
  
    
      His Vicious Vow

      A DARK MAFIA ROMANCE

    

    
      
        FIONA MURPHY

      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

      His Vicious Vow

      First edition. August 15, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Fiona Murphy.

      Written by Fiona Murphy

      

      Cover Art from Lindee Robinison

      

      Models:

      

      Delaney Jane Haan

      Steven J. Weed

      

      Cover by Carrie @ Cheeky Covers

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Untitled

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        34. Chapter 1

      

      
        35. Chapter 2

      

      
        36. Chapter 3

      

    

    
      
        Also by Fiona Murphy

      

      
        Also by Fiona Murphy

      

      
        Also by Fiona Murphy

      

      
        Also by Fiona Murphy

      

      
        Also by Fiona Murphy

      

    

    

  


  
    
      The barely old enough to drink girl I’m forced to marry is an anime-loving, manga-reading, selective mute brat who wears too much eyeliner that highlights the anger in her eyes. Neither of us want this marriage but it will happen. I’ve worked too hard for too long not to do whatever it takes to run Vegas on behalf of the Outfit.

      

      I’m not surprised when Carina runs. What I wasn’t ready for is how much I want to catch her. Not because I have to marry her, because I want to—want her. I want her for her. Panic attacks, eyeliner, curvy gorgeous body, and all. The problem comes with convincing her.

      

      Carina may take some to believe me, believe in me. I’m not worried. We have all the time in the world because she belongs to me and I’m never letting her go.

      

      ***This features rough sexual scenes and a young woman using substance to self-medicate. And a ‘warning’ I never thought I would have to include is there is pregnancy in the book. If such things offend you please do not buy. This is a standalone that takes place in the Sabatini world. Milos and Celia from Beautiful Broken Obsession also appear as Carina is Celia’s sister. You need not have read any other book to enjoy this. If you want to, the book that leads directly into this is HIS: Luca. ***
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      Sandro

      The tears in her eyes gut me. “I’m sorry. I saw how much you liked her but…”

      I hug her tight. “She’s nothing to me. Don’t worry about her. You never have to see her again. I’m sorry she even got close enough to hurt you. You are beautiful. Don’t listen to catty bitches like her.”

      My phone goes off. It’s Luca’s ringtone. Bianca knows his ringtone as well as mine. Pulling away, she wipes her eyes. “I’m okay.”

      I answer. “Yeah?”

      “Augusto Reyes is in the wind. Valdez has no idea where he is.”

      Shit. I fucking knew it. “I think you should send Bella to Chicago now. Especially with her pregnant. If she knows Augusto is in the wind it will stress her out.” And while she’s close to him he doesn’t think straight.

      Silence for too damn long. “If I send her, she’ll be even more stressed. This could all be for nothing. Take up security a notch.”

      Fucking hell. As badly as I want to argue, I don’t dare. If he were thinking clearly he would have thought of sending her away himself. But he’s not. “I’ll handle it.”

      He ends the call and I fight not to throw my phone across the room. Luca isn’t thinking straight. He’s going to get us and his woman killed.

      “Sandro? Is everything okay?” Bianca’s eyes are wide.

      Her fear is a body blow. I promised my mother I would always take care of her and protect her from this life. “Everything is fine. I need to get to work. Are you good?”

      She nods. “I’m sorry I bothered you.”

      “You didn’t bother me. I needed to know. You’ll never see Lauren again. If you could do me a favor and round up her stuff, I’ll have it sent to her.”

      Her dimple peeking out at me unfurls the knot in my chest. “I’ll have it done before I go to bed.”

      The moment the door is closed behind her, I drop my smile. I’m at my desk and get into the cameras. I make a call.

      Gaetano answers on the first ring. “Yeah, boss.”

      “Shit is about to hit the fan with Augusto Reyes. I want all security stepped up. No one goes anywhere alone. Everyone wears their bulletproof suits—it’s an order not an option.” The bulletproof suits are thicker and not everyone liked wearing them in the heat of Vegas. “Two more men per delivery. Security in this property is on yellow and security on Luca’s property goes to red.”

      “I will handle it boss.”

      Ending the call, my eyes move over the cameras in my property. I tap into the ones for Luca’s property. I’m satisfied by the way everyone goes on alert within minutes.

      Unease is high at the idea of going up against Augusto Reyes again. The guy is a fucking psycho who’s killed four of his own sons. He is a sick fuck who got off on the pain of everyone around him. Luca was sure his plan for Augusto’s son Mundo to off him was as good as done. I want to believe it but if he hadn’t offed the psycho himself by now why would he do it when we asked him?

      I can’t let go of the fear Augusto indoctrinated Mundo too completely for Mundo to cross the line of killing his father. Whether it’s a cartel, Italian mafia, Russian mafia, all of this is built and maintained by raising those of us already in it that their head of the family, and their father was a god—the only god that mattered. They didn’t pray to anyone but the family. Because no one was going to take care of them and protect them but the family.

      Luca was adamant the Latin American cartels were different, family was even more of a thing to them. It was the reason Augusto had so many kids, he was making his own army and controlling through fear. Very soon we’ll find out if he’s right.

      My phone goes off with a text, it’s Lauren wondering if she should come by tonight. Anger flares through me. I call her.

      “Don’t come by tonight or any fucking night. It’s over. I can’t believe you thought you could say that shit to my sister. I’ve told you how sensitive she is about her weight. It was fucking cruel.”

      “What are you talking about? Sandro, I would never say anything about anyone’s weight let alone your sister’s. I’m not an idiot. I have no desire to end up dead because I made your sister cry.” She sounds shocked.

      I shake my head and hang up. She wasn’t worth arguing with. But something she said tugs at my memory. I would never kill a woman for hurting my sister but I would make them regret hurting her. Lauren told me she had lost a lot of weight. She was worried I’d freak out over her scars from her surgery to deal with the loose skin from her weight loss.

      It didn’t make sense she would insult another woman for being heavier. Lauren was still a larger than the beauty standard at a size twelve. I preferred women with a little weight to them with how big I was, I was always worried about hurting a woman in bed and I just liked how a soft body felt against mine. I thought she was different. It was the only reason I introduced her to my sister. I wondered if maybe Lauren could be longer than a few weeks thing.

      Fuck it, there was no figuring out women. They didn’t make any sense.

      Another text comes through reminding me of the impending doom feeling I’ve had since the night we opened the back of a truck and found Bella hiding from her father. I exhale. All I can do is prepare for the worst and hope Mundo kills his father before Augusto makes us pay for saving Bella.

      For now, it’s time to go to work.
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      Carina

      My stomach knots at the text. It’s my mother asking where I am.

      “Carina, you okay?” Ben’s pale blue eyes are filled with concern.

      I open my mouth to lie but no words will come, instead a sob is wrenched from me. How freaking embarrassing.

