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Isabella

He was here again. 

A shiver went down my spine. I had no idea who he was or how I even sensed him in the audience while I went through the motions of my Broadway theater rehearsal role. I only wished I could see the shadowy figures sitting at the back of the auditorium, where just a few dozen people, including theater critics, were allowed in to see this fourth rehearsal run. 

It always helped boost morale and future sales when favorable reviews went out about our upcoming theatrical play. Acting was my passion, my escape from a mobster lifestyle that was too often tarnished by violence. 

Though I wasn’t a part of my brothers’ oftentimes disreputable business dealings, I was involved by association. Since my oldest brother, Ethan, had taken over as don, he’d tried to shield me from the murkier side of mafia life, but it was too little too late. My father hadn’t bothered softening our ruthless livelihood, so nothing my brother did now really mattered. 

I’d seen it all.

That my father was dead, killed by Ethan—his own son and my brother, still seemed inconceivable. I’d never been close to our papà, I’d despised him if I was being perfectly honest, but knowing he was permanently gone and that Ethan had killed him had yet to sink in. That I didn’t miss him was no surprise. Not only had he been malicious, he’d been impossible to please.

Perhaps that was why I sensed the darker ambience in the audience, a stranger whose very existence reminded me too much of my father. Either way, his foreboding presence didn’t bode well for me.

“Queen Genevieve, what say you?” prompted one of my co-stars, who’d spoken their line to me on cue while I’d been drifting off like an amateur.

I shook off my thoughts and got back into character, crying out with regal self-righteousness, “I say we drive the peasants out of the castle and back into the fields where they belong!” 

I refused to stuff up my lines now. I’d been getting high praise for my performance as the fictional Queen Genevieve, who ruled her nation singlehandedly. I wasn’t going to let some stalker in the audience ruin my stellar acting career now. As it was it’d taken me years to get out of small theater roles and into a new Broadway show. 

I adjusted the crown on my dark head as though I really was royalty. Some would consider me one. I led a life many envied. But though I didn’t have to ever stress about paying bills or budgeting for clothes or anything else, my life really wasn’t my own. Acting was my one and only outlet. Everything else up until recently had been strictly controlled. 

At least my brother kept my security detail outside of the theater, unlike my father who had insisted on keeping his men within sight of me at all times. Not because he’d loved me, far from it. I’d simply been too valuable as a pawn in my father’s real life chess game to be put at risk. 

Being cossetted like a baby had been humiliating to say the least.

But now my father was dead and gone, with his influence no longer wrapped around me like sticky webs, there was a real chance I could actually make acting my full-time career. 

Ethan would never force me to marry some random, vicious man from some other mafia family. I’d get to choose my own lifelong partner. I glanced at one of the actors on stage, a man who’d recently professed his love for me. I’d always viewed Trent Stephens as more friend than potential lover, particularly when my future had been so uncertain.

But now?

There were no fireworks, no stars in my eyes. He made me laugh and made me feel...comfortable. But was that enough?

His dark hair glinted under the stage lights, his white teeth gleaming. He was a gorgeous man, a Hollywood heartthrob in the making. That platinum blonde hair suddenly superimposed his own while he grew an extra four or five inches and transposed into the Costa underboss meant nothing! 

Salvatore had been plaguing my dreams ever since I’d met him at Ethan and Sabrina’s wedding. He was becoming the blight of my existence! That he couldn’t care less about me was more than obvious. Except for the brief moment I’d spied him stealing his sister away from my brother, I hadn’t seen or heard from him since. 

And yet, I’d thought we’d shared more than just a spark. I’d been scorched by the inferno in his stare. And maybe that was my problem—I knew now what it was like to experience a connection so profound no one else mattered.

I hid a sigh from the audience even as I continued acting my part. I should have known better than to trust such overpowering feelings. If I’d learned anything from being surrounded by mafia men, it was that women were a commodity to be used and abused. 

Ethan, who was clearly in love with his wife, Sabrina, was alone in proving someone of his ilk could be reformed, so I wasn’t counting on that happening to Salvatore or anyone else I knew who was a part of the mafia. They were renowned for their violence and mercenary lifestyles, their revolving door sexual partners and self-absorbed needs.

