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PROLOGUE
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Noah

I PULLED MY CAR INTO the private garage of my family’s company, and immediately one of my soldiers was opening the door for me while two others scanned the perimeter for any suspicious activity.

I hated having someone constantly breathing down my neck; I didn’t need that much protection. I thought I could handle myself, but my father didn’t share that opinion. He trusted the training he’d given me, but said that as his successor, I’d always be in greater danger than any other member of our family. Part of that concern, I knew, came from the pressure my mother put on him, demanding tighter security for me. I thought it was overkill.

Besides, we were going through a tense period. After the old capo of the Outfit—the Chicago mob—died, his eldest son took over the business and was making things a little difficult for us. The guy was threatening the peace between the Cosa Nostra and the Outfit and pushing for an unnecessary war. One we wouldn’t run from, but would rather avoid.

My father was trying his hardest not to break this alliance with the Outfit, because they were an important ally in our eternal struggle against our greatest enemy, the Bratva. Plus, going to war with them wouldn’t be good for business—it would draw federal attention our way.

What the Outfit’s capo was doing wasn’t smart. After all, the Cosa Nostra would survive without them, but without us, the Outfit wouldn’t stand a chance against the Bratva. The guy didn’t seem to care about that and wasn’t making things easy. But my father was already getting irritated, and when Pietro Esposito lost his patience, he’d go to war with everything he had.

[image: ]

AT NINETEEN, I WAS already fully active in the mob. I’d become a key member and stood by my father’s side for all decisions, especially after my grandfather and Uncle Enzo stepped back from the direct affairs of the Cosa Nostra. That’s why, at that moment, I was heading to the company for a meeting with Severo, the Outfit’s capo.

I went straight to my father’s office, knocked, and entered. I carefully observed Severo seated to the left of my father, with two of his soldiers standing close by. Some of our men were also present—after all, we had guests who weren’t exactly trustworthy.

There was an empty chair beside my father, waiting for me, his direct successor. In the other chairs were Uncle Raphael, Lorenzo, Uncle Romeu, Inácio, Chase, and Vincenzo, who was also being brought into the mob’s activities.

Like me, everyone kept their expressions closed. We couldn’t let our guard down; none of us were raised and trained to be trusting and kind outside the home, especially in situations like this. In fact, ever since I’d heard about the urgent meeting, my instincts had warned me something was about to happen. I didn’t yet know the purpose of this gathering, but I was certain my father would only do what was best for the organization, so I was ready to follow his decisions. As I walked to the chair, I greeted everyone.

“Good morning. Sorry for the delay, something came up,” I said and sat beside my father, all eyes on me.

The men just nodded and maintained their tense posture. Strange, I thought. My father and Uncle Raphael had always been my best friends, so I knew their expressions. They weren’t happy about the reason for this meeting; in fact, none of my people were.

“Now that Noah is here, we can begin,” my father said.

“I’d like to know why we’re gathered here,” I inquired, serious.

“We’re just here to discuss business, young man. Don’t worry,” Severo replied.

I didn’t like the tone he used and looked at my father, meeting his gaze silently urging me to stay calm. I was growing more tense and vigilant by the second, so I let my instinct take over, touched the gun in my holster, and spoke again, looking directly at Severo.

“Then let’s get started, because I have other important matters to attend to today.”

Severo laughed again, staring at me. His attitude was already pissing me off; two of the many personality traits I’d inherited from my father and grandfather were a lack of patience and a disgust for games. So, I shifted my gaze to my father, and with a nod of his head, he again asked me to stay calm.

“It’s in none of our interests to break the alliance between the Cosa Nostra and the Outfit. It makes us stronger and has always borne good fruit. It would be a shame if that happened. We share the Bratva as a common enemy and need to continue joining forces,” Severo said.

At that moment, the man looked at my father, who looked back at me with a tense expression.

“Severo wants you as a son-in-law, Noah,” my father said, ending the suspense.

That revelation caught me off guard. I was usually prepared for anything, but getting married at nineteen had never been in my plans. Besides, my father had always made it clear that my marriage would be a medium-term future event and that I could choose the woman I wanted to unite with, as long as she was from within the mob, of course.

I was born into the mob world and destined to be the next Don, so I knew my marriage would be demanded sooner than my cousins’, but I hadn’t imagined it would be this soon. In that moment, I understood the strange looks from my father and Uncle Raphael.

I was pulled from my thoughts when Severo slid his phone across the table to me.

“Look, this is my daughter. Isn’t she beautiful?” he asked.

I reluctantly picked up the phone and was horrified by the photo. The girl couldn’t be more than fourteen. She’s a fucking child! What the hell is this? I thought. I refused to believe my father was supporting this bullshit.

I stood up, violently scraping the chair back and startling both our soldiers and his. I was furious.