      He takes me into his arms. “Hey, it’s going to be okay. Whatever it is. If I can help you, I will. Talk to me, Carina.” He runs his hand up and down my back soothingly. Pulling back he looks down at me. “What’s going on?  I’ve never seen you like this. Let me go get you some tissues. I’ll be right back.”

      He's so freaking sweet, I sigh. I cannot believe how lucky I am. I couldn’t have picked a sweeter…a pinprick of light catches my attention as I wipe my eyes. I’m off the couch. No. No. Please no. My stomach tightens until I think I’m going to throw up. It is. His webcam light is on—which means it’s on. And it’s pointing right at the couch. Closing my eyes, new tears fall.

      “Carina?” My name is filled with fear.

      He should fear me. He has no idea who he tried to fuck over, or should I say fuck. It’s not the stupid cosplay girlie who wears too much eyeliner and hasn’t said a word to her father in seventeen years. I might hate my father but I am his daughter. It doesn’t matter I hated the life I was born into it, it’s moments like this I feel the life run through my veins.

      My father is the Don of the Outfit, the powerful offshoot of the Italian mafia in Chicago. Mafia, god I’ve hated that word—death, power, destruction. It did that and more to my life. Ben was supposed to be a way out of it all.

      Anger burns through me. I was going to do it. He was the one, after so many years I thought I found…what I thought I found doesn’t matter because it was all a lie. A lie I fell for out of painful desperation.

      “Carina?” He’s moved to only a few feet away from behind me.

      I swipe the laptop up, a big ass twenty-one-inch screen laptop he had for gaming. I’m short, only five foot three. Normally, I hate how short I am but this time it’s to my advantage. Swinging the laptop like a baseball bat, I catch him in his side and hip. It sends him to his knees. I bring it down on his back. His hands go out from under him and he’s eating carpet. I bring it down again on his back. Shit, he’s bleeding, from where I don’t know. The deep crimson of the blood against the tan carpet snaps me out of my fury. I drop the laptop on the floor and jump on it. The cracks of it breaking are louder than him crying.

      There are no words for him anymore. He doesn’t deserve them, not even for me to tell him how much I hate him. Grasping his hair, I pull his head back and spit in his face. I slam his face into the carpet. I give him one last kick to his ribs.

      Back at the couch I grab my bag and phone. I walk out of his apartment without looking back, slamming the door behind me on my way out.

      I’m proud of the way I make it down the elevator, into the back of a cab and all the way back to my hotel without another tear falling. It isn’t until I’m safely inside my hotel room with the door locked behind me I let the tears escape.

      Stupid. God, I am so fucking stupid. Why couldn’t I get this right? Why did it end the same with every guy? They all started out adorkably sweet. I met them all through anime, manga, fanfic sites and discord servers. Places where we could talk about the latest episode and didn’t feel like we were the outsiders. They felt safe.

      Five guys, all the same. It was only sex as the endgame. All the hours I spent sharing my favorite scenes and episodes were used against me. The moves I squealed over were given to me. Not because they cared and wanted to give me the romance I dreamed of—it was to fuck me.

      Not one of them ever mentioned me as their girlfriend, as their ideal woman. Because I’m not. I’m too short, too fat, too weird. No one wanted me for me. They wanted me because I was weird enough I didn’t think they were too dorky to be their friend, to wonder if maybe they could be my happily ever after.

      My phone goes off again. Shit. I know who it is without looking, my mom. I’m right.

      Carina? Where are you?

      Shit.

      I told you. I’m in New York working with my client on her manga. I’ll be back tomorrow.

      I hold my breath. I didn’t tell her. It doesn’t matter because she never listens anyway.

      Okay. I love you. Be careful.

      Rolling my eyes, I toss my phone away. Now I’m going to get high, order room service, stuff my face, masturbate until my clit hurts and go home tomorrow. While I’m at the airport I’ll fantasize about getting on one of the planes without caring where it’s going and never seeing Chicago again. Except never seeing Chicago again meant never seeing Celia either the mere thought hurts almost as badly as what Ben did.

      I open the container to the gummy edibles I bought the moment my plane landed, hating I couldn’t bring my own on the plane from Chicago. A bitter laugh slips out of me. The gummies have replaced the gum I had to have with me everywhere I go. I pop three in my mouth and chew.

      I’m in the bathroom filling the soaking tub with boiling hot water and some of the smelly shampoo for bubbles. I wince at the eye liner and makeup smudged on my face. It takes a few minutes to wash my face clean.

      The girl in the mirror is pretty. She has a heart-shaped face with a small round chin, a wide mouth, and my nose is long and thin—a guy called it elegant. You can’t tell my mother is half-Filipino with my green eyes but people stare at me for a minute longer with my olive tone from Carlo. Clearly wondering what nationality I am. I’ve been called pretty, a few times even beautiful.

      Stupidly, I thought it would be enough. But it wasn’t enough because I’m also short and fat. A size eighteen in a world full of size two and zeros. Guys wanted to fuck me. They loved my big tits and ass except they didn’t want to be seen with me.

      Damn it, the tears are back. I climb into the tub. Fuck that’s hot. I turn on the cold water and sigh as it begins to move around in the large tub. This was my last chance to be normal, to decide my own fate. It’s coming. I feel it bearing down on me like a freight train, Carlo is going to marry me off.

      It doesn’t matter I embarrass him. It doesn’t matter I’ve done the best I could to be the weirdo when he forces us to show up at la familia events to put on the appearance of a happy family. Now that Celia is getting married, he’s going to force someone to take me off his hands.

      Celia is marrying the man of her dreams. And she’s being used to get more power and prestige for Carlo by marrying into the ridiculously wealthy and powerful Levin Bratva—the Russian mafia. Milos Levin is the head of it all and scares the fuck out of me. The darkness surrounding him is a palpable thing. Yet Celia loves him. And even if she doesn’t think he does, I’m almost positive he loves her too. As much as any mafia man could love. Men who had no problem killing and doing whatever it took to stay in power didn’t see the world the way the rest of us did.

      This trip to see Ben in New York was my last-ditch attempt to take control of my life. I would tell him who I really was. He’d be freaked out, understandably, the daughter of the Don of the Outfit isn’t the dream girl most men had in mind. But he would hold me close and promise I didn’t have to go back to Chicago.

      He loved me. We could make a life together here in New York, away from all of it. It would be a quick courthouse wedding. That’s okay, I would assure him, I didn’t care about a big wedding and flowers even if I was a little envious of Celia’s wedding plans. It didn’t really matter because as long as I had him the rest didn’t mean a thing. Or maybe on our ten year anniversary or something we could do it again, with all the flowers and big cake and…

      At least I never got far enough to spend money on him and the life I hoped we would make. It was enough to make a new life far from Chicago. I don’t want to go. Leaving Celia was never a part of the plan. We would go somewhere she could have her vet practice. I would surprise her with the money for us to open it. I’d help with the paperwork. And we would be far away from Chicago and Mommy and Carlo.

