

“Well, of course,” he bristled.

“Well, since the matter of why I’m here involves your family, I think that she should also be present,” I told him. “In fact, Mano Barone and Ignacio Phillipe should also join us.”

“And why are my wife’s and daughter’s guards required to be in attendance?”

“Come now, Renzo,” I said, smoothing down the front of my suit jacket. “You and I both know that our personal guards know a lot more than we like to give them credit for.”

He didn’t say anything for a few seconds, but when he did finally speak, he said, “Ignacio is otherwise occupied at the moment. However, Mano is making his rounds on the grounds, so he can join us if you insist.”

“Oh, I insist,” I assured him.

When he walked out of his office, I glanced over at Aurelio. “I don’t care if there ends up being a bloodbath in here. If anything pops off, you get Kasen out of here. I don’t care what you have to do to accomplish that. Understood?”

Expectantly, Aurelio nodded. “Of course.”

A minute or so later, all the Milanos were walking into Renzo’s office, Mano Barone following behind the group. Honestly, I had no idea if he really cared for Fia or not, but I also didn’t care one way or the other. Still, I did notice how he was making sure to stay close to her, guard or no guard.

Sonya Milano looked worried, but she knew better than to ask any questions. The perfect accessory to Renzo Milano, she knew her place, and it wasn’t to question what the Sartori Underboss was doing, demanding their presence.

Fia looked annoyed, but she always looked that way. Nevertheless, if she felt annoyed now, things were about to become a lot more exciting for her in the next few minutes. Since she wasn’t Renzo’s favorite, I could not see this going well for her at all.

As for Kasen, she had the poker face of a professional. Those hazel eyes of hers were giving nothing away, and that flawless face of hers had a look of boredom to it. Even then, she still looked fucking stunning. Her black hair was piled high on her head, her face had minimal makeup on it, and her hour-glass figure was dressed in a simple white t-shirt, a pair of black jeans, and a matching pair of ankle boots were on her feet. Even as casual as her attire was, it still couldn’t hide that fucking rack or those wide hips of hers. If anyone could make a fortune on a stripper pole, it was Kasen Milano.

When I’d first seen her in that courtroom, she’d been dressed in a white button-up blouse, a dark grey pencil skirt, and a pair of sensible black heels. Her long hair had been pulled back in a sleek ponytail, and by all accounts, she had looked professional and capable. Nevertheless, those curves of her had given her that sexy-secretary-on-her-knees look, and I was going to have the time of my fucking life once I got my hands on her. I was going to slut her out for every perverted fantasy that I’d ever had about her, and there was no way in hell that I was ever going to let her go.

As her hazel gaze-more green than brown-slid my way, I could actually feel my heart skip a beat inside my chest. Lots of people claimed that you couldn’t possibly be in love with someone that you didn’t know, but that was bullshit. Not only did I know more about Kasen Milano than I should-considering that we didn’t run in the same circles-but I’d fallen in love that day in court. I had spent my entire afternoon falling in love with every word out of her mouth, every gesture that she’d made, and every breath that she’d taken that day. I had fallen in love with whatever made her shine in the courtroom, and that’s why we were here now. So, yeah, people that didn’t believe in love at first sight could go fuck themselves.

Renzo walked over to his desk, standing in front of it like the powerplay that it was. “Well, we’re all here,” he said. “What’s this about, Sartori?”

I reached back for the folder that Aurelio had carried into the house, and when it was in my hands, I gave it a little wave like an asshole. “This is about honor, Renzo,” I stated, my voice controlled and even. “This is about honoring your word.”

Renzo stood to his full height. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about what happens when someone doesn’t honor their word.”

His hazel eyes-the same ones as his daughter’s-flared with indignation. “I have never broken my word,” he spat. “How dare you come into my house and-”

“Not your word, Renzo,” I clarified, cutting him off.

“Then what in the hell are you talking about?” he snapped, still offended.

I turned to look over at Fia. “Fia, would you like to explain to your father what I’m talking about?”

Her eyes widened, and she even paled a little bit. Whatever this girl had planned, she hadn’t counted on me knowing anything. Knowing Fia Milano the way that I did, her plan had probably been to just run off in the middle of the night.

“What is he talking about, Fia,” Renzo asked, his voice deadly calm.

“Yeah, Fia,” I smirked. “What am I talking about?”
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Kasen~

I felt like I was on the verge of a heart attack. While I’d always known that this wasn’t going to end well, I hadn’t ever imagined that Nero Sartori might already know about Fia’s affair with Mano. I had envisioned a scenario where Fia ended up running off in the middle of the night; not this.