“You want me to marry a fucking child?” I said, seething with anger and slamming my hand on the table.

This was a very complex issue for me because my maternal grandfather was a bastard like the one in front of me. He was never a loving grandfather to me and Julie, but I truly began to hate him when I learned how he treated my mother and the way he bargained her off to my grandfather Matheo—as if she were merchandise.

Men like “Grandpa” Aleksander disgusted me. When I learned the whole story, the most I could do for him was not kill him, but from that day on, I no longer considered him my grandfather. The only grandfather who had my love and respect was Matheo Esposito.

“Noah, sit down!” my father said, with his calm, authoritative boss tone, and I had no choice but to obey.

I sat down and looked at him, a little disappointed. No one else in the room would notice, but he certainly would. Still, I knew he’d have an explanation for this.

I had always respected and obeyed my father without question because I knew he would always do what was best for my mother, Julie, and me.

Pietro Esposito always protected and loved our family above all else. On the streets, he didn’t usually expose our private life, but at home, he and my mother were a model couple for me. In fact, I couldn’t deny that I’d developed high standards for the kind of marriage I wanted because I had the best example right at home.

My father had always been impeccable, but if he told me he agreed with this absurdity, I’d probably rebel against him for the first time in my life.

I didn’t want things to happen this way because he was my father, someone I loved and respected. Besides, Pietro Esposito was my Don, and as his successor, I shouldn’t disrespect him like this, especially in front of strangers.

Under other circumstances, when we were alone, we’d disagreed on points before and always discussed them, even though most of the time I realized he was right. However, at that moment, no argument could convince me to marry a child.

I took a deep breath, looked at my father, and calmly and respectfully expressed my discontent.

“You expect me to get engaged to a child? Times have changed; no one marries girls that young anymore.”

“It’s not what you’re thinking, Noah. For now, this is just an agreement between the families. You won’t have any contact. You’ll be engaged, but you’ll only marry when she turns eighteen.”

I still thought it was all completely absurd. I wanted to get married at, I don’t know, maybe thirty. My father was still young and would lead the Cosa Nostra for a long time; I wouldn’t need to take the seat so soon. That girl in the photo was still a child and would have the same life my mother had—kept in private confinement until marriage. It was bullshit.

“I want to speak with my son alone. Please leave,” my father said, sensing my resistance to the topic. “When I’m finished, I’ll call you back in.”

He waited for everyone to leave the office before speaking again, but before leaving, Severo left a little more of his poison behind.

“In the old days, sons were more obedient and didn’t question their fathers’ orders, especially when their father was the Don.”

“Don’t interfere in how I command, much less in my relationship with my son. I’ve never needed to impose my opinion to have his complete respect. I don’t want fear from my son; I want that from my enemies. From my son, I only want respect, just as I demand you respect my decisions. Now, get out,” my father said in his threatening voice.

Severo didn’t argue and left, though his expression made it clear he didn’t like being reprimanded. Moments later, when we were completely alone, my father looked at me intently and spoke.

“First, keep your emotions in check when you’re in public. When we’re alone, you know you can be completely frank with me, but when other people are present, keep everything to yourself and remain impassive,” my father said calmly, but making his dissatisfaction clear, as he always did when reprimanding me.

He never raised his voice with me or my sister; it was enough for him to show his displeasure for us to know our place.

“I’m sorry, Father. I didn’t mean to disrespect you, neither as my father nor as the Don,” I said honestly, and I saw his expression soften slightly.

“Son, it’s not as bad as it seems, at least not for you. I lived a similar story with your mother, and you know how crazy I am about her. Your mother was the best thing that ever happened to me. That bastard grandfather of yours also wanted to seal the marriage when she was still a child, and—”

“He’s not my grandfather!” I interrupted, and he gave me a stern look.

My father hated being interrupted, but I wouldn’t have done it if we weren’t alone.

“As I was saying, Aleksander acted the same way as that idiot out there, and in the end, it all worked out. My father didn’t accept the agreement right away, but I married your mother anyway. Sometimes, it’s foolish to delay the inevitable, unless...” My father paused for a few seconds, thinking. “If you tell me there’s someone on your mind, we won’t accept this agreement. However, if there’s no one, I don’t see a reason to refuse.”

I thought about that, and in the face of my silence, my father looked at me intently.

“Is there someone, Noah?”

Nothing came out of my mouth. I wasn’t sure; my head was a mess. Suddenly, I remembered a conversation from almost a year ago.

“You can’t have a girlfriend.”

“Why not?” I’d asked, loving to see her shy.

“Because you’re going to marry me!”

If I had to evaluate, both possibilities were absurd, but this shit wasn’t a race to see who got there first, and I wasn’t in love with anyone. But why did it not seem so wrong with Cecilia, even though she was also young? I wondered. Maybe it was because she was a family acquaintance, but that shouldn’t be relevant.