      They would get what they wanted all these years. Carlo didn’t give a shit about me or Celia and if my mother was honest with herself, her either. The years of his cutting words wash over me: I looked too Filipino, I was stupid like Celia but I didn’t even have the excuse of being dyslexic like her. It didn’t matter how pretty I was in the face I was too damn fat and needed to lose weight.

      Why did he have to be right? Why couldn’t just this once he be wrong? Men didn’t want me, they wanted pussy. A guy would say anything to fuck a woman. And if she was as stupid as I was it wouldn’t take much.

      If I was smart. I wouldn’t get on the plane back to Chicago tomorrow. I have my passport, money, and laptop, all I need. I could buy a ticket to the next plane out of the country and not look back. But I can’t do that. I owe it to Celia to be there for her. To support her and…honestly, selfishly, I want to be there for her wedding day. I want to see her happy before I go.

      The edibles finally hit me. I get out of the bath. Grabbing a robe, I wrap it around me. On the bed, I place an order for way too much food from room service. Then I lay down on the bed, close my eyes, and float. I’m not here in a hotel room with all my dreams shattered around me. Here where I’m floating they can still happen. Here is safe. Here is where I want to be.
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      Sandro

      The buzzing of my phone sends it skittering across my bedside table. Yanking me from the restless sleep I slipped into—less than two hours ago. It’s Tony Sabatini, Luca’s father. Thank fuck, it’s been eighteen hours since I got the text from him that Luca was alive but it’s all he sent me. The only reason I hadn’t called to find out more was because I was dealing with the clean-up from the shoot-out between our men and Augusto’s. Thank fuck Valdez was covering it up as a training exercise for his company. Since our government depends on Valdez they didn’t press the issue.

      “How is Luca?”

      His sigh is heavy. “Augusto left him with more scars and took an eye. But he’s going to be okay.”

      “Grazie a dio.” I mutter.

      “Yes, thank god. I have other news.” Tony’s solemn words have me sitting up straighter. “Luca is staying in Chicago. You’re going to take over Vegas.”

      It takes a minute for the words to compute. I don’t believe them. Luca leaving Vegas one hundred percent, me taking over—not for a minute. “Are you serious? Carlo is saying I can take over?”

      “Let me and Dominic handle Carlo. Give us a minute. And before it’s over you’ll have the job.” He assures me.

      I shake my head. “I want to believe it but Carlo…”

      “I understand.” I was only made second because Tony and Dominic, his other son and underboss to Carlo urged it. “But I do have a question for you, how badly do you want it?”

      “As badly as my next breath.” I don’t hesitate.

      “Badly enough to get married?”

      Fucking hell. It’s the argument Luca’s been dealing with for the last few years. Marriage meant stability, we appeared civilians, boring and safe. The secret to the longevity of the Outfit has been we don’t make waves. It’s an edict passed down, shoved down our throats for decades. Supposedly being single and being seen with beautiful women made waves.

      “Sandro?” Tony yanks me out of my thoughts.

      Marriage isn’t something I ever wanted to do. But I want Vegas more. “I’ll do it. Whatever it takes.”

      “Good. Don’t tell anyone. This is you, me, Luca, and Dominic. Give us a few days. For now, Luca is simply healing in Chicago with me.”

      “Yes, sir.” I exhale.

      When he hangs up, I wonder who I’ll have to marry. Would Carlo let me pick? It didn’t matter who I had to marry, if it meant I got to run Vegas, I’ll do it.
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      Sandro

      “We’re short. By two kilos.” Gaetano says through clenched teeth.

      I look over the men and women in the warehouse who are now lined up in a row in only their underwear—no clothes are allowed to keep thoughts of stuffing anything down their pants and walking out with it from becoming a chance they were willing to take. The warehouse isn’t a cozy set up. However the place was updated for air conditioning. There were also coolers for water and other drinks while they work, no limit. Heat in the desert was no joke. We even tossed rubber pads on the floor so they didn’t have to stand on concrete for the long hours they worked.

      They are here to breakdown the ton of cocaine we received into kilos. The ton isn’t hyperbole, we buy in the metric ton. We get this shipment twice a week and we distribute in nothing less than fifty kilos, except for our ears and eyes to keep our relationships strong. Money on these purchases move by wire, we don’t do cash. We are a line item on an expense report.

      Anger surges through me. No one has tried stealing from the warehouse in years. Yet Luca is gone for three days and our people think because it’s me, they can try it. It compounds the resentment already growing.

      There hasn’t been a single call or text from Dominic or Tony about my status. It’s been three days. I’m trying to think of it as no news is good news but my nerves are stretched tight. Can Tony and Dominic really get Carlo to agree to me taking over?

      Carlo Toro is a racist fucker who hadn’t wanted me as Luca’s number two when my father died six years ago. He assigned Luca his own number two Gianni Bruno. Gianni was weak and only added to Luca’s stress, instead of lowering it the way a number two should. All because my mother was half-Filipino. It didn’t matter I barely look it, since my father was one hundred percent Italian. I even inherited his blue eyes. I can’t shake the thought Carlo won’t give me the title for something people can’t see in me.

      I pull my gun from the holster at the base of my spine. It’s a Walther P22 with a less than four-inch barrel. I’m a big guy at six two and two hundred and thirty-five pounds of pure muscle. In my hand the gun is almost comical. No one is smiling.

      Keeping the gun pointed down at my side I walk across the front of them. “I’m going to make this offer once. You have thirty seconds. The person who rats out the one who stole from me will be allowed to live. You can walk away. It will be with a limp but you’ll still be able to walk and breathe on your own. If the person who stole from me admits it now. I’ll make your death quick and easy. If no one comes forward, I’m going to start using bullets. I will go all the way down the line of you until I get to the end.”

      The man closest to me falls to his knees in tears. His name is Gustavo. He’s one of the few employees I know well. I made it a point to never become friendly with these employees. They were disposable, they had to be. There were too many who tried to take advantage. This is not the first time I have done this.

      I keep walking until I stand at one end, farthest from Mark. His body language tells me it’s him. He’s new. He came in three weeks ago with Dustin. I know everyone’s name, their home address, their cell phone number, and where the person they cared for most lived. These people think I don’t see them. I see everything. I remember everything. It’s a gift and a curse. I didn’t even know what it was called until I was nineteen. An eidetic memory. I see something, hear it and can recall it instantly.

      “A gut shot is not a way you want to go. It’s painful as fuck and it’s going to take a while to die. If someone else has to out you as the one who stole, you are going to wish you had the gut shot instead. Your death will be long, painful, and very bloody. It will be drawn out over several days and your body will be delivered to your family.”