Never this.

I watched my sister’s eyes scanning the room like a cornered animal. It was one thing to feel brave and talk a good game from the safety of your bedroom, it was quite another thing to face off with Nero Sartori. I had no idea how he’d found out, but it was obvious that he knew, and I could only hope that Fia didn’t suffer horribly for her misguided choices.

“I will not ask you again, Fia,” Papa bit out, his face turning pink with irritation.

“I’m...” She straightened her back, and I almost closed my eyes and shook my head. I knew what that small, measured, exact movement meant. “I’m not going to marry Nero,” she finally announced.

“The hell you’re not,” Papa snarled as Mammi let out a strangle cry.

“I’m in love with someone else,” she went on, digging her own grave. “I’m in love with someone else, and we’re getting married.”

Papa’s face was a dangerous red. “You dare to dishonor this family?”

“Papa-”

“Stay out of this!” he yelled at me, effectively stopping me from trying to save my sister.

“I am not dishonoring it,” Fia lied. “I’m following my heart.”

Papa took a couple of steps closer towards Fia. “You are not going to marry some-”

“I’m pregnant,” Fia blurted, and all I could do was close my eyes in resignation before opening them back up in time to see Papa’s fury explode inside the room.

“What?!” Papa thundered as Mammi started crying in despair.

“I’m pregnant,” Fia repeated. “So...see? You can’t keep me from-”

“Who is it?” Papa asked, a dangerous tilt in his voice. “Who is this man that you dared dishonor yourself with?”

I shook my head, praying that Fia had enough sense not to answer that question, but it was no use. Used to getting her way, Fia couldn’t see the danger in her actions, no matter how angry Papa was or how Mammi was openly sobbing now.

“Fia, don’t-”

“I’m in love with Mano,” she broadcasted, stepping over to him, taking one of his hands in hers, blind to anything but getting her way. “We’ve been together for six months now.”

Everything happened in slow motion as I watched Papa whip out his gun, aim it her way, then pull the trigger, splattering Mano’s brains all over the office wall and my sister’s face.

“No!” Fia screamed hysterically as she tried to catch him in her arms. “No!”

Not being able to stop myself, I raced over, then dropped next to my sister, trying to comfort her in any way that I could. When I glanced upward, Papa looked like he was on the verge of having a heart attack, his face red, his gun still smoking, but his hand as steady as ever.

“I trusted him with you!” Papa yelled down at her. “I trusted him to treat you with respect!”

“I hate you!” Fia cried out, cradling a dead Mano in her arms. “I hate you!”

“Oh, God,” Mammi sobbed, collapsing on the black leather couch in Papa’s office. She was pale and crying, and she looked so damn fragile that I had no idea if I should be comforting her instead.

“How could you do this to your family?” Papa seethed, stuffing his gun back inside his jacket. “How could you do this to us?”

“Mano, Mano, Mano...” Fia chanted, her sobs heart-wrenching. “Oh, God...Mano...I love you, I love you...”

“Fia-”

“Don’t touch me!” she screamed at me manically, causing me to lift my hands in mock surrender, doing whatever necessary to calm her down.

I stood up, not sure what to do next. Mano was dead, Fia was a mess on the floor, Mammi was sobbing uncontrollably on the couch, and Papa was pacing the room, his rage nowhere near spent. The only people that seemed at ease were Nero and his guard, Aurelio. They looked like detached audience members watching a tragic theater production playing out. Mano’s brain matter was literally decorating the room, and they seemed completely unfazed by it all.

When Papa stopped pacing, I watched him pull out his phone. “I need Genaro and Franco in here now,” he barked into the phone.

“No!” Fia cried again. “You are not taking him from me!”

“Shut up!” Papa roared. “Just shut up!”

“I’m not marrying Nero!” she kept on hysterically, and I could feel my stomach threatening to empty with all the surrounding chaos that was threatening our family.

“You will do what I tell you!” Papa spat down at her before turning to look over at Nero.

“I hate you!” Fia yelled again, but Papa was past caring about her anguish.

I stepped back when two of our guards, Genaro and Franco, stepped into the room, taking in the scene before them. While they knew better than to ask any questions, Mano Barone was dead, and the news was going to spread among our guards like wildfire.

“Get him out of here,” Papa hissed. “But save the body.”

“No,” Fia choked out, her arms tightening around Mano’s corpse. “No.”

