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      My gaze does not leave Sophia’s uptilted face as her wide-open eyes stare at me while lying in my arms. “Tomorrow, in front of my family and closest friends, you will become my wife, for better or worse, you will say I do. For one year, you are mine, kitten.” I kiss the beautiful warm and moist lips of the woman who used to be my enemy and who because of her loss will now be my wife.

      Sophia, after weeks of denying me, resisting her impulses and need for pleasure, broke, giving in to her passions and screaming my name as I brought her to an earth-defying climax. There is no gloating as I would have done so many weeks ago, just an undeniable blood-pumping satisfaction that she will now be my wife.

      No matter that in my mind, I saw it happening so many other fucking ways. Not at a time when she just overheard me having conversations that weren’t meant for her ears and that I wanted to protect her from hearing. But oddly, that’s what it took to earn her trust, to allow her to let her walls down and give herself to me. Hearing the conversation, and me ordering the protection of her family no matter that the Cassones are enemies of the Rosellis. I will protect whoever is important to Sophia, because from the first moment I saw her, one way or another, the woman with light in her eyes was going to be mine. And now, we will enter into another contract first thing tomorrow. She will say I do and will belong to no one but me.

      She looks at me still hazy from the way I fucked her. The mattress moves softly as I draw her to my chest, keeping her nestled there and drawing a silk sheet to cover her while her heart slowly begins to calm. The way Sophia shivered in my arms as I held her through every tremor as she came undone for me, the way she screamed my name in the throes of passion, effectively losing the bet, ensures that she will become my wife tomorrow.

      Sophia may not be one hundred percent convinced that this arrangement will work, but I don’t take no for an answer. I plan to make it work, despite my family and their intervention, despite the other mafia families who want to keep the Rosellis and Cassones at war. I am a determined man, and I won this bet from my little kitten fair and square. When I told her that she’ll pay that debt tomorrow, I meant every word. She’s mine now, she can’t take the words back now.

      No matter that she still worries her family’s debt won’t be paid. I will pay every fucking cent. The money is nothing compared to the light that she brings to my darkness. She’ll never have to worry about that again, all Sophia Maria Cassone will have to worry about now, is me. Yet she asks me again, stroking the firmness of my mouth with a finger as she traces my lips. “What happens now, Massimo Roselli?”

      My fingers lace with hers, pushing her arms above her head, kissing the sensitive skin of her neck as she purrs her pleasure against my ear. “Tomorrow when I enjoy your cream kitten, it will be all mine. I plan to dress my wife in the most delicate of lace for our wedding day and then peel every layer from your body with my teeth, before making you mine in the dirtiest of ways.”

      Sophia’s belly tightens beneath me as she shivers at my words. I use my knee to part her thighs, giving me access to the beautiful wet velvet at her center. I should have had my fill, but I’m not sure if I will ever get enough, especially when every touch gets such a lusty response from my kitten. My belt still lays on the bed beside us. “Hands.” She knows to stretch them above her head. I use it to wrap her wrists, buckling her to the headboard of my bed before kissing slowly and teasingly down her length, making her squirm with unleashed desire before rubbing the end of my raging cock up and down her slit, then sinking balls deep into her heat.

      She says my name, softly. Now that she’s lost the bet, my name on her tongue comes easy. My name on her moist lips makes my cock throb deep inside of her. My little kitten made me wait before she said my name, and for that, now she’s going to pay over and over again on the end of my dick, because torturing her, bringing her to the brink of one orgasm after another and making her scream my name is something I want to do again and again.

      I tease her unmercifully, enjoying the fact that she’s at my mercy, teasing the sensitive flesh of her neck, her breasts, and the little tips that love to be nipped with my teeth and caressed with my tongue until she’s so fucking wet that she’s about ready to come.

      She’s too far, and I don’t intend her to go over the edge yet. I draw out, rubbing my cock against her pretty and wet little pussy, caressing her nub with the hardness of my dick, leaning over her to whisper in her ear. “Tell me why you said my name, kitten?”

      Sophia’s hips move in circles, caught up in the feel, captured and unable to move anywhere but against the pleasure that I give. “Because I trust you,” she whispers, causing my chest to tighten with possessive need. She is the most perfect little kitten, so responsive and more intoxicating than any alcohol I could fathom, seeping into my blood with every sultry look.