      The woman I’m standing in front of pees down her leg. Now that I have to kill her, I don’t think of her by her name. I look down at her. “Do you know who took the coke?”

      She shakes her head and begins crying. “I don’t know. I don’t⁠—”

      The gun shot is nothing more than a pop. She goes down with a scream, writhing in pain. I don’t allow myself to look at her, only at the man who is beside her. Tears are running down his face. “Do you know who took the coke?”

      “I swear I don’t know.” He’s shaking his head.

      I fire the gun and from the corner of my eye Mark flinches. He bites down on his lip and blood runs down his mouth. His eyes are on the woman and man screaming in agony.

      “It was me. It was me and Dustin. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Please stop.” Mark begins sobbing.

      Returning to the man and woman on the floor, I aim carefully and fire on the woman. Her scream is cut short. The man understands, closing his eyes, I end his suffering.

      I nod at Gaetano. He grabs Dustin by his hair and drags him toward the back of an SUV. Another of my men grabs Mark, zip ties are on him in seconds. They’re both crying and pleading. I hear none of it.

      Using the gun to motion at the remaining employees in line. “Go back to work.”

      They run back to their places. Gaetano is in front of me. I nod down at the woman and man dead on the concrete floor. “Make them disappear. She has two kids. They’re with her mom in Reno. Get the kids set up with twenty grand for each in college funds with our lawyer and a trust fund that will pay their grandmother two grand a month for the next five years. He has no one who will miss him. Close out his place.”

      He nods. “I’ll have Danny clean the mess up. I’ll call the lawyer and set the appointment for tomorrow.”

      “Leave the blood on the floor until everyone else leaves.”

      The order stops him, but he doesn’t question it.

      I take the two bags for delivery. The only ones Luca ever delivers himself. Since he’s not here it falls to me.

      Bobby heads for the door of the car, he’s my usual driver and security. I shake my head. “I need a minute.”

      He steps back with a nod. “You want me to stay or head back?”

      “Head back to the office.” I tell him as I get into the SUV.

      I make it almost ten miles before I need to pull into the parking lot of a grocery store. Opening the door, I take off my seatbelt hang out of the car and throw up. Once my stomach is empty I grab the bottle of water I was drinking earlier and rinse out my mouth a few times until the acid is clear from my mouth and throat.

      Closing the door, I let my head fall back and close my eyes. The words run through my head: I did what I had to do. They knew working for us was dangerous, it’s why they were paid so well. This is what went into maintaining power. They died to protect what we have.

      I know this. I’ve run the words through my head more times than I want to count. It never helped. The first time I killed, I was seventeen. He was a low level drug dealer who thought he could sell in our property. With his death I earned status of made. Since that day I’ve killed more than my share of men and women. But they weren’t innocents. And even though there was nothing truly innocent about the two people I killed today—they didn’t earn their deaths through dirty shit and crossing us. They were in the wrong fucking place at the wrong fucking time. All they did wrong was lining up too close to me.

      And that’s why I didn’t want to worry about a wife. I didn’t want anyone close to me getting caught in the tide of this fucked up life for no other reason than she was my wife. While I feared for Bianca in my life, she was already here and it would hurt her worse if I sent her away from me. My mother died because she was too close.

      Her death was my fault. I broke her… My phone ringing yanks me out of my memories, thank fuck. It’s Carlo, “Yeah.”

      “Get your ass to Chicago, today.” Before I can open my mouth he hangs up on me.

      I don’t hesitate to have a flight plan set up. I call Gaetano and let him know he’s in charge while I’m gone. Then I call Luca. “Do you know what’s going on?”

      He sighs. “Carlo is going to set the terms for you to take over as you marrying his daughter, the wei—uh unique one who doesn’t talk.”

      Jesus fucking christ. “Are you serious? Isn’t she a kid?” I spit the words out seriously grossed out at the idea of fucking a kid.

      His exhale is slow. “She’s not a kid. Carina is twenty-two. She’ll be twenty-three in a few months.”

      “Twenty-two? Are you fucking kidding me? She’s only a year older than Bianca. I’m thirty-eight. I’ll be thirty-nine in a few months. Jesus Luca. And the mute one, the one who dresses up like a kid.” This is not my life. I’ve never seen the girl but Carlo has bitched about her before when he came to Vegas.

      “Take a deep breath. Carina was raised in this world. She knows the rules and what to say and do. Twenty-two when it comes to mafia women isn’t twenty-two like a civilian. Don’t hold this against her. I have no doubt she’s not happy about this either. The word is she exaggerates the weird thing to keep made men away. Both her and her sister hated Carlo and because of Carlo, hate mob life. But her grandmother raised them right.”

      “There’s no other way?” I don’t know why I’m asking the question. I know the answer. I also know I’m lucky she’s older than eighteen. In the mafia women went from high school and their father’s house to married and their husband’s house. Most marriage contracts were negotiated at sixteen or in the years after and the girls were married once they hit eighteen or graduated from high school.

      “Come on, Sandro. You said you’d do whatever it takes. She is whatever it takes.”

      “Fine. I’ll be in Chicago in a few hours.” Like I was going to say no.

      “See you soon.”
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      On the plane, I’m too agitated to sit and focus on work. How the hell is this my life, marrying someone I don’t know? The thought flashes and my phone is out. I have no idea how the hell he does it every time but Diego Valdez answers before the first ring is finished.

      “Mr. Leonetti, how may I help you today?”

      “I need anything you have on Carlo Toro’s daughter, Carina.”

      He’s quiet for a beat. I fight a smile. Diego Valdez heads one of the largest private security firms in the world. He’s got hundreds of thousands of boots on the ground in over a hundred countries, including America. There is nothing this man and his team can’t find, do, or manipulate. Governments foam at the mouth for his help. While he has no problem overturning the smallest rock on someone he deems bad, not so much when it comes to those he considers innocents. “Why?”

      “Because I’m supposed to marry her. I’d like to know more about her before I do it.” I hope to hell his file has more than bare facts.

      “I do have a file. I can email it to you now.”

      My phone goes off with an alert before he finishes speaking. I check the email. The file is large. “Why is the file so large?”

      “It was compiled and has been updated for Milos Levin.”

      The name rings a bell. I’ve heard of him but never met him. “What the hell does the head of the Bratva in Chicago have to do with her?”

      “Her sister is his woman. He takes his responsibility to care for those Celia loves seriously.”

      “If he takes his responsibility so seriously why am I being given this big ass file.” I have no idea why I’m annoyed by being able to find out so much about her.

      “Because he found out from Carlo that you’re to marry her. He had a feeling you might be smart enough to contact me. For anyone else they would have received a file one third as full as what you are looking at. Milos felt it was important for you to know as much as possible about Carina for the both of you.”