“No, Father, there’s no one,” I said more calmly, ignoring my thoughts.

“Then, son, think of it another way. I remember one of the things that made me want your mother was the idea of saving her from an abusive father. In the mob, that’s what happens most often: women are born condemned to be used as bargaining chips and live unhappy lives. Our family is an exception. By marrying this girl, you’ll be helping her, and in the end, you might have a happy marriage, like mine,” my father said, much calmer this time.

My head couldn’t form a single complete thought, so I preferred to remain silent.

“I’ll support you, regardless of what you decide, but remember that once you take her, you must honor your word as a man,” my father said. “I’ll step out and let you think for a bit. I’ll be back in a few minutes with the others to hear your decision.”

My father squeezed my shoulder in a gesture of support and left, leaving me alone with my thoughts.
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THE REASONS MY FATHER gave me were tangible; after all, I’d grown up learning to respect and protect women. I’d do anything to protect them. My mother and Julie, for example, are so delicate and precious that just thinking about the possibility of someone hurting them drove me insane. What I wouldn’t wish for the women in my life, I wouldn’t wish for any other.

My father and I would handpick a fiancé for Julie, and if no one worthy existed, she wouldn’t even have to marry. And I knew my father wasn’t in a hurry for that, either.

The guys in my family and I weren’t good guys. We carried a list of crimes and sins on our backs, but within the laws of our world, we did what we believed was right, and that included caring for, protecting, and respecting our women and all others we could.

Even thinking that way, there was one thing circling my mind and making me doubt which decision to make. I knew that initially, marriages in the mob were just contracts, but everything became easier when the woman actually wanted to get married, and even better, if she specifically wanted to marry you.

A year ago, on that Christmas night, Cecilia made it clear she wanted to marry me. Initially, the idea seemed completely absurd, considering she was practically my sister’s age. However, despite being very young, she seemed very determined to get what she wanted, and her boldness impressed me.

After that night, she got my cell number, probably from one of my cousins, and started messaging me fairly often. Sometimes I even replied, but most of the time, I didn’t.

She seemed mature for her age and was very beautiful, but I didn’t want to give her false hope. Besides, I didn’t think it was appropriate behavior for the future Don to be exchanging messages with an underage girl who, on top of that, was practically family. Thinking that, I started ignoring her messages, but they never stopped coming. The girl was truly determined.

Thinking rationally about the whole thing, marrying Cecilia wouldn’t be a bad move for the organization. After all, the Cosa Nostra and Las Vegas had always been linked. That alliance existed long before I was born. Our families were close, and though we didn’t trust anyone, we knew we could trust them.

My father made it clear the decision was mine, but I knew that, even though he never backed down from a fight, he preferred to keep the peace. He always said it was also a good leader’s job to avoid unnecessary wars and deaths.

Our enemies tried to hit us where it hurt most—our families—so we’d kept things as peaceful as possible for as long as possible. After a lot of thought, I realized the smartest choice was to accept the marriage.

A few minutes later, the office door opened and my father and the others walked in, ending my moment alone. They all sat and looked at me expectantly.

“I’ll marry her, but only when she turns eighteen. Until then, I want her treated well—good schooling, the chance to live as she pleases, within reason. She can travel, play sports, take classes, whatever she wants, as long as she’s protected.”

My father watched me seriously, but I could see the pride in his expression.

“I don’t want her deprived of anything,” I said, looking straight at Severo, who automatically showed his satisfaction with my answer. “Once she marries the future Don, she won’t have a normal or free life.”

“I agree to your conditions. I’ll provide all of that for my daughter, and when she turns eighteen, she’ll be your wife. You’ve made the right decision, young man,” he said, smiling with satisfaction. I didn’t smile back. “I know you won’t have any contact before the wedding, but I think it would be good to at least have a dinner to formalize the arrangement. Let you two meet.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary. The girl’s still a child. She doesn’t need to deal with this kind of situation now,” I said, irritated by the suggestion.

“That’s enough for today,” my father cut in wisely, sensing I was about to lose my temper with the man. “When she turns eighteen, we’ll arrange a lunch for them to meet. Let the girl live her adolescence in peace, without the weight of the marriage hanging over her.”

“Fine,” Severo replied, somewhat reluctantly, and we ended the meeting.
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CHAPTER 1
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Noah

One Week Later

I WAS LYING IN BED, ready to sleep, when my phone chirped, announcing a message. I already knew who it was from. Cecilia had been quiet all week, and to tell the truth, I’d even found her absence a little strange. I’d wondered if she’d already heard about my future marriage, but I quickly dismissed the idea. That subject had been discussed behind closed doors, and it was agreed the news wouldn’t leak, not even within the organization, until the right time. This was an important decision, mainly for the protection of Isadora, my future bride.