      I grasp the smooth tight flesh of her thighs, lifting her legs, pushing them apart so I can see her velvety wetness, gleaming and ready for my cock. And when I drive deep this time, she feels me all the way to the very end of her. I hit that little button deep inside that drives her to the very brink. And this time, she doesn’t clench her ass, bite down on her lips or anything to keep herself from spilling my name from her lips, the way she has so many times before.

      No, this time, she takes everything that I have to give, my cock driving deep, over and over again, sliding against the spot she loves, rubbing in just the right way as I pull out before driving back in and sending her over the edge as she screams my name. “Massimo!”

      Listening to my kitten spill my name from her lips in unabashed ecstasy makes me come like I’ve never done before, rope after rope of strong desire spilling into her hot little pussy while she milks my dick with her silky hot center, making the release driven and intense. So fucking long I’ve been waiting to hear that sound, and now I want to make her repeat it time and time again.

      I unbuckle her from my bed with one hand, keeping us joined as I cradle her to me, rolling her onto her side so I can see the light in her eyes. Hazy with lust, but so very much alive. A fucking compliment to every dark-hearted piece of my very soul. After tomorrow, Sophia will really be mine. A vow said in front of the priest, my family, and to God above. My wife.

      “Mine,” I murmur against her ear. “My wife. For an entire year.”

      Sophia swallows and her delicate throat contracts with the movement. It reminds me of how it looks when she has my cock deep in her throat. I continue stroking her swollen and sensitive tips even while our breathing starts to calm. Her eyes meet mine with question though, still concerned about the future, the wars, and what our families think. “And what happens at the end of the year?”

      My chest tightens. I won’t lie, but saying the words doesn’t come easy. “I meant what I said, kitten. At the end of the year, if you no longer wish to be wed, I will let you go.”

      Those eyes, so full of trust and pure emotion see right through to my fucking soul. “I trust you, Massimo. You’re a man of your word. A good man who put me and my family above your own. I wasn’t intending to listen, but I heard every word you said. You protected the people I love.”

      She’s not wrong, and giving up some things in order to protect her will come with a price to pay, but that’s not for her to worry about right now. For now, it’s enough that she will be mine, and safe from those who wish to do her and the Cassones harm. At least from my family.

      My kitten doesn’t need to know or worry about the list of people with vendettas against the Cassones and that the list is growing at an exponential pace, getting longer the more I learn and uncover buried secrets about her father’s dealings. The people I trust the most, they have their ears to the ground, confirming who’s in bed with who in the dirty underground dealings of mergers, sales, and shipping of products to those who have the most money to spend or bid in the complex world of underground power and criminal games. Stockpiled knowledge that will come in handy one day. When the timing is right blood will spill on the streets for what they’ve done.

      Sophia worries the debt her family owes mine won’t be paid, but I now know for certain that it’s not her or her family’s debt to pay. No, Barcelo Gallini thought he was smart and ordered the hijacking of our trucks through the Cassone soldiers. And now, after so long, I can finally prove it. I just wish we had known it sooner, because it would have saved my kitten from so much grief, but at the same time, it’s what forced us together after all. And now that she’s said my name, she’s mine for a year. No matter what, for her, there’s no going back on that deal. I’m not a superstitious man, but no less, I’m calling the night I saw her and turn of events fate.

      Barcelo may have been able to pay off some of the soldiers who swore on their life when we captured them initially that it was the Cassones who hit our trucks, but we know better now. Even under the most severe duress, they lied to protect Barcelo Gallini. Barcelo’s men probably told them the Gallinis would protect their families if they took their secrets to the grave. How many men over the years have fallen for that? The poor bastards probably believed in men of honor on the Gallini payroll. Maybe they have some, but not the ones loyal to me.

      The ones infiltrated right where I want them who risked life and limb to get me the truth of what really happened and to find out who really ordered the hit on the Roselli trucks? Those are my fucking men. They are loyal to the end, no matter where they work or who they accept checks from, but only to me.

      No matter that the Cassones didn’t order that hit like originally thought. It’s not stopping me from making Sophia mine. She lost the bet fair and square and I’m still making her say I do. She’s mine, at least for a year.

      I lay watching my kitten as she falls asleep on my chest for far longer than I should, soaking in her light. The woman who captured my attention with the light shining from her eyes, her light to my dark, and from the moment I saw her, she was going to be mine, if only for a night.