      He really did take his responsibility seriously. Why the fuck am I bristling at the idea of another man watching over her? I get to a picture—holy fuck, she is not a girl. The picture is her in cosplay as Sailor Moon. My cock goes hard at how short her skirt is. She is very much a woman. “In what other way has he cared for her?”

      “He’s a frequent buyer in her online store commissioning art work from her, there’s also purchases he’s had set up for various items already in her store. Over the last four years he’s spent so she has no need for money. He makes sure when she travels, which she does a lot of, she never goes alone. We are her shadow. I have a man on a flight back to Chicago with her right now. There was a bit of a mess we have to clean up for her. Milos thinks it’s hilarious. Considering it’s messy as fuck, I’m not as amused.” Valdez is annoyed.

      Valdez is never annoyed. There’s rarely a need for him to be. When it came to the clean up on the shootout Valdez handled it without a change in tone of voice. “What mess?” I’m trying to look through her file while he’s talking. She sure as fuck likes going to those conventions and dressing up.

      “She went out to New York to visit her boyfriend, or ex-boyfriend. A guy she’s been dating for a few months. The fucker was trying to record them having sex. She saw the camera and beat the shit out of him with his own laptop.” An exhale of air is almost a laugh.

      Everything in me goes tight at the idea of another man putting his hands on her. Of her needing to protect herself, even if I’m impressed she beat the shit out of him herself.

      “The mess came when he managed to call his neighbor to save his ass. With the neighbor in the mix we couldn’t get to the guy and shut him down. He’s screaming he wants to press charges. Since she’s on a plane back to Chicago right now, we might be able to keep the cops from her but I can’t be sure. On any day of the week I have no less than four contacts I can make use of within the NYC police department high enough for this to go away—three of them are at some high-level conference and aren’t answering phones and the fourth is handling the other three’s workload.”

      I have two guys myself in New York. “Where in New York?”

      “Brooklyn.”

      “Call Jim Buford.” I give him Jim’s number. “He’s a captain in one of the precincts there. His father is deputy mayor. Tell him she’s my fiancée and to make this disappear. Not the guy though, I’ll take care of him. Have him sent back to Vegas. When Jim asks for what he wants, the answer is yes to whatever it is. Shoot me a text of what he wants so I have it.”

      “Will do. Anything else?”

      “Keep someone on her. I’ll pick up her bills from today forward. I also want to know everything Milos spent on her down to the penny. I will be paying him back today.” It’s unacceptable another man took care of her. If it were her father it would have been fine—it should have been Carlo.

      “Yes, sir.”

      I hang up and bring up her file again. My fiancée, an anime loving, manga binge reading brat with too much eyeliner, and anger in her eyes is on her way home from spending the last three days with her boyfriend, ex-boyfriend.

      Great, fucking great.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Sandro

      Tony is waiting for me when I land. He nods at the plane. “It’s a little bigger than the last one.”

      I shrug. “It’s an 8000, it gets us everywhere quicker. Time is money. The last one was riddled with bullets. Thankfully, Valdez was willing to purchase it for use in training.”

      Getting into the back of the Escalade Tony preferred. I hand him the file I’ve read every inch of. “You could have warned me about her.”

      He opens it and flicks through it. The fucker chuckles. “Carina is not to be understood from a file. She is a beautiful, sweet young woman. She’s also her father’s daughter, as ruthless as he is and willing to go for the jugular if pushed. Carlo begged her for five years to talk to him before he finally gave up. He fucked up by telling her to shut up, no one wanted to hear what she had to say. She hasn’t talked to him since he said it—she was five years old.”

      Great, she holds grudges too. “She’s also had several boyfriends. Does Carlo know about them and how she really is?”

      A shoulder lifts. “With Carlo there’s no telling. He goes out of his way to hide not only what he knows but his true intent. Don’t tell me you aren’t happy with a woman who doesn’t need to be taught what to do.”

      I don’t like the sound of what Carlo might be hiding. “Considering how many women I’ve fucked I’m not a hypocrite. It isn’t about the men she’s been with. I want to know what he’s thinking forcing her on me. Why?”

      “I’ve had the conversation multiple times with Luca, marriage makes you boring and shows you’re stable. If you’ll remember Luca married when he took over Vegas. It was an order from his grandfather that his mother hid as an urging. Alliances are important. The reason Carlo sent Gianni out to Vegas was he wasn’t happy he didn’t have an inside line to everything happening. He might still try and send you someone from Chicago with you when you leave.”

      “I have Gaetano, he’s what I need. The guy is a machine, he eats, lives, and breathes for us. He also doesn’t flinch from killing. There isn’t anyone else I want at my back.” I want Gaetano. Anyone else would hinder, not help.

      My phone goes off with a text. It’s Valdez, the issue with the ex is settled and he’s on his way back to Vegas. Jim Buford’s ask was what I expected, a week stay at no cost and some chips for him to play with while he stayed with us. I thank him and send a text to Gaetano telling him the guy was on his way and to get him into a kill room.

      “The girl is indeed ruthless. She beat the shit out of her recent boyfriend. But not smart enough to stay the fuck away from a guy more than ten years older than her. It was clear as glass he only wanted sex from her.”

      He chuckles. “We all make mistakes when we’re young and dumb. None of her mistakes had long-term consequences.”

      “That we know of. The file on her didn’t start until she was eighteen and Milos started keeping an eye on her.” My mind is full of possible things unhidden. What if she had to have an abortion? What if someone hit her or mentally abused her? All of those things had costs she might still be dealing with.

      We pull up to Carlo’s house. “I’ll leave you here. I’m to retrieve Carina from her home. Her plane has landed and she should be there soon.”

      I nod. “Thanks.”

      I’ve never been to Carlo’s place. He only ever came to Vegas. It’s huge. I cannot believe the fucker didn’t have his kids live with him. Instead he left them in a small three bedroom two bathroom house a fraction of this place.

      The door is opened by a woman in a maid’s uniform. Cassandra, Carina’s mother, is a peek of what Carina will look like at her age. She’s pretty enough, although her forehead is heavily lined. Twenty-five years with Carlo, she started as the maid then became his mistress when his wife was dying from cancer. All this time and she remains a maid. Carlo is a fucker on a level I cannot fathom.

      Her smile is hesitant. “Alessandro?”

      No one has called me by my full name since my mother died. Eighteen years later and the pain is as sharp as it was the day she died. For a moment words fail me. I nod

      “Please come in, Carlo is waiting.”

      She shows me to the office and opens the door. Carlo is frowning at the sight of me. His eyes flick down to the file in my hand. “Sit,” he orders.

      I don’t show my annoyance at the order. Sitting down in one of the leather club chairs in front of his desk, I lean back with the file in my lap. And then I wait, refusing to say a word first.

      His frown deepens, he nods at Cassandra.

      “Would you like something to drink? Carlo has scotch or I can get you iced tea or lemonade.” She asks.

      “No, thank you.” I murmur with a small smile to her.