My hands came up to cover my mouth as I watched Genaro and Franco wrestle Mano’s body away from my sister, Mano’s blood soaking all of her clothes and floor. It was horrifying to see them hauling Mano’s dead body away, and it was sickening to see my sister howling tragically in the pool of his blood. It was so agonizing that my mother got off the couch, then dropped to the floor next to my sister to comfort her. A small part of me wondered if my mother had known about the affair because, while she seemed extremely upset, she didn’t seem surprised.

I dropped my hands as Papa turned to face Nero. “Nero, I assure you that I knew nothing of this,” he said, and it was the first time that I’d ever heard my father on the defensive.

“Luckily for you, I believe you, Renzo,” Nero replied. “However, your innocence regarding this situation doesn’t change the facts of the matter, does it?” 

“I understand compensation will be required-”

“Renzo, you and I both know that I have more money than I will ever need,” Nero said, cutting my father off. “The last thing that I need is compensation for your daughter’s betrayal.”

Papa straightened, and no matter what, I couldn’t bring myself to believe that he might actually sacrifice Fia to make this right. For all her spoiled and self-centered ways, she was still his daughter. She was his youngest, and she was pregnant with his first grandchild. The Milanos were all about family, so that had to mean something positive for Fia.

“Then what is it that you’re suggesting?” Papa asked, his voice hardening.

“You promised me your daughter’s hand in marriage, Renzo,” Nero reminded him, that folder in his hand flapping a bit. “I have the betrothal agreement right here.”

Papa’s head reared back. “You...you still want to marry Fia?” he asked incredulously. “Knowing what she’s done? Knowing that she’s pregnant by another man?”

All the air in my lungs felt sucked out when Nero Sartori said, “Last that I checked, you had two daughters, Renzo.”

Papa started shaking his head while my entire body began to tremble with dread. I felt like oxygen was my enemy as I couldn’t catch a breath deep enough to make this nightmare go away. There was no way that Nero could mean what I...oh, God.

“No,” Papa finally said. “Kasen isn’t...she isn’t an option.” I let out a shaky breath as Papa did his best to save me, but even I wasn’t naïve enough to believe that he really could.

“You promised me and my father a union with our two families,” Nero repeated. “I have honored our side of the agreement, are you telling me that you are refusing to honor yours?”

“Renzo, please...”

My mother’s words were like a kick in the chest. She was more than willing to offer me up in order to save Fia, and that hurt a lot. Even though I knew that she felt closer to Fia than she did me, I was still her daughter, yet that didn’t matter to her right now. I was good enough payment for the devil if he left Fia alone.

I watched as Nero handed my father the envelope. “Though copies, everything is in there. Pictures of Fia and Mano, dating back six months ago. There’s also proof of her pregnancy and the rest of her medical records.”

“How did you get these?” Papa bit out, but Nero just pinned him with a stare.

“I have everything I need to prove Fia’s culpability, Renzo,” Nero told him. “All you have to do is give me Kasen to make it all go away.”
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Chapter 7
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Nero~

While I had expected some serious theatrics, I hadn’t expected Renzo to blow Mano Barone’s brains out in front of his entire family. However, unbeknownst to him, Renzo had just taken care of a loose end for me. Now that Mano was dead, there were only two other people on the planet that knew of what I’d done to make Kasen Milano mine, and neither one of us was going to say anything.

Doing his best to protect his favorite, Renzo said, “I gave my word to Kasen that she could have her own life away from the family business.”

I cocked my head. “And from what I can see, you’ve kept it,” I replied. “It’s my understanding that she has a thriving career and doesn’t even have a guard assigned to her.”

“Forcing her to marry you breaks my word to her,” he argued.

“Who said anything about forcing her to marry me?” I posed.

“What do you mean?” he asked. “Kasen doesn’t want any part of this life.”

“And that’s perfectly okay,” I said, my voice practical and matter of fact. “Make no mistake, Renzo; I’m not here to force anyone to do anything. Kasen will have a choice just like Fia did.”

To her credit, Kasen stepped forward, done being left out of the negotiations for her future. “Then the answer is no,” she said. “If you’re giving me a choice, then the answer is no.”

Kasen looked me right in the eye when she delivered that gem, and it took everything that I had in me not to order everyone from the room, so that I could mount her like a fucking animal. She looked like she did that day in the courtroom, and I knew that my reign would be the most powerful one in history with her by my side. I’d never been so obsessed with another human being in all my life, and if she knew the kind of hold that she had on me, she’d be too terrified to exist.

Turning away from her beautiful face, I looked back at her father. “Very well.”

Renzo’s chin came up because he knew better than to believe that it would be that easy. “Is it?”