I opened the app and, reading the message, was surprised at myself for feeling a flicker of pleasure at the words of that headstrong girl.

Cecilia: Good evening, Noah Esposito. Bet you thought I’d given up on you? Never! I was on a trip with Mom and Dad, so I couldn’t be on my phone—they get on my case about it. Since I don’t want them knowing about us, I kept it off to avoid the temptation of texting you. Did you miss me? I missed you terribly.

I smiled when I finished reading and decided to reply, to be honest with her. The last thing I wanted was to feed her hopes. The girl would suffer when she found out, in a few years, about the arranged marriage that destroyed her chances with me.

I hardly ever replied to her messages, precisely so as not to lead her on, yet the notifications kept coming, and I always liked reading them. Cecilia knew I saw the messages and that if I really didn’t want to receive them, I would have blocked her already. That’s why she never stopped sending them.

For the past year, ever since that Christmas when she confessed her interest in me, there were few days I didn’t get a message from her, all of them making her interest clear and how confident she was that one day we’d get married.

The girl was bold, confident, determined, and seemed willing to win her place by my side at any cost. She had a good sense of humor and was very mature for her age, which made me enjoy the few times I did reply and we developed a conversation. It was good talking to her.

As incredible as it seemed, I was genuinely upset about having to tell her about my future engagement. I didn’t want her to get hurt.

Noah: How are you, Cecilia? Hope you had a good trip with your parents.

I made casual conversation, and the reply took less than a minute.

Cecilia: My prince, you answered! I’m better now, talking to you, you gorgeous man. And to answer your question: the trip was okay, because the only truly wonderful ones will be the ones we take together, after we’re married. By the way, I changed my hair. See if you like my new look.

I laughed reading that. I liked her spontaneous way. The message came with a photo. I opened it, and she looked beautiful. Cecilia had always been beautiful, but at almost seventeen, she was changing, shedding her teenage look and becoming a woman. She had chocolate-colored eyes and hair, full lips, and was petite and delicate like all the women in her family. In fact, she reminded me a little of my mother’s delicate manner. She was beautiful, no two ways about it.

When the phone chirped with a new notification, it pulled me out of my admiration for that photo.

Cecilia: Aren’t you going to say anything? I’m dying of anticipation here.

Noah: You look very pretty, Cecilia. Though it’s not my place, I approve of the new look.

Cecilia: Of course it’s your place. I want to always be beautiful for you!

Noah: I’m flattered, but that’s not right. Actually, I need to tell you something, but it’s a secret. Can I trust you?

Cecilia: Of course you can, prince.

Noah: Cut that ‘prince’ shit. I couldn’t be further from being one. I’m not a good guy, and you know that.

Cecilia: You’re not a fairy-tale prince, and I’m not a princess who needs saving. So what? I know you’re no good—after all, I live with a mobster, remember? I know exactly who you all are. Even though I haven’t seen you in action, I know what you’re capable of, but I also know how good the men in your family and mine are to their women. You’ll be a good husband, just like my father and yours. I promise I’ll only call you prince in private. No one will ever know.

Noah: We won’t have a private life, Cecilia, because we won’t get married.

I thought it better to be blunt. The more she made plans and deluded herself, the more uncomfortable I felt. I wasn’t usually too concerned with the deluded girls who’d passed through my life. They deluded themselves because they wanted to; I never gave them hope. But with Cecilia it was different. I had a soft spot for her.

Cecilia: It’s no use running. I know our destiny is to be together. Why so much resistance?

Noah: It’s not resistance. As the next Don’s successor, I don’t have a choice. My father will choose someone for the good of the organization, and I have to accept that.

Cecilia: You know Uncle Pietro would never force you.

Noah: Guys like me, even with the illusion of choice, don’t really have one! I need to think rationally, always for the good of the family.

Cecilia: Noah, are you trying to tell me something? Spit it out!

Noah: My wife has already been chosen, and it’s not you. I’m getting married in a few years. My father and I have already given our word.

I typed it all out at once, and this time, the reply didn’t come quickly. Strangely, that bothered me, but I gave her time to absorb the information. A few minutes later, she finally replied.

Cecília: You can’t! You promised me.

Noah: I never promised you anything, but I really am sorry.

The reply was slow in coming again... in fact, it didn’t come at all. Instead, my phone rang. I thought about not answering, but imagining how sad she must be, I couldn’t bring myself to ignore it.

“Hi, Cecilia,” I said, more gently than usual, to my own surprise.

“Noah, you can’t marry another woman. I love you! No other girl will ever love you like I do. I’ve loved you since the first time I saw you, and I’m not giving up on you.”