      But a night turned into more and now that I’ve won the bet, she’s going to be my wife. I slide out of bed, careful not to wake the sleeping little kitten. She looks like an angel with dark hair spilling out over my pillow as she sleeps, but turns into a little kitten in bed, purring in response to my every touch. Fucking perfect. And now she’s going to be mine in every sense of the word. Unless the bastards garner forces and come to get her. But I’ll stop them dead in their tracks. Because no one is taking her from me.

      I slide into a pair of lounge pants and pad barefooted to the armoire, pulling open the top drawer of the tall chest, taking out the small box that’s been there since the day after I made the bet. A bet that probably never should have been made, that was not thought out well at all, simply a means to an end to get what I want. Never did I think it would take weeks for Sophia to spill my name from her lips. The sound of my name still so fresh in my mind that it makes my dick ache after waiting to hear the sweet sound for what seems like forever.

      I finger the diamond ring and the small gold band. Two carats of the most brilliant princess diamond the jeweler could find, set in a delicate balance of complimenting diamonds with a beautifully ornate wrap created with smaller diamonds. And the diamond and gold band that simply says mine engraved on its underside. We may not have an engagement period, but the branding on her fingers will tell a different story. No matter the tradition. And when the priest marries us tomorrow and those rings are placed on her fingers, then and only then will I believe that it’s true.

      A Roselli and a Cassone, who would ever have thought we would be here. She stirs, and I place the jewelry back in the dresser, turn down the light, and leave her to sleep. There is much to do in preparation for tomorrow, and to ensure that our families are safe and protected tomorrow and beyond. Because no matter that the fuckers who tried to take us out are dead, they have family, they have people on their payroll and even in the police ranks who will do whatever it takes to uncover the truth. And the storm may not have reached us yet, but it is building in intensity ready to strike when everything aligns. The Rosellis need to be prepared for anything right now.

      Once downstairs in the great room of my estate, I pour a glass of scotch, steadying myself for the call to come, knowing father is still awake, even at this hour. Probably still sipping his way to a half-downed bottle of scotch or Jack. Nothing like putting the conversation off until there’s no time left for him to do anything about it. A quick glance at the grandfather clock in the corner, a piece my mother insisted should have its place in my home when I built the place, causes me to smile. Even he can’t change the course of my decision now. My father, the head of the Roselli family, answers quickly, most certainly thinking that something is wrong. “Everything’s fine,” I assure. “But we do need to talk.”

      “At two o'clock in the fucking morning,” he growls.

      This should be fun and if it were anyone else but a Cassone, it would be. I almost wish I were in his den, having this conversation face to face, but then trying to avoid the shards of glass as his crystal tumbler shatters against the brick stone of the fireplace is never really fun. “I’ve made a decision about Sophia. She’s going to be my wife. At noon, today, she’s no longer a Cassone. She’ll wear my ring and take my name. Sophia Maria Cassone will become a Roselli.”

      My eyes close momentarily as the sound of glass hitting the fireplace reverberates through the phone. “Damn you, Massimo,” he screams. I can only imagine his mottled red face and the purple veins of his nose straining with his rage. “We’re already in a war over that female. What don’t you fucking understand about that? She is a Cassone. Once a fucking Cassone, always a fucking Cassone!”

      I try to say something, but he cuts me off with his rants. “She’s caused enough trouble! Nothing but misery and bloodshed can come from a coupling between the Rosellis and Cassones.”

      My growl is loud and fierce enough to stop his next words. “Enough! Sophia has not done anything, at all. She was used to settle a debt that wasn’t hers to settle. Picked up from her home, and willing to pay for the sins of her father which weren’t even his. The fucking Gallinis that you think are so trustworthy have been orchestrating a fucking takeover and you’re too busy trying to marry me off to fucking Amorte’s daughter to keep your eyes focused where they need to be.”

      “How dare you,” he roars. “If you don’t marry Desiree, you will marry someone in a family of reputation, someone with something to contribute, and not our fucking enemies.”

      “Do you not hear yourself? It’s like saying if you don’t marry Desiree, at least find a match that will add more money to the fucking coffers that are already overfilling with generational wealth we’ll never be able to spend. How many billions do we need? But yet, still, you would sell your eldest son off for more money, more power?”