      Returning my gaze to Carlo, I wait.

      I don’t dare betray my pleasure at watching his jaw tighten. “Fine. You want Vegas, you can have it—after you marry Carina. Luca and Dominic are adamant you had something to do with how good Vegas is doing. I’ll give you a year to prove it. Carina will cost you five hundred grand and thirty percent of your cut for one year. After the year it will go down to twenty percent. The wedding is set for a week after her sister’s here in Chicago. It will be clear you head Vegas with my support. Celia will be back from her honeymoon so she can do all the bridesmaid shit or whatever it’s called. All I care about is she has someone to stand up with her. The girl doesn’t have any friends. It will be here at my place. You meet her today, go back to Vegas and come back out for the wedding.”

      Once it’s clear he’s done, I open the file. I take out the picture of her snapped when she landed in New York. “No.” I shake my head. “I am not paying five hundred grand for her. One hundred grand, no to thirty percent as well. I will pay the twenty percent Luca’s been paying and not a penny more. I notice no mention of the breakfast and presenting the sheets after our wedding night. Because you are aware both of us would be embarrassed by the lack of anything on those sheets. The date of the wedding is no concern for me. It will happen in Vegas at the hotel on the strip.”

      His grey eyes are hard as his jaw works.

      “Yes, to all of it but the wedding happens here.” Cassandra is the one to answer.

      Carlo growls at her. “Cassandra.”

      She doesn’t even glance at him. “Luca mentioned you have a sister close to her age that you’ve been taking care of. You’ll take care of Carina? She’s really very sweet. She needs someone who understands she’s hard on the outside to protect her inside.”

      Her sincerity and question reminds me of my own mother’s pleading as she lay dying in her hospital bed. “I will take care of her. From this day forward as mine, she will have all my protection.”

      The relief on her face stings at how I resented being forced to marry Carina. “Wonderful, thank you.” She pats my hand. Then she turns to Carlo. “Don’t mess this up for Carina. You promised me.”

      Something is going on between them. She leaves the room quietly, closing the door behind her.

      He runs a hand over his face. “Fine. I agree. But the year thing isn’t up for debate. If after a year you fuck up or don’t prove your worth, you lose Vegas.”

      I can’t help the chuckle that slips from me. Standing, I shake my head. “Try and take it from me and there will be blood.”

      His face is hard as rock. “Go wait for her in the library, down the hall second room on the right.”

      Without another word, I walk away.
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      Carina

      The El from O’Hare is packed for a Wednesday afternoon. Not for the first time I wish I could say fuck it and take a cab from the airport. But it didn’t make sense to pay almost eighty bucks for a cab when the El will take me all the way to within a mile from home when I already paid seventy-five dollars for my monthly unlimited pass. Too late, I remember the money sitting in my account. It’s enough to take the cab if I wanted to.

      Now that I won’t be using the money I’ve saved for both me and Celia I have even more possibilities for where to go. Before, I considered places in the states so Celia could practice as the veterinarian she was studying to be. But with me going it alone I could go anywhere.

      I speak Italian, Korean, Japanese and I can get by in Mandarin Chinese. A few years ago, I would have gone back and forth between South Korea or Japan. Except I had researched and read everything I could about Korea and Japan. The information I found on how foreigners were treated was brutal. God forbid you were fat—it was heartbreaking.

      The more I thought about it the more appealing Italy or Switzerland sounds. I’m just worried about the idea of running into someone who was connected to the Outfit in Chicago if I went to Italy. It’s highly unlikely but I wouldn’t want to find out the hard way I was wrong. If I try to run and Carlo finds me, he’ll make my life hell.

      I pull my phone out and do searches for what countries are easy to immigrate to. While England or somewhere in Europe appeals, it’s easier for Mexico and countries in South America. I’ve heard too many stories about the cartels. It was only if they didn’t see you as a threat to business they left you alone. If they found out who I was I wouldn’t put it past them to hold me for Carlo.

      The recorded voice tells me my stop is next. I get up and move toward the doors. From the corner of my eye I see a hot guy who screams soldier at the doors at the other end of the car getting off at my stop. Wait a second, I saw him at the airport when I was leaving the restroom I used after landing. Something niggles at the back of my neck.

      When the doors open, I step back instead of getting off. The guy gets off. I watch him scan the platform. He looks back to me and our eyes meet. Fuck. He was following me. My blood runs cold. Who was he?

      Fear grips me tight as I exit at the next stop and try to cross to go back the other way. I’m stopped by Tony Sabatini.

      “Carina, sweetheart, your father wants to see you.” The words are gentle, like his brilliant blue eyes.

      I shake my head. Tony is one of the few men, I’ve spoken to all these years. He’s the only one who made me feel like he cared if I spoke. He listened to every word and made them feel precious. “Please, Tony, let me go.”

      “It’s not safe for you out there alone. If I thought it was, I would help you. But it isn’t. At least listen to the offer.” He holds his hand out to me.

      God, why couldn’t it have been anyone but Tony Sabatini? Even though I’ve heard from Carlo that Tony Sabatini’s nickname in the Outfit is the librarian, from his love of books, it should be the grim reaper. No man in the Outfit has more kills than he does. Tony is the only man Carlo fears. When he described the things Tony has done, I understand the fear. Yet, I have never feared him. I felt safe with Tony.

      I trust him. Of all the men I’ve encountered he’s the only one I believe in. The memory of the guy on the platform hits me. Why isn’t it safe? I want to ask the question. Words are failing me though. I take Tony’s hand. It’s a big hand, it’s also warm and gentle as he guides me.

      He opens the door to the back of the Cadillac SUV he’s always in. His driver takes my carry on from me. I let it go with a sigh. Once I’m inside, Tony closes my door.

      The drive to Carlo’s house is short but long enough by the time we arrive my stomach is hurting from all the twisting it’s doing. Tony is the one to open my door. He offers his hand again to help me down. I take it and slide onto stiff legs.

      Tony guides me into Carlo’s office. I don’t miss the way Carlo’s eyes narrow on Tony’s hand at my back. His jaw goes tight. My mother is behind Carlo, no surprise there.

      Carlo nods at Tony. “You can go.”

      I shake my head. Grasping Tony’s hand tight. He nods. “When she wants me to leave. I’ll leave.”

      He shrugs. “You’re getting married. Luca is staying here in Chicago. His number two, Sandro, will take over. He needs a wife to do it. Don’t even start with me Carina. You can’t keep running around and acting like a kid. It’s time to grow up.”

      I thought I was prepared for the words. Was certain they were coming, they still send the floor out from under me and my stomach so twisted I wonder if I’m going to throw up.

      My mother steps toward me. If she touches me I will throw up. Unwilling to let Carlo see it happen, I back away from her and into Tony. “Carina, Alessandro is a good man. He will treat you well.”