Those words left me speechless and unsettled. I have to confess, inexplicably, they got to me. I was flattered to hear it, and I realized instantly it wasn’t just my male ego talking.

I wasn’t in love with Cecilia, but hearing her say she loved me pleased me, especially in a world like ours. Marrying a woman who loved me would be much easier and more pleasant than marrying one who was probably being trained to fake feelings for me or who merely accepted her fate.

Cecilia was spontaneous, funny, and for that entire past year, she’d shown herself to be passionate about me and determined to win me over and become my wife one day. And that didn’t displease me, I had to confess.

I hadn’t even talked to my father about that possibility, thinking it was too early. We still had about two years until Cecilia came of age and we could even consider the possibility of marriage. In my plans, that wouldn’t happen until I was around thirty.

I wanted my future wife to study, travel, and see a bit of the world outside the mob before marriage, because after we married, I couldn’t afford to give her that much freedom. A Don’s wife was always a prime target for his enemies.

“Noah, are you there? Say something,” Cecilia asked, and damn, she was crying.

“Don’t cry, kid. I’m sure you’ll find a guy to make you happy, someone who deserves you,” I said, swallowing the lump that had formed in my throat.

Deep down, I didn’t like the idea of seeing her with another man either, but I had no right to chain her to a feeling that wouldn’t be returned.

She didn’t answer me, just hung up in my face.

Damn. I was nineteen, and in my world, a guy my age already had considerable mileage. I’d killed many men—made a real mess of some of them—and I regretted none of it. So why was this situation bothering me so much?

Cecilia was a pure, innocent girl. Though mature for her age, she was still a teenager and would surely forget this whole notion of marrying me easily enough. I didn’t like the thought of not getting any more of her messages, full of subtext and good humor.

I shook my head, as if the gesture could dislodge my thoughts. I needed to stop thinking about it and focus on what had to be done. Cecilia would get over it, and I certainly would too. That’s what I hoped.

[image: ]

THE NEXT DAY, I WOKE up a little irritable. When I went downstairs, my parents and Julie were at the table having breakfast; it was Saturday, and we weren’t going to work.

“Good morning, my love. I wanted to wait for you for breakfast, but your father and sister were hungry.”

“It’s fine, Mom, don’t worry about it.”

I went to my mother, kissed her forehead, then approached Julie and gave her a kiss too, but the annoying brat wiped her forehead where I’d kissed her. I laughed, nodded to my father, and sat down at the table.

“Is everything alright, Noah?” my father asked.

He’d been more cautious with me since the day he finalized my engagement. Actually, I think he was afraid he was forcing me, but he wasn’t. I’d accepted that proposal because I wanted to and because it was the right thing to do. Even though the Cecilia situation was really bothering me, I didn’t regret the decision I’d made.

“Everything’s fine, Dad,” I replied, avoiding his gaze.

I was sure he didn’t believe me, but he didn’t ask anything else, and I was relieved.
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CHAPTER 2
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Cecilia

3 Years Later

I WOKE UP FAR TOO EARLY, buzzing with nerves. I checked the time on my phone and huffed when I saw it was only 7 a.m. The jet wasn’t leaving until lunchtime, so there was no reason for me to be up this early, but I’d barely slept. Every time I thought about seeing him, about us spending a few days in the same place, a cold knot tightened in my stomach and my heart started hammering like crazy. I didn’t even know anymore if that feeling was good or bad.

I used to love this time of year, especially because our families would get together for Christmas. I loved being with the Espositos when we were all kids, and later, as teenagers too. Deep down, I guess I still did.

Everything changed when I fell for a guy I could never have. I refused to listen to reason, I bet everything on that feeling and fed the hope that one day I might become his wife. Instead, he broke my heart.

I changed how I acted around him, treating him like just a friend, but I never forgot him or gave up hope. It would have been too humiliating to keep pushing for something he’d made clear had no future. So, to keep us from losing touch, all I could do was pretend I’d accepted his decision.

My head might have accepted it, but my heart never did. I’d rather have Noah as just a friend than not have him in my life at all. And I wasn’t lying when I said if it couldn’t be him, it wouldn’t be anyone else.

After almost a month of not speaking—the last time was when he told me he was going to marry someone else—I couldn’t stand missing him anymore. I decided to start texting him again, but this time as a friend, because I knew if he sensed I was still in love with him, he’d cut me off. He was honorable like that.

Just to keep him in my life, I pretended I’d let go of the idea of being his wife, but the love I felt for him was, more than ever, alive inside me.

We kept texting through all these years. No one, except Raphaela and Sophia—who’d become my best friends—knew how I felt about him, but even they didn’t know about our communication. With everyone’s busy schedules, our families hadn’t managed to get together for Christmas since, so this would be the first time in three years we’d see each other. And as much as I was euphoric at the thought of seeing him again, I was also terrified.