      My father doesn’t even fucking listen. He just continues his tirade in a fashion that we’ve all become used to over the years. “The family in Italy will be livid, they will not allow it, Massimo! It will be Desiree; it has always been the plan for the two of you. Since you were little, it was the strategy to bring the two families together and align. It is the perfect match. I will not allow you to ruin well-laid plans for this family’s future and beyond.”

      My blood pumps with rage even knowing I was going to meet a wall of resistance before making the damn call. “We have more money than we need, more power than anyone around. How quickly you forget that this woman you treat so disrespectfully and who has done nothing to you except have a last name you’ve been raised to hate, saved your son’s fucking life. If it weren’t for her, if I had been out of bullets, it’s my ashes that would be laying at the bottom of the fucking sea and not the Amorte’s!”

      He doesn’t say a fucking word, but I hope he’s letting the reality of my words, my wrath and my unwavering intent sink in because I’m not going to be talked out of making Sophia my wife. Two more minutes and he’s still silent. I decide to play the card that is sure to light his fire.

      “I sent Momma a text earlier, letting her know my plans. I’d very much like you both present along with the rest of my family. At least pretend to show some support for your eldest.”

      His exhale of breath is audible. I know he wasn’t expecting me to tell her first or for me to throw it in his face. Now he’ll have to deal with her between now and noon too, and that woman can be pretty persuasive. No matter the conflict, or his insistence, his wife has him wrapped around his finger. “You and Mom talk it over, decide if you want to come to the wedding at my estate, but like it or not, at noon today, Sophia will become a Roselli, will wear my ring and proudly bear my name. I’d like you there.”

      I disconnect the call. There’s no use trying to make him see something he’s not willing to see. Let him think about it tonight. Talk to his fucking cousins in Italy for all I care. Too many things are happening, little pieces falling in line, at the most inopportune of times for it to be anything of a coincidence yet he either doesn’t see that our family is getting squashed or doesn’t fucking care, which I know isn’t the case. But I’m fucking missing something and plan to get to the bottom of it if I have to hunt down every one of our enemies’ soldiers and make them talk myself.

      Dad’s phone number lights up my cell. I send it to voicemail. Not listening to any more of his ranting tonight. I’ve said what needed to be said. Fucking hothead! I swear he gets worse the older he gets. Even our soldiers on the ground are feeling something is off, the polizia we have on the payroll, all sharing bits and pieces of rumors about the Gallinis making a play.

      We will do everything in our power to prevent it from happening, and they will all help, because we pay them to do just that, but even the police we don’t have on the payroll don’t believe that yacht went up in flames with no one on it. And when they keep asking questions about something that could have been legitimately laid to rest with no evidence, it generally means someone is forcing them to get more information, or worse.

      And somehow, I need to prevent them from prying too deeply if I’m going to protect my kitten and keep her safe from the fuckers who will do anything to prove she had something to do with the death of their family members. Safe from anyone but me.

      Because in less than five hours, I will be married to the dark-haired angel with light in her eyes who I was raised to hate no matter what he says. And she knows what I plan to do, she came apart as I whispered what I intend to do after she says I do. I will mark her, take her, and make her my own, in the dirtiest of ways.
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      I stretch, deliciously satisfied but sore, reaching for Massimo only to find his side of the bed empty where his warm body lay just hours ago. Still, as I draw his pillow to me the smell of him puts me at ease. Raw, masculine and powerful just like the dark-eyed devil himself.

      My devil for a year. I should regret saying his name, and for losing the bet, but nothing could be farther from the truth. Maybe I was lying to myself all the days I held out, or maybe trust was a bridge that was simply too hard to cross after the centuries-long feud between the Rosellis and Cassones, but Massimo proved I can trust him. What is it they say? The things people do and say when they think people aren’t listening are more important than anything. He made his family swear to protect not only me but my entire family too, their sworn enemies. Having no idea that I could hear him, and Massimo did it for me.

      And that trust is what allowed me to give in, give over, and let his name spill from my lips in the throes of passion when so many times before the words simply would not come. Just the thought of spilling his name from my lips and the look in his eyes causes my lower belly to fill with that delicious tingle. I roll over, snuggling into his pillow, inhaling his scent and try to go back to sleep, happy with things between us, knowing that he’ll come to bed when his work is through and that I need my beauty sleep if I am going to say I do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sun spilling over the colorful red, orange, and yellow treetops signals a beautiful fall day for our wedding. Maybe I should be afraid, or doubtful, or any number of other emotions, but they simply don’t exist. As though my life has never been my own since the dark-haired devil saved me from sure ruin that night at the club.