      I’m shaking my head, looking toward the door. Tony’s hand squeezes mine. I cling to his strength somehow finding my own because of it. “Why don’t you meet with him? Five minutes.”

      There is something in Tony’s eyes. I can’t refuse him. I nod.

      The door to the library is open. Tony urges me inside the room before him. I stop short at the man standing at the windows. He turns. Holy fucking shit. He’s gorgeous. He has the kind of chiseled features I thought only existed in print. A square jaw with cheekbones are chiseled out of granite. His eyes are an intense sapphire blue. No way does he have a tattoo on his neck. Tattoos that showed were a huge no in the Outfit. The tattoo is of the eyes and to the nose of a tiger. The tiger has the same intense blue eyes as he does. Everything about him is a warning, a threat of violence, mayhem, destruction—he thinks the elegant three-piece gray silk suit cut to fit him hides it all but it doesn’t.

      “Tony, thank you. Now please take your hand off her.” The words are whiskey and smoke that slide down my spine leaving fire in their wake.

      Tony’s chuckle is light. Leaning down he whispers to me. “His bark is much worse than his bite. If you need me, I’m here.”

      I barely hear the door close behind Tony, all I can see is him. I’ve heard of him but my memory fails me at anything else than he’s been by Luca’s side since the beginning.

      He moves with a fluid grace like the tiger tattooed on him. The silk suit doesn’t hide muscles rippling with each step he takes. I’m not drooling—oh fuck I am. And it isn’t only my mouth wet as he stops too damn close, forcing me to look up at him. I don’t dare let myself stare at his wide, muscled chest. He’s at least a foot taller than me. I’m guessing he’s a few inches over six foot.

      “Look, I do not want this marriage any more than you. I think it best if we are honest. I’m not going to chase you around the penthouse. You can have your own room and the time you need to reconcile yourself to being a wife. There is no rush on kids. We can wait on them until you’re ready to grow up and be an adult.” The words are clipped, almost curt as they cut into me.

      And just like that everything goes dry. What a dick. Of course Carlo picked him.

      He pulls his hand out of his pocket and offers me a ring. It’s enormous, at least five carats. A single diamond solitaire in a pear shape against yellow gold. It’s ugly. There is no way in hell I’m wearing that. I shake my head. He doesn’t deserve a single word.

      His frown deepens as he thrusts it at me. “You will wear your ring at all times. As for your clothing you will not wear those short skirts any longer. I don’t need other men looking at my wife with lust. While we’re in Vegas we have a reputation to uphold. You want to do the conventions, you can do them but no more cosplaying. It’s time to put childish things away. If you want to keep working you can do it as long as it’s from home and you don’t have male clients you’re alone with. You’ll get your computer back if you follow those rules.”

      “What in the actual fuck did you just say to me?” The words are out before I can stop them.

      “So you do talk.” The fucker sounds disappointed.

      “Fuck you. I’m not doing this. You can tell Carlo you tried.” Since I’ve already talked to him it doesn’t matter now if I don’t. I turn to leave. I’m not going home. I’m going straight to the airport.

      A large hand is around my arm pulling me back to him. The touch sends heat and electricity through me so strong it scares the hell out of me. “No. That isn’t acceptable. You belong to me now. This marriage is happening. I should have known you wouldn’t appreciate honesty and being real with each other. If you’re going to live in a fantasy world, fine. I’ll play but⁠—”

      “Are you trying to be a complete and total fucker? I’m not marrying you. I don’t appreciate an asshole insulting me within the first ninety seconds without even saying hello. I don’t belong to anyone. If I did, I would decide and you wouldn’t even make the top one hundred on the list. Let me go, asshole.” I hiss when I try to pull away but his hand only tightens.

      He steps closer, his chest brushes against mine and I shudder. My nipples are so hard they hurt. The clean scent of him teases my senses, moss, rain, something woodsy, something all him. I back up, not able to take another minute more. I don’t like the way my body is responding to him when he’s such a dick. His intense sapphire blue eyes flare with heat. “That’s where you’re wrong. Your father has given you to me. I was trying to be open and honest with you. My intent was to ease you into this. But that’s not what you wanted. Remember that going forward.”

      Every word feels like a threat. He feels like a threat. Tony Sabatini is taller and wider but I have never once been afraid of him. Sandro makes me afraid—not of physical pain. Despite his big hand around my arm, I don’t fear violence from him. I’m afraid of the way I want more of his touch, the way my skin is too hot and tight and how I have no doubt it’s because of him and only he can soothe this.

      An eyebrow lifts. He lets me go. I retreat until my back meets the wall. I shake my head, it’s all I can do. Before he can say another word I run for the door. I flee from the house grateful I don’t encounter another person.

      I make it to the edge of the block where I lean against a wrought iron fence. A black Cadillac Escalade stops in front of me. I refuse to look up. I was stupid to trust Tony Sabatini once, I’m not doing it again.

      Tony is in front of me. I want to be able to push away from the fence and walk away without a word to him but I’m still too winded. Collapsing in a heap at his feet is not happening.

      “Carina,” I keep my eyes on the ground. He sighs. “I understand all of this is… scary. However, out in the world without protection is going to be a lot scarier. For you and your parents. I’m aware you believe your mother and father don’t care for you, you’re wrong. Marrying Sandro is a way of keeping you safe for them. You might think going out on your own is an option. I hate to tell you the real world is harder than you think it is.”

      Shaking my head, I push away from the fence intent on walking away.

      “How do you think you have as large of a bank account as you do? How is it that you weren’t met by the police for what you did to your boyfriend?” The words are a sigh.

      “What?” How does he know about that?

      “Since your sister met her future husband you’ve been under his protection. He not only has more of your artwork than any client you’ve had since you started, he also has men watching out for you. For the first time since I’ve heard the name Valdez someone else fixed it instead of him, your Sandro.”

      No fucking way. I knew Milos is in love with Celia. And all this time he’s taken care of not only her but me. It takes two seconds to figure out who he was pretending to be. The week Celia won the scholarship I was contacted through my store. A client wanted a drawing of a black kitten with silver eyes. He didn’t care how much it cost, he wanted it as large as I was willing to do it. The first was on paper then he came back for it on canvas. Over the years he’s commissioned, holy shit almost thirty thousand dollars in art work but he also always tipped insanely well. My accountant ran the numbers on him and his tips were almost five thousand a year alone.

      My stomach knots as what else he said hit me. “How did they know about Ben? What do you mean the police?”

      “The men who watched over you are Valdez’s men. Milos thought they were best to ensure you never saw the same men every time. This wasn’t the first time they kept you safe and from the consequences of your own actions.”

      I feel the blush wash over me as I wonder how many times they’ve saved my ass. Of Tony knowing what happened with Ben. All I want to do is see Celia, for her to tell me what to do. I’m walking away from Tony, ignoring him call my name. It’s a block before I even pay attention to where I’m going. I flag a cab and have it take me to Milos’s home where Celia sent me a text telling me she’s now staying.