I wanted so badly to see him. I knew I shouldn’t get my hopes up, but things would be easier if he weren’t the most beautiful guy I’d ever laid eyes on, if he didn’t have those impossibly blue eyes, that wicked smile, and that cocky, magnetic swagger he’d inherited from his father. If he weren’t so easy to talk to and didn’t make me feel wanted during our conversations. For him, I was sure it was just normal friend stuff, but for me, it was essential, like the air I breathed.

After I confessed my feelings for Noah, Sophia used to say I had terrible taste in men. I had to agree with her, because of all the men in the world I could have wanted, I only wanted one, and he was already taken.

The last time we saw each other, on a Christmas night, he was 19 and I was 16. I wanted him even then and made it clear during our talk in the garden, but to my frustration, he treated me the same way he treated his little sister, Julie. I was older than Julie, but that didn’t seem to matter to him when I pointed it out.

It would be perfect for us to be together now, because I was 19, but age didn’t matter anymore. He was practically engaged to someone else. I didn’t know her—nobody really did—but the wedding was supposed to happen in about a year. I shouldn’t have, but I still had hope.

I sighed, got out of bed, and took a shower. Full of nervous energy, I finished packing my bag. A few minutes later, as I was zipping it shut, someone knocked on my bedroom door. I told them to come in.

“Morning, sweetheart. Just checking if you’re ready. They’re predicting rain later, so I thought we’d head out early.”

“That’s great. I’m all ready!”

“Great, why? What’s with all the excitement, Cecilia?” my dad asked, suspicion in his voice.

My dad was one of the most jealous guys I knew. He and my mom had a quick fling and I was the result, but he never knew about the pregnancy. Knowing he was a mafioso, my mom fled to Canada to hide.

Her plan didn’t work out so well, because when my dad found out I existed—I was six by then—he came after us and brought us to live with him in Las Vegas. At first, they just co-parented me, but they ended up getting involved again and got married.

“It’s nothing, Dad. I just miss everyone. I’ll get ready and be right down.”

“Alright, honey. We’ll leave after breakfast,” my dad said, heading for the door, but he stopped before leaving. “Oh, your grandfather’s already here and he’s dying to see you. Don’t be long.”

“Okay, I’ll be right down,” I said, smiling.

Demetrio wasn’t my real grandfather, he was my uncle, but the old man had won me over so completely that I’d started calling him Grandpa even before I called Thomaz Dad.

As soon as my dad closed the door, I threw on some comfortable clothes for the long flight ahead and went downstairs. When I reached the living room, my grandfather stood up to greet me. I hurried over to him and hugged him tight. He squeezed me in his arms, like he always did, and kissed the top of my head.

“Look how you’ve grown, my love!” he said, as affectionate as ever.

“It’s only been two months since you saw her, Uncle. Don’t be so dramatic,” my dad said, laughing.

“Learn something, Thomaz: kids grow up fast. Cecilia’s not a little girl anymore, she’s becoming a beautiful young woman. She’ll be getting married before you know it.”

“Hey, stop talking about me like I’m not here. For your information, I have no plans to get married anytime soon.”

“That’s my girl!” my dad said, grinning.

“Girls your age are usually so romantic. I bet there’s already some suitor in that little heart of yours,” my grandfather said, pinching my nose like I was still a child. To them, I guess I still was.

“There’s no suitor, Grandpa,” I replied, gently removing his hand from my face but smiling back.

“Good morning, Demetrio. Good morning, sweetheart,” my mom arrived, all smiles, and greeted us with hugs.

She went over to my dad, hugged him, and gave him a kiss.

“Let’s have breakfast quickly. We have a long journey ahead,” she called, and we all went to the table.
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AFTER EXHAUSTING HOURS on the plane and nearly an hour on the yacht, we were finally arriving at Honey Island, the most beautiful, paradisiacal place I’d ever seen.

The island was perfect, which had nothing to do with my current state of mind. It was impossible not to feel your heart warm looking at that breathtaking scenery. I still had my eyes closed, feeling the sun and wind on my face, when the boat stopped. I looked toward the sand, and there were Uncle Romeo, Chase, Uncle Matheo, Raphaela, and Sophia waiting for us. I instantly perked up. It had been so long since I’d seen them, and I’d missed them like crazy. As soon as I reached the pier, Uncle Romeo came to hug me.

“Look how beautiful you are, my princess! How many assholes will your dad and I have to kill on your account?” he joked, hugging me and lifting me off my feet.

Uncle Romeo—who also wasn’t really an uncle, but a cousin—had always been like this, lively and playful, a lot like my grandfather and very different from most of the guys in our world.

He kissed my cheek and went to help my dad with our bags. Then Uncle Matheo and Chase greeted me too and went to help my dad and Uncle Romeo. Raphaela and Sophia nearly knocked me over with a double hug.