I didn’t want a hardened criminal and business mastermind as my lover. 

I wanted to feel safe and secure. I wanted to be loved and cherished. I wanted a gentleman, like Trent. He wouldn’t fuck me until I’d be lucky to walk again, then fuck me over by disappearing alone into the sunset. 

Ignoring a sudden rush of heat between my thighs, I refocused on Trent as he stepped toward me on the stage. His white shirt with its many ruffles and his gray tights that made his cock bulge slightly made me suddenly want to giggle. He looked more effeminate than masculine and fierce.

Despite his good looks, he was no fierce, Viking-looking conqueror who took what he wanted like Salvatore. Trent had been wooing me with flowers and love letters, with snatched kisses and tender looks. 

Trent AKA Duke Andrew swept me into his arms on stage and said ardently, “If we don’t make it tonight, my queen, know that I’ll always love you.”

His kiss might be part of the act, but his passion was real. He wanted to be more than friends. That I still baulked at the idea was utter madness! He was everything I should want in a man, if only I was attracted to him.

I’d once dreaded the day my father would match me with someone from another mafia family, and yet I’d been having wet dreams about a rival mobster renowned for his ruthlessness and brutality. Salvatore was everything I shouldn’t want in a man.

Trent pulled back from me, his eyes shining. Was the bulge in his tights a little bigger? Then he turned away and shouted. “You heard the queen! We drive out the peasants and take back the castle...or die trying!”

As we ran off stage with the other performers, the small audience pushed to their feet in a standing ovation. I glanced back, noting the one shadowy figure who’d stayed seated.

I ignored the hairs on the back of my neck that stood on end. It had to be from the adrenaline of the audience who cheered and clapped, and who clearly loved our rehearsal run. It was not from the shadowy stranger watching the show—watching me.

Linking hands with Trent and the rest of the crew so that we formed a line, we then returned to the stage as the lights illuminated the stage and auditorium. We bowed and curtsied as we acknowledged our fans. It wasn’t until I lifted my gaze to search for the lone, seated figure that I realized he was no longer there.

I swallowed convulsively. Just because I’d sensed someone out there for all three rehearsal shows, it didn’t mean he was out to get me. I was getting paranoid, my imagination running overtime since my brother had kidnapped his now wife, Sabrina.

It had made me realize how easily someone could change someone else’s trajectory in life. It was as much luck and fate that Ethan and Sabrina had grown to love one another, had perhaps even fallen in love from the very beginning.

The curtains swished shut and Trent squeezed my hand. “Once again, you were brilliant.”

“As were you,” I said automatically, though my mind was busy processing why the man had left the theater before everyone else.

Perhaps I should swallow my pride and beef up security again, after all?

“Are you okay?” Trent asked as he followed me off the stage and into the dressing room, where the men changed costumes at one end and the women at the other, a flimsy curtain separating us.

“I’m fine,” I said with a forced smile. “Why do you ask?”

“You just haven’t seemed yourself these last few days. Like you’re here physically, but mentally you’re a thousand miles away.”

“I guess I’ve just had a lot on my mind.”

He stooped a little to press a kiss to my lips. When I involuntarily recoiled, he frowned, but his voice was mild when he said, “I’m here when you need to talk, okay?”

“Okay,” I said, managing a smile that felt as distant as my emotions. 

Camilla, the busty blonde who was my understudy, looked at me and then the back of Trent as he walked away. She swung back to me, tilting her head to the side. “Are you coming to the after-party to celebrate?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m not feeling all that great. I think I’ll make it an early night before our play premieres tomorrow night.”

Camilla smiled like the cat that ate the canary, her green eyes flashing. “That’s a shame. Guess I’ll have a drink for you.”

I nodded. I’d never gelled with my understudy, had felt her resentment like a thorn under my skin. “You do that,” I said as I quickly undressed and handed my gown to a costume assistant.

Pulling up my denim mini-skirt and buttoning my dark violet blouse, I stuck my feet into black heeled ankle boots, then grabbing my purse and cellphone, I waved goodbye to everyone. Though I was aware of Trent’s forlorn gaze on my back as I exited the side door out of the building and into the alley, I didn’t feel bad.