My lips twitched in a grin that I usually reserved for my enemies. “I will search for a bride elsewhere. However, rest assured that my pursuits will be answered with honesty, Renzo.” His eyes flared as he realized what I was saying. “When asked, I will let it be known that I am searching for a wife because the Milanos have failed to honor their word to us.”

“Oh, God...” Sonya cried out, still holding a sobbing Fia in her arms.

“Your daughter’s indiscretions will become public, and I will let it be known that you allowed the betrayal to go unanswered for.” I cocked my head as Renzo’s face turned red with anger. “After all, why should I allow people to believe that it was my family that hadn’t kept their word?”

“You bastard,” Renzo seethed, the writing on the wall.

“How long do you think it’ll take for it to get back to O’Brien, Schulz, and Kotov that you no longer have the support of the Sartoris?” I went on, Sonya’s cries getting louder. “While your numbers are decent, are they big enough to ward off the others if they decide to work together to split your territory?”

“Renzo!” Sonya cried out. “Do something!”

“And before you start to paint me as the villain in this movie, I’m not the one that started fucking my guard while I was promised to someone else,” I reminded him.

To Renzo Milano’s credit, he said, “If they come for us, then they come for us.”

Looking at the older man, it was clear to see where Kasen got her backbone from. While he knew that he couldn’t fend off the others, that wasn’t stopping him from doing everything necessary to save his favorite daughter. Where Sonya Milano was more than willing to serve Kasen up on a silver platter, Renzo was not, and it was hard not to admire the man.

“Wait,” Kasen said, stepping closer to her father, and it was like the racing judge waving the checkered flag. “Just...wait.”

Renzo turned towards his daughter. “No, la mia ragazza preferita-”

My favorite girl.

“Papa, just listen to me-”

“You are not going to sacrifice yourself for your sister’s indiscretions, Kasen,” Renzo told her.

“But you are?” she fired back. “You’re willing to risk everything that we have-”

“I am not risking anything,” he spat. “It was your sister that risked everything because of her selfish ways, not me.”

“Then just kill me. My life is nothing without Mano anyway,” Fia cried out dramatically, and I couldn’t thank God enough for saving me from a life of being married to the woman.

“Shut up!” Renzo yelled at her. “In fact, get her the fuck out of here!”

“Renzo-”

“I said, get her the fuck out of here, Sonya!” he shouted at his wife. “If you can’t, then I’ll get someone to escort the both of you from this room!”

“I hate you,” Fia seethed, but she still stood up with the help of her mother and left the room, leaving only me, Aurelio, Renzo, and Kasen.

Looking at her father, Kasen said, “All my life you’ve supported me and have allowed me to have a life that has made me happier than I could have ever imagined, Papa. I have accomplished everything that I wanted to, and I couldn’t have done any of it if you hadn’t been in my corner the whole time.” She let out a shaky breath. “Don’t ask me to repay you by watching you lose everything that you’ve built all your life. Don’t ask that of me.”

“Kasen-”

“Not to mention that Fia’s pregnant whether we like it or not,” she went on. “Do you really want to see your enemies coming for your family, Papa? If that happens, we can only hope that they kill us quickly, and you know it.”

“I don’t think you know what you are saying, Kasen,” Renzo said, though you could hear the resignation in his voice.

“Oh, I know exactly what’s happening here,” she replied.

“Do you, la mia ragazza preferita?”

Not answering her father, Kasen turned to look at me. “I have only one condition before I agree to...to this.”

“A condition that I don’t have to grant,” I pointed out. “I’m not here to negotiate, il mio cuore.”

While I wasn’t sure if Kasen understood Italian, Renzo’s eyes flew my way when I called her my heart, and if the man only knew, he’d be walking out of here the victor. He’d know that I’d do anything to have her and call my bluff.

Those hazel eyes of hers were on fire with the amount of hate that she was feeling for me right now, but I wasn’t too bothered by it. After emotions cooled, they’d all see that Fia and Mano were to blame for all this. Sure, I had set the stage by offering Mano that five-million dollars, but no one had forced him or her to step on it; they’d done that all on their own.

“I just want to still be able to do my job,” she said, ignoring the truth of her situation.

“I can’t see the courts allowing your guard to accompany you into court, Kasen,” I replied pragmatically.

“Why would I need a guard?” she asked, genuinely looking confused.

“Did you think that you wouldn’t as the Sartori Underboss’ wife?”

Her chin came up at that, and I wondered just how far she could be pushed before she agreed with her father, willing to take on the Irish, Germans, and Russians, rather than marry me.

“Even if that’s the case, you know damn well that no one is going to open fire in a packed courthouse,” she replied stiffly.

Rather than alienate her when she was showing good faith, I said, “We can discuss that later.”