“It’s been forever, Ceci!” Rapha and Sophia shouted in unison. “We missed you so much.”

“Me too, so much,” I said, smiling at them.

Suddenly, I felt a shiver on my skin and a strange, intense sensation in my chest. I looked up toward the house and understood. He was on his bedroom balcony, talking on the phone, distracted, looking out at the sea.

Noah Esposito was tall and solidly built, with brown hair and a trimmed beard that gave him a bad-boy look. He didn’t seem like he was only 22, maybe because of the sheer presence that radiated from his gaze and his posture. He was the future Don, and he looked completely ready for the role.

“Oh, no, Ceci,” Sophia got my attention. “Don’t even look at him. Stay away from Noah.”

“I’m not looking the way you think I am,” I lied.

“Good, because my cousin is a womanizer. He’s having his fun until his engagement day arrives, parading a different woman around every hour,” she said, and my stupid heart clenched.

“Let’s forget about Noah and go inside. You’re staying in our room,” Raphaela said, pulling me by the hand, and we walked toward the mansion.

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Cecilia

I FELT IMMENSELY HAPPY entering the mansion and being greeted with so many hugs and kisses from my dear cousins. Our only bond was the one we’d built over the years through our families’ friendship, but it was enough for me to love them as if they were my own family.

I was an only child, so when we were little and our families got together, it was the highlight of my world. And even after all these years, with most of us grown, I still felt happy and welcomed in their presence.

After hugging everyone, including the aunts and uncles, I went upstairs with Raphaela to put my suitcase away and change.

“You still like him,” Raphaela said, out of the blue.

I was hanging my clothes in the closet they’d set aside for me, and I flinched at the conviction in her voice—she was talking about the one thing I’d been trying so hard to hide.

“I’m over it, Rapha. I’ve accepted he’s not for me,” I said without looking at her, finishing up with my things.

“You’re a terrible liar, Ceci,” she said. “And look, it’s okay, I’m not judging you. Noah’s my cousin, so I don’t see him that way, but I know he turns a lot of heads.”

“He really is gorgeous, hot, strong...” I said, then cleared my throat when I realized I probably had a stupid, dreamy look on my face, “but I know about his responsibilities. I know he’s going to marry a woman hand-picked by Uncle Pietro.”

“I think if it weren’t for all that, he’d marry you. Look how beautiful you are,” she said, taking my shoulders and steering me toward the mirror. “You two would make a perfect couple.”

“Rapha, I know you’re just trying to help and you’re a sweetheart, but we both know that in our world, beauty isn’t enough. In the mafia, marriages are contracts. They’re about everything except love.”

“Okay, you’re right. Let’s forget about it and put on a bikini so we can enjoy the beach,” she said with a smile, and I nodded.
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WE SPENT A GOOD PART of the day at the beach. We only stopped for lunch and then went back. Julie, Sophia, Antonella, and Bela joined us in the afternoon. The whole time, I didn’t see Noah, and to my disappointment, he hadn’t even come down to say hello when I arrived.

Early in the evening, when we went down for dinner, the whole family was gathered around the large table. Considering the dangerous, tense lives we led, moments like these were rare and precious for all of us. I sat between Raphaela and Sophia, and we ate in a relaxed, familiar atmosphere.

I’d been anxious to see him, and it felt like a bucket of cold water when I realized he was the only one not at the table. I didn’t know how he’d react when he saw me. He was discreet, polite, and no one knew about our online conversations, but I’d imagined he’d keep his distance.

After dinner, the guys went to the game room, our parents gathered in the living room for wine, and the girls called me to go watch the guys play.

Noah

That Day, Earlier

I WAS LYING ON THE bed when someone knocked on my suite door. I told them to come in.

“Son, are you feeling alright? Why haven’t you come down yet?”

“I’m fine, Mom. I’ll be down in a minute.”

“Thomaz, Lavínia, Cecília, and Demétrio are here and they asked about you; your father did, too.”

“Alright, let’s go,” I said, getting up from the bed.

I knew my mother wouldn’t rest until I came downstairs.

When I reached the living room, I greeted everyone—or almost everyone—and sat on the sofa. My father, my grandfather, Demétrio, and Thomaz were talking business, as expected. Uncle Raphael and the others were scattered around the room, all chatting casually. Cecília and Raphaela were nowhere to be seen, but the other women were talking in a corner, all speaking at once as always happened when our family got together.

A moment later, my phone vibrated in my pocket. I took it out to see who it was, then stepped outside to take the call. When I hung up and looked back inside the house, I saw her. Cecília was as beautiful as ever, her delicate doll-like face a little pale, and she was wearing a beach cover-up that looked amazing on her. The girl had grown up; it was impossible not to notice she had nothing left of that little girl from three years ago.