I had to work out my own feelings before I worried about his.

I shut the door behind me, then leaned against it with a sigh of relief as I closed my eyes, grimacing then at the unmistakable scent of urine along with a rank dumpster scent. 

At least I was safe out here, where two of Ethan’s soldiers were stationed. But I really should get home and run through my lines for tomorrow night—

I flicked open my eyes at the profound feeling I was being watched yet again. That was when I noticed the thick smear of blood on the concrete ahead. My pulse thundering, my stare followed the red trail to the crumpled and very dead body of one of my security detail. Shit. I pivoted to face my stalker, just as something stung my neck. 

My body shut down seconds before my mind followed, darkness then sucking me into its abyss.
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​​​​​Chapter Two
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Isabella

I woke slowly, my mind foggy and my movements slow. What the actual fuck? What happened? Where was I?

I split open my eyes, ignoring how gritty they felt as I focused on my surroundings. It was nighttime, though an open fireplace behind a small grate flickered with enough light to fight back shadows, the scent of wood smoke tingling my nostrils and making my nose twitch. 

I was lying on a king-sized bed that felt as soft as a cloud under my spine, the strange bedroom featuring wood paneling and exposed wooden beams on the ceiling. How long had I been here? Minutes? Hours? How had I gotten here? 

The last thing I recalled was stepping outside the theater and becoming aware of my stalker. I sucked in a horrified breath and sat up, my senses on high alert while I just barely ignored a bout of dizziness as the bedroom did a slow spin around me.

The sudden hoot of an owl outside stopped the deep croaking of a frog, and I realized it was unlikely I was still in New York. I was in the countryside somewhere. Alone with a stranger.

My stalker.

My face flushed and my heart beat furiously. I was in serious trouble. In deep shit without a damn paddle.

I rolled to one side of the bed, searching for my purse and cellphone, but of course they were nowhere to be seen. I had no doubt they’d dropped onto the ground the moment I’d passed out. 

I moved my leg.

Clank.

Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.

I was damn well attached to the bed, my ankle cuffed to a chain that kept me from going anywhere. I was no better than a dog on a leash. I jerked my leg again, testing my restraint. The cuff snapped painfully against my ankle, the chain rattling.

Panic poured through me, holding me under and suffocating me as I worked through why I had been brought here. Which one of my father’s mobster enemies—my brother’s inherited enemies now—wanted to use my death and likely my torture to send a message?

The Accardis? The O’Malleys?

I sucked in a breath. Surely not the Costas? It would further divide the two families despite my brother marrying their only daughter.

The frog began its deep throaty call again. It didn’t make me feel any better. I was stuck here against my will, my bladder full and my thoughts racing along with my pulse.

Was this cabin going to become my coffin?

Tears burned my eyes but I blinked them away. I refused to show my fear. I was a damn Agostino! I refused to cower to any of my enemies! If my father had taught me anything it was to never show emotion.

My lip curled. That my dear papà had apparently shown his cowardice—his true colors—when faced with his own death didn’t mean I’d go the same way. I might often wish I’d never been born into a mafia family but it didn’t mean I was afraid to die, not when it meant I’d see my murdered brother, Nico again, along with my mamá. 

I doubted my recently departed papá would be waiting in the same place as my mamá and Nico. Though my father had coached Nico to follow in his evil footsteps, I hoped and prayed for some higher power to be aware he’d been nothing more than an impressionable child, a pawn for my father to manipulate.

I sighed heavily, my shoulders sagging. I’d been so successful at burying my grief it was oddly therapeutic to mourn for my family now. For my mother who’d died way too young and who’d I’d not been allowed to say goodbye to once she’d become a shadow of her former self. And for my brother whose life had ended almost before it’d begun. 

The frog went silent and I realized why the moment a soft, predatory tread sounded outside of the bedroom. The lock rattled, a key turning then with a snick before the knob twisted and the front door swung open.