      The entire drive my mind is a mess. Did Celia know about Milos? Would Milos tell her anything? Why was she the lucky one who got a man who was in love with her? Someone who gave a shit about not just her but her sister. Me, I get a guy who called me a kid and told me I needed to grow up. Who looked at me like I was something that crawled out from under a bridge. He didn’t want me, didn’t care about me, all I am is a means to an end. A guy as gorgeous as him would grow to resent me for not being what he could have—some sexy blonde with legs up to her neck. He’ll cheat before our honeymoon is over and I’ll have to endure the whispers of women and them looking down on me.

      When I see Celia, I’m not proud of the way I throw myself at her. I’m not sure if I make any sense at all. “Carlo is making me marry. A guy out of Vegas.” How do I not even know his last name for fucks sake? “Luca is going to stay in Chicago and take over Tony’s territory. Luca’s number two is being forced to marry me in exchange for taking over. It’s awful. He’s so gorgeous. A man like him wants nothing to do with me.” I can’t forget the way those blue eyes ran over me with disdain. “He stares at me like he's looking at living bubonic plague. I can’t do it.”

      I don’t dare tell her what he said about me cosplaying—Celia has already urged me to stop. Not because she thought it was childish but because she was worried men would sexually assault me. Which I was too ashamed to admit happened often. Assholes thought the skin on show was available to touch and squeeze and pinch. I have yet to leave a single convention when I was cosplaying without being pinched, kissed or felt up against my will. Words won’t come, only tears. Celia, ever the sweet sister holds me while I sob.

      It’s a long time before I manage to stop crying. Celia is patient as she cleans me up using almost an entire box of tissues.

      “Run away with me.” I plead.

      “Oh honey.” She hugs me tight. I know what she’s going to say before she says it. “I can’t. I love you so much but I can’t.”

      Her words confirm it for me. She loves him. And I want to tell her about the things he’s done for me because he loves her. Except I don’t dare. To do it means to tell her my own secrets I’m not ready to share. As much as I urge her to believe he cares for her, she doesn’t see it.

      “I don’t think so. But I do believe some day he will. In the end, this is who we are. While I was at school, I didn’t fit in with them either. This is the world I belong in.” Her eyes are soft. “We belong in. We wouldn’t be happy outside of it. I’m not sure if it’s because we’ve always grown up in it. Maybe our brains became wired differently by what we had as our version of normal.”

      No, it doesn’t have to be this way. I can change. I refuse to be what they want me to be. I choose who I want to be and how I want to live.

      Celia refuses to let me leave unless I’m driven.

      The urge to tell the driver to take me to O’Hare instead of home is so high I check my bank balance. I’m fucked on one level because I forgot my carryon with Tony. My passport was in it. I still have my wallet and bank cards. Except I have to go home to get my birth certificate and social security card.

      I thank the driver and hop out of the large SUV.
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      Sandro

      Watching the way Carina flees the room as if she were running for her life, I wince at how badly I fucked up.

      I had a clear, concise plan. Then she appeared and all thought short-circuited. Carina is indeed all woman. She’s also unbelievably adorable and so fucking sexy she made every inch of my body hard. I like Tony Sabatini, I respect him, I would have no problem putting my life on the line to protect him. But seeing his hand at her back, I wanted to tear him apart piece by piece for touching her.

      Her green eyes were wide and staring up at me. She was so small, so delicate, her youth shined from her eyes. Pink hair was in two mini-buns like Sailor Moon. There was nothing unique about her heart-shaped face, or even her long, thin nose over her wide, lush mouth. Yet I couldn’t take my eyes off her face.

      Rhinestones trailed along the top of her eyelids to the end of the eyeliner wing. Her pink button-down shirt was held closed by two buttons over a silky white camisole. The two buttons were right beneath round, heavy breasts drawing any red-blooded man’s eyes to them. The skirt she wore looked like it was a Catholic school girl thing and was too fucking short. I could see her thighs easily.

      Carina’s body is a luscious wet dream. I wanted those thighs in my hand, her legs wrapped around me and those plump lips in a fuck me red wrapped around my cock. Instantly, I hated myself for wanting her when she was so much younger than me. And like the fucker I am, I took it out on her.

      I told her what I planned, in a rush without thinking. She flinched, I was going to apologize then she opened her mouth and told me to fuck off. It didn’t matter I deserved it. Her talking back pissed me off. Women didn’t tell me no—no one told me no.

      I tried to remember everything I planned but when she said she wasn’t going to marry me, all I wanted to do was throw her over my shoulder and carry her back to the hotel with me and show her just how much she belonged to me. I had no doubt she felt it, that insane need that surged through me was on her beautiful face.

      The only thing that held me in place was awareness Carlo was watching, if not watching the bastard was listening. There was no way he could know how badly I wanted her. If he did, he’d use it against the both of us.

      It didn’t help when I tried to follow her and ran into Tony with a look of disgust on his face. He didn’t need to say it, I knew what he thought of me. And fuck it all, I deserved it. She’s a kid compared to me. I should have handled her softer.

      Carlo called me into his office, her mother was nowhere to be found. “Are you fucking kidding me? Do you have any idea what I went through to get Cassandra to say yes to you marrying Carina? Then I got to worry about you and her having kids and how people are going to see you both being Filipino and⁠—”

      “Are you serious? Look, you racist fucker. My mother was half-Filipino. I’m not half the way everyone keeps fucking saying. Because no one listens, all they hear is I’m not full Italian.” I’m so angry, I don’t trust myself not to wrap my hands around his throat and squeeze.

      He shakes his head. “Whatever. With you two combined it’s going to be enough for people to tell. It’s going to be bad enough but they better have my last name.”

      “No fucking way will they have your name. Why should they when she doesn’t? Our kids will have my last name and when you die your name will die with you.” I walk away before I give into the desire to wrap my hands around his neck and squeeze.

      How dare the motherfucker say shit about our kids that I’m not even thinking about. Our kids were going to be fucking adorable, girls all of them and a half dozen of them if I had anything to say about it. The thought stops me short, kids? No this isn’t about kids it’s about this fucker treating his daughter like shit because she wasn’t one hundred percent Italian. I slam out of his office. Refusing to consider if it’s disrespectful or not. Because killing him would be much worse.

      I’m in the back of the SUV with no idea where the fuck I’m going. I give in and tell the driver to take me to Dominic’s club. I need liquor and space. If I go back to the hotel I’m going to get so drunk I can’t walk let alone think.

      The guy at the door lets me in with a nod, remembering me from the time I was here last year.

      I’m at the bar sipping on scotch when Luca sits down next to me. “You look like shit. Aren’t you supposed to be in bed?”
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