She didn’t see me, and I preferred it that way. I wasn’t running from her, really. I was running from myself.

Years ago, after Cecília hung up the phone crying when she found out about my engagement, I caught myself looking at my phone over and over, anxious for any message from her. She disappeared for almost thirty days, and that’s when I realized I’d gotten used to—and liked—waking up every day to a good morning text from her or falling asleep with her wishing me good night.

I felt strangely empty without her messages, and the day she finally decided to get back in touch, I caught myself smiling like an idiot, staring at her name on my phone screen.

Since then, we’d gone back to texting, but only as friends. She told me about her day, the courses she was taking, and when she traveled, she’d send photos from her trips. In short, we were always connected. Even though I didn’t usually have much patience for that kind of thing, I liked listening when it was about her.

Neither of us brought up the engagement again, and for the first time in my life, when I talked to her, I felt like a regular guy. With Cecília, I allowed myself to be just that. Not even my parents saw me as relaxed as I was when I talked to her.

Cecília was the one who did most of the talking; I just responded. I didn’t talk about my daily life with her. We talked more about trivial things, like our music tastes and favorite foods, or countries we’d like to visit. I barely recognized myself.

With her, I didn’t feel the weight of my family’s legacy on my shoulders. I was just Noah Esposito, some guy in his twenties, because that’s how she treated me.

Often, my rational side told me it was very wrong to nurture something between us that I knew had no future, but I simply couldn’t stop. Day and night, I found myself longing for her messages to arrive.

I had no fidelity commitment to Isadora. In the meeting where we formalized the agreement, it was decided that before we were officially engaged, I could see as many women as I wanted. For my part, it wouldn’t be a problem if she experimented with other guys, too, but that would never be allowed in the mafia. So even though I voiced that opinion, I was outvoted.

In our world, the men were chauvinistic, and the gender inequality was enormous. While I could have as many women as I wanted before marriage, Isadora was expected to remain a virgin until our wedding day; not even a kiss with another guy was permitted.

I wasn’t raised by a chauvinistic father—quite the opposite. My mother always said he was a prince. However, all the men in my family were utterly possessive of their women, even before marriage. I couldn’t pick the worst one.

Apparently, I hadn’t inherited that trait from them, since the thought of Isadora being with another guy didn’t bother me in the slightest—I couldn’t care less. Only after we were married and she became my wife would things be different.

I remembered one conversation I had with my father where he was puzzled by my lack of interest in my future bride. Severo always kept us updated on his daughter’s whereabouts, so a few months ago, when I walked into my father’s office, he came to brief me.

“Your future father-in-law just called to say Isadora is on vacation with her mother. He assured us she’s safe and that no man will get near her.”

“Good to know she’s safe. As for her having a fling, I wouldn’t mind,” I said distractedly, because I really wasn’t interested in that conversation.

“You wouldn’t mind if another man touched her?” my father asked, sounding surprised.

“Why would I mind? I see other women, Dad!”

“I know, son, but it’s strange that it doesn’t bother you...”

“I wouldn’t be completely comfortable if, when we married, I found out she was no longer a virgin. It would be a bad situation because of the world we live in, but I wouldn’t mind if she’d had a few flings out there,” I replied. “Times are different, Dad. Until we sign the papers, she’s single.”

“You’re saying that because you don’t love her, Noah. The day you love her, you’ll be happy to know she’s never been touched by anyone but you.”

“Maybe you’re right,” I said, and dropped the subject.

Even after we changed topics, I noticed my father looking at me questioningly. He was really thrown by my answers in that conversation. Funny thing was, I didn’t care about Isadora, but I was always alert during my father’s conversations with Thomaz. And I always feared that in one of their calls, he’d mention he was looking for a marriage match for Cecília. Fortunately, that hadn’t happened... Yet!
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INSTEAD OF GOING BACK to the living room, I decided to take the jet ski out for a ride. Minutes later, I was docking at my favorite spot, a deserted little islet attached to my grandmother’s island.

Apparently, no one else knew about the place, because it was always empty. So when I first showed this islet to my father, he said it would be a good fallback point if we ever had an emergency and needed a temporary refuge. A few days later, he had a cabin built there, and ever since, it’s always been stocked with emergency food, water, weapons, and clothes.

This refuge had never been used for emergencies, and the only people who knew of its existence were my father, my grandfather, and me. So that’s where I went when I needed privacy—something very hard to come by with my big family—to sort out my thoughts.

By the time I got back home, it was late at night and most people had already retired to their rooms. I went up the stairs and headed to my room, but it wasn’t long before my mother showed up, of course.

“Noah, you disappeared all day. Your father told me not to worry, that you could take care of yourself. But how could I not worry, when you probably went the whole day without eating.”
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