I froze, my heart contorting right along with my face. “You!”
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​​​​​Chapter Three
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Salvatore

Isabella might be my hostage, but it didn’t stop her from using her most scathing and frosty voice. It only heightened my need for vengeance, twisting my dark thoughts even darker.

It was no longer just because Isabella was related to the mobster asshole who’d kidnapped and hurt my sister. It was as much because I’d had to sit on my hands and watch as she’d flirted and kissed the actor on stage who was clearly besotted with her. That she’d appeared to return the man’s interest sent a spasm of fury through me.

She’d pay for her—

For her what? Living her life? Moving on from whatever attraction she’d had with me?

My stomach contracted. Maybe I’d been alone in that attraction? Maybe I’d imagined her interest? No. I’d been around enough women in my life to know when they were into me.

Not an actress, though.

She could have easily manipulated me with a practiced smile and a coy look.

My hands clenched and unclenched, my pulse pounding in my ears even as my vision clouded momentarily as I stalked across the room toward the woman who’d been occupying my big head along with my little head for too long already. She was a distraction I didn’t want or need, my demand for retribution and something far more primal throbbing through my mind and my body.

I’d killed others for far less than being related to rival mobsters who’d been an aggravating thorn in my own mafia family’s side. That Isabella’s brother had forced my sister into marrying him and then damn-well hurt her meant Isabella had become my personal scapegoat.

I’d enjoy breaking and humiliating her before finally getting her out of my system once and for all.

I managed a smile as I stopped and looked down at her on my rumpled bed. My dick kicked at seeing her so powerless and vulnerable while she looked up at me with defiance shining bright in her stare, her long, inky-black hair that tumbled down her back a gorgeous contrast to her dark plum top.

I cocked a brow, my customary Brioni suit suddenly uncomfortably tight, my pants as snug as they’d ever been with my erection straining the fabric. “We meet again,” I said huskily.

“Go to hell!” she snarled, her dark eyes flashing. 

I leaned down a little and clasped her chin, holding her gaze. “I’ll take you there soon enough, la mia bellezza.”

She sucked in an unsteady breath, all too aware she was skating on thin ice even as she gritted out, “Don’t call me that. I’m not your beauty. I’m not your anything.”

We’d see about that.

She pulled at her chain, defiance pouring out of her. “I should have known you were my stalker, the man in the back of theater, watching me and planning when to take me.”

“You should have,” I conceded, then almost groaned when she licked her full, too inviting lips. She must be as desperate for a drink as I was to kiss her into submission before I demanded she wrap those same luscious lips around my cock.

My mouth tightened. As much as I wanted to hardcore fuck her, there was more to be gained playing the waiting game and watching her insolence deteriorate into fear and uncertainty. Then I’d reinforce the lust between us, strumming her body like an instrument and making her forget she was my captive while she yielded to me in every way. 

Stockholm syndrome.

I’d be using that eventual mental addiction to my advantage. 

I’d make her submit to me, make her believe I was the only male in existence who was worthy of her. 

I smirked. Her sadistic father and astute oldest brother weren’t the only men who knew how to manipulate others with mind games.

My smirk widened, my grip tightening. That she didn’t flinch was a credit to her. She wasn’t going to be easy to break. Good. I wanted to take my time with her, string out this near desperate need to make her mine by having her salivate for me while ignoring the fact her every atom despised me. “I’ll soon be your everything,” I said with such conviction her face paled.

“H-how long are you planning to keep me chained here?”

“However long it takes.” I released her and she gasped and shuffled back on the bed, the chain rattling.

“I guess you don’t care if I piss the bed, then?”

I snorted as I reached into my pocket for a key. “You have only to ask when you need to relieve yourself.”

“How very kind of you,” she said tightly, though she watched my every move as I inserted the key into her cuff and unlocked it. 

I put the key back into my pocket. “I’ll be far more merciful if you do what I say when I say it.”

She croaked out a laugh as she stood on shaky legs then walked unsteadily toward the attached bathroom. “Fuck. You.”

It took me two strides to close the distance between us, my arm encircling her waist and dragging her back against my front. It took everything I had not to stroke her breasts as she punched my arm and tried to forcibly remove my grip. I chuckled darkly, instead stroking the bare, silky warm skin of her flat midriff. “You can fight me, la mia bellezza, but you will never win.”