      I only wish Anna could be here on my wedding day, no matter how we got here or why. It’s for her safety, far better that she stays where she is, under the protection of my father, and the Roselli’s soldiers who Massimo has guarding my dad’s estate. At least until Desiree’s father, old man Amorte, and his crew have been dealt with. Old man Amorte should have just left Massimo and Desiree alone, let them go their separate ways, like they wanted. But that wasn’t in the cards.

      No, instead he wanted to force Massimo’s hand, the same as Massimo’s own father. I’ve already learned that no one forces this alpha male’s hand unless he plans to let them force it and that doesn’t look like it’s in the cards. He’s calling the shots, and he’s going to see this wedding through and make the Roselli soldiers protect everyone important to me, consequences be damned.

      But still, just because Massimo put me and my family under Roselli protection, doesn’t mean old man Amorte won’t keep trying to find out what happened to his sons and nephews. The problem is he already knows why, when he sent them to Massimo’s yacht to kill Massimo for not marrying his daughter, they didn’t return. The problem is proving it. And he can’t. At least not right now. And it should be the farthest thing from my mind right now, but it’s a nagging worry that weaves it’s way in and around my nerve endings, refusing to let go. What if one day they keep digging and find out what really happened, can prove who pulled the trigger, then what? No, there’s no way they can ever do that. I take a breath, inhaling deeply.

      As much as I worry about it, Amorte can’t prove we killed them. Massimo and his brothers made damn sure of that. The remains of the men sent to kill us in cold blood are now at the bottom of the sea, if the bottom feeder fish haven’t gotten to them yet. Right along with the remains of Massimo’s beautiful white yacht, a sacrifice made to protect us all from harm.

      I’m not naïve enough to think the Amortes won’t continue to pursue trying to find out what happened on that yacht before it so conveniently exploded or try to seek their revenge for the death of their men. It’s in a crime family’s DNA to seek retribution when wronged, it’s how we’re raised, and trained from early on. Especially with a rival family and the Amortes are certainly an enemy now.

      And as much as I want Anna to be at my wedding, she is far safer where she is, and as much as I want to believe, as much as my heart wants to feel, it’s not truly a real wedding anyway. It has a termination date of a year. A binding contract. A deal with the boss. Some would think a very pleasant deal, but not a long-term one at all.

      As I get out of bed and head for the shower, I have to remind myself, it’s a debt, one year, we’ll grow tired of each other, he’ll have scratched his itch and hopefully we’ll part as friends, or at least as some sort of respectful allies versus the enemies we’ve been for all of our lives. That is something I can hold in my hopes.

      The warm water from the dual-head shower rains over me luxuriously, the suds of the creamy vanilla scented body wash sliding down my body before swirling at my feet and rinsing away. Every inch of me is clean, but yet, I can still smell the scent of him, like he’s invaded my very essence. I inhale deeply; this is real. In less than four hours, in the place I’ve called a prison, then a home, and now a place of refuge, I will be married to the dark-eyed devil I was raised to hate. A devil’s pawn. And he’s vowed to mark me, to take me and to make me his own in the dirtiest of ways.
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      I tighten my tie in the mirror, hearing my brothers’ loud voices talking in the great room below. All of them look up as I get to the stairs and watch me descend the same curved staircase that in a very short time my bride will walk down, to stand at my side and say I do.

      Leandro gives a nod of approval, taking in my black tux complete with tails as I stride down the stairs. Angelo, Tristano, and Renato whistle, making wisecracks as I cross the polished marble floor of our great room.

      Holding back with Sophia has been challenging, not because I didn’t think she’d like what I have in mind, I know she will, but when I take her the way I want, it’s going to be a claiming in its own right. She will know who she belongs to without a doubt, will never crave a man’s touch other than mine, her entire body and soul will belong to me. That light in her eyes, that soft voice, her gentle caress, the way she purrs while riding the end of my dick. All of her is going to be mine after she says I do and that’s all I can think about as I reach my brothers.

      Leandro claps me on the back and grins. “Big day, brother. Elsie tells us that your bride looks beautiful, just like a picture. She’s been fussing over her for the last hour.”
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