Kasen shook her head. “No,” she practically snapped. “I want your word now.”

If Aurelio and her father weren’t in the room with us, I’d grab her by the neck, bend her over the desk, then make her mine. While most men preferred meek women to make their lives easier, I wanted the spitfire in front of me, making my life difficult every fucking minute for the rest of my days.

“You have my word that you can continue working as a defense lawyer,” I told her. “However, a guard is non-negotiable. Nevertheless, we can discuss those details at a more opportune time.”

I watched her let out a heavy sigh, but if she thought that this was a victory for her, it wasn’t. She had no idea what being my wife was going to be like, and she was in for even more disappointment once she realized just how obsessed I was with her.

Turning back towards her father, she said, “Let me do this, Papa.”

“La mia ragazza preferita, I’d rather take on all the families in this state than let you do this,” he told her, and I believed him.

“And I’d rather do this than lose you, Mammi, and Fia to my own selfishness,” she replied, and if there’d ever been any doubt as to why Kasen Milano would make me the perfect wife, there wasn’t any now. “No matter what, you are my family, Papa; the only thing that I truly care about.”

Yeah, Kasen Milano was going to make me the perfect wife.
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Chapter 8
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Kasen~

While my voice sounded calm and reasonable, I was feeling anything but. With blood still staining my clothes, Fia’s anguished cries rattling around in my head, and my mother’s obvious favoritism, it was a miracle that I was still standing. While I’d known that Papa was going to be pissed at Fia’s recklessness, I hadn’t ever imagined that he’d shoot Mano in the head like that.

I was also curious as to how Nero Sartori had gotten all that private information on Fia. While it wouldn’t be a surprise to know that he’d probably had her followed since the day of their betrothal, how did he know that she was pregnant?

Before I could give it any more thought, Nero said, “There’s a priest waiting outside, ready to officiate the ceremony.”

That had my stomach tripping over itself. “Wait, what?”

“What are you talking about?” Papa asked, stepping in front of me in a futile attempt to protect me from the man in front of us.

Nero’s chocolate gaze slid my way, and it was hard not to acknowledge just how gorgeous he was. He was around six-foot-three with dark brown hair that looked as soft as silk with the way that it was trimmed short on the sides, but the top fell haphazardly in any direction. He also had a pair of whiskey-colored eyes that brought new meaning to the phrase bedroom eyes. His face was all sharp angles and prominent masculinity, and though he looked to be in his early thirties, the sharpness in his eyes and the way that he carried himself made him appear older.

He also had a body that probably worked out every morning. The expensive cut of his suit wasn’t enough to disguise how ripped and in shape this man had to be. It was said that Nero Sartori was as deadly as they came, but it was also said that he was a bit bloodthirsty and like to fight and kill with his bare hands. It was rumored that beating someone to death was his go-to choice in ending someone’s life, and if that was true, then I imagined that he’d have to be in tip-top shape to make that happen.

There was no doubt in my mind that Nero Sartori would make one hell of a lover and husband for the right woman. However, I was not the right woman, and it was clear to see that Fia hadn’t ever been, either. Nero would have chewed her up, then spit her out within days of their wedding.

“We’re getting married tonight,” he announced, and I had to press my hand to my stomach to settle it down.

“What do-”

“I will not be making the mistake of trusting your family a second time, Renzo,” Nero said, cutting him off. “Do you really think that I’m going to give you time to formulate another alternative?” Nero looked between both me and my father. “The last thing that I’m going to do is give you time to ship your daughters off to wherever the fuck in a poor attempt to save your family.”

Papa’s back straightened. “A proper wedding is still-”

“You had your chance at a proper wedding,” Nero replied icily as he raised that cursed folder up higher. “The license and certificates are all in here. They just need Kasen’s signature, and then the priest can come in and perform the ceremony.” Nero leveled my father with a glare. “A ceremony that will be attended by the four of us only.”

Papa turned to look back at me. “You don’t have to do this-”

“It’s fine, Papa.” I lied as I took his hands in mine. Nothing was ever going to be fine again, but now wasn’t the time to be a coward. While I had a choice, I really didn’t.

“Kasen-”

“Papa, it’s fine,” I insisted. “Honestly, what difference is a huge wedding going to make? What difference is more time going to matter?”

Papa looked back at Nero. “And what will we tell people?”

“That’s simple,” Nero said as he shrugged. “We’ll say that we let people believe that Fia was my intended in order to preserve Kasen’s safety. We’ll let it be known that we took the spotlight off Kasen, so that she could pursue her legal career without interference.”
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