“How many times must I tell you—I’m not your beauty!”

Something dark and dangerous reared its ugly head inside of me. “So you think you belong to some other man, is that it? The actor who shared the stage with you, perhaps?”

Her shoulders tensed. “Not that it’s any of your business, but we’re just friends.”

I couldn’t help but inhale the unique cinnamon spice of her hair, yet another flare of lust going through me. “It’s very much my business now,” I said quietly. “And you looked way closer than friends to me.” My voice hardened, my usually controlled emotions teetering on the edge. “I was tempted to kill him along with your security.”

Her breath hissed. “Trent has nothing to do with whatever sick and twisted plans you have for me.”

“I might spare him,” I murmured, my hand continuing its circular motion on her bare midriff. “If you do everything I tell you.”

“How very kind of you,” she bit out, “but I’ll never succumb to you. I’ll never be your damn slave!”

“I don’t expect you to mop my floors or wash the dishes,” I said in a low, mocking voice. “I have other help for that.”

“Y-you do?”

“Don’t get your hopes up. They’re well-paid to turn a blind eye to whatever activities go on behind these closed doors.”

She stiffened. “Of course they are.”  

I bent closer, my lips touching the slender line of her neck, right where it met her shoulder. I closed my eyes at her vanilla taste with hints of cinnamon. She was damn well edible. She shivered, then swallowed heavily. When I flicked my tongue over her pulse point, she jerked in my grip. It was definitely an erogenous zone.

I looked forward to finding all the others.

My dick strained even as I lifted my head. Being with her and not yet fucking her was going to take every bit of self-control I possessed.

“What do you want from me?” she asked.

She’d have a pretty good idea what I wanted, and it wasn’t a conversation. That she was in denial was fine by me. I’d string her along and spoon-feed her tidbits of information as needed to escalate her tension ever so gradually.

She’d be mine within the week.

I drew her hair away from her throat with my free hand, then lazily stroked her flesh where my mouth had been. “I want to be your padrone.”

Her breath hissed, her hands fisting at her sides. “You will never be my master!”

I chuckled, the sound as much harsh as it was amused. “Do you really want Trent to pay for your defiance?” I asked silkily.

She gasped like a fish out of water, her breasts heaving wildly even as she clamped her mouth shut. She was already learning.

“You’re in my domain now,” I reminded. “You abide by my rules.”

“You brought me here against my will.”

“It matters little to me how you got here or why. Only that you are.”

She pulled away from me, but only because I allowed it. “If you’ll excuse me,” she said tightly, “I really need to pee.”

I crossed my arms. “Don’t even think about trying to escape, because the next time you need to go, there will no longer be any privacy.”

“Got it,” she bit out.

“Good,” I said, amused by her pretense that she wouldn’t at least check the bathroom out for any escape points. “The bathroom is fortified.”

“Of course it is.” Then she disappeared inside it and clicked the door shut behind her.
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Isabella

Son of a bitch. 

There really was nowhere out of this hellhole. The bathroom window was made of thick, possibly bulletproof glass and was locked shut, the views outside giving me a tantalizing glimpse of thick woods and shrubbery behind a short expanse of lawn.

I resisted trying to smash the glass in the futile hope it might be breakable. I’d be more likely to crack the bones in my hand than I would the pane. And even if I did somehow succeed, where would I go? Nowhere. Salvatore would be inside the bathroom and capturing me even before I had a chance to climb through the window with its jagged bits of broken glass that would cut me to ribbons.

I sighed heavily as I turned away from the freestanding bathtub, which sat underneath the window, then stalked past the shower with its double showerheads. At least my bladder was empty now.

Stopping at the cream vanity, I washed my hands then cupped them under the faucet, sucking down the water that tasted like heaven, or at least like a refreshing mountain stream.

I swiped my hands dry on the back of my denim skirt, then glanced into the small mirror affixed to the wall above the vanity. I looked like shit. My hair was a mess and my face was pale, my eyes bruised beneath. I’d better get used to it, I’d probably look far worse in the days to come. 

Opening the bathroom door, I lifted my chin as I stepped back into the bedroom to find Salvatore leaning against the far wall, his arms still crossed and his blond hair and goatee illuminated an even lighter platinum tone thanks to the downlights shining above him.

He could have been an angel or a Greek god, or at the very least, a statue of one carved lovingly from marble. Except he was no angel or god, he leaned far more heavily toward the dark side. A shudder went through me. When he’d been my anonymous stalker, I’d felt a dark energy that I’d compared to my late father’s.

I’d do well to remember that.

Yet my body responded to him anyway, my nipples tightening and my thighs clenching together. As if our shared chemistry wasn’t bad enough, that I’d actually thought so highly of him left me reeling inside. How had I thought about him at all? He was a monster just like every other mafia man I knew. To think I’d lost sleep over him, dreamed about him! 

That he was as good looking as a Viking warrior should mean nothing to me. He was warped, twisted. And just like any good mafia leader he thought nothing of hurting others to satisfy his own agenda.

I glowered. “Are you going to tell me now why you kidnapped me?”

“I think you know exactly why you’re here la mia bellezza.”

I hated how wet he made me at just hearing the pet name he’d chosen for me. That I was just as infuriated by his entitlement toward me was my only saving grace. “Don’t,” I grated.

“Don’t what?” he asked, even as his nostrils flared, as though scenting my arousal.

That would be impossible, wouldn’t it? He couldn’t know how shameless my body became whenever I in his vicinity—or out of it, for that matter if my dreams were any indication—or how fucked in the head I was to even imagine I wanted him.

I cleared my throat, focusing on his question. “I’ve already told you not to call me that.”

“And I’ve already told you to do as I say,” he returned. “As much as I love your fighting spirit, constantly challenging me isn’t wise.”

“Kidnapping me isn’t wise, either,” I reminded. “But that didn’t stop you, did it?”

“And yet I have no regrets.”

“I don’t know why I ever imagined you were different to any of the other mobster assholes I know.”

His mouth thinned. “Lucky you know better now,” he said softly. “Crossing me comes with repercussions.”

“What could you possibly do to me that you haven’t already?”

The moment I said the words I realized how much worse—or better—things could get for me. He could use my body for all manner of twisted desires. Whether I enjoyed or loathed the experience wasn’t something I wanted to contemplate when my own body seemed to betray me at every turn.

His lazy shrug belied the glint in his eyes. “That would depend on how much you care about your ex-lover.”

I almost laughed. Did this madman still truly believe my best friend was also my lover? I might have wished to feel things for the gallant, affectionate Trent, but I’d been too busy thinking about the asshole in front of me to form any other relationship.

That Salvatore was threatening my best friend still made my stomach cramp. Trent was a nice, respectable guy, an innocent in many ways who had very little idea of what my family—and my enemies—were truly capable of. “I don’t know why I’m surprised. Blackmail and intimidation seems to be your modus operandi.” 

He shrugged. “I take what I want, just as I do what has to be done to keep it.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “To think I thought you were a half-decent man, someone with the smallest amount of integrity. How wrong I was.”

His lips tilted up at the corner. “At least you’re learning.” He nodded at the rustic oak dining table with its six seats. “Let’s eat. You must be hungry.”

I blinked at the spread of food and the bottle of wine chilling in a metal bucket filled with ice. I hadn’t been that long in the bathroom, had I? I curled my lip at him. “I wasn’t aware I’d be getting fed.”

“What? You thought I’d starve you to death? Where is the fun in that?”

I ignored him and headed toward the table, eyeing the cold cuts of meat, the potato salad and garden salad as well as different cheeses with crackers. “You did all this?”

“No,” he said, getting to the table before me just to pull out my chair. “Take a seat,” he said, as though he was civil...a gentleman.

I snorted, letting him know I was onto his polite ruse. 

“I have a perfectly good catering service for my needs,” he added as I sat, ignoring my jibe.

I stiffened in my chair. Of course he used a catering company! It was probably one of the many businesses he owned. Why buy groceries, cook and then clean when everything could be done for him?
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