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Danilo

A Few Years Earlier

SIENNA IS SUBMERGED in a bathtub of water and blood.

“Holy shit!” Giovanni, my younger brother, says as he stops behind me and stares at my fiancée’s lifeless body.

Blood has never bothered me. My hands are so dirty I could corrupt the innocent just by touching them. When you’re born into a family like mine, that’s what you do.

You destroy.

You corrupt.

I knew Sienna didn’t want to marry me. She hated the fact that my father chose her to be my wife. But I wanted her. Any man in my position would have wanted a girl like her.

Beautiful.

Pure.

Innocent.

Now dead.

Stained with blood.

Sienna’s innocent blood mixing with the bathwater twists my stomach, but I keep my face blank.

She hated me. Deep down, I always knew. Still, I never thought she’d take her own life to avoid marrying me. I can’t blame her. It was the way out Sienna found to get rid of me.

Right or wrong, it was the first decision she ever made on her own.

Death is always the easier way out sometimes. For her, it was the only one she could find.

I step toward the tub and lift her out of the water. Her small, lifeless body weighs nothing in my arms, as if she’s made of cloth. Her wet black hair brushes against my arm, and something strange tightens in my chest.

I meet my brother’s eyes from the bathroom doorway and say:

“Tell Sienna’s parents she’s dead.”
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Danilo

“IT’S TIME TO SOLIDIFY our partnership with the Giordano family,” my father says.

We’ve had the Giordanos under control for nearly a year now. It wasn’t easy at first, because Giuseppe, their Don, was stubborn as hell about giving in. But there are some offers you can’t refuse.

“It’s a good way to keep your dick quiet, too.”

My father’s right, even though I think my dick is perfectly fine right where it is, tucked inside my pants. He hasn’t been inside a pussy in twenty-four hours.

“You’re going to Detroit tomorrow, and you’ll pick the prettiest daughter Giuseppe has,” the Don says, ordering while shuffling papers on the dark wood desk. “Make damn sure you knock her up as soon as possible. You’re thirty-five years old, past time to start a family. You’re my successor and you need that kind of bond. You need heirs. Males, preferably.”

I keep my face still so he doesn’t see how much I hate hearing that, and stay quiet. I’ve got no intention of making a snot-nosed brat anytime soon.

Truth is, I’m not bringing a child into this world to raise it the way I was raised. Besides the money, the power, and the pussy, there’s nothing good about our lives.

My silence makes him look at me over the top of his thick-framed glasses. I shift in the leather chair and have to nod in agreement.

“Of course. The prettiest one, and a son soon,” I say, my face and voice serious, but inside I’m twisting with rage.

Giuseppe Giordano is a greedy son of a bitch. He hates taking orders, but when there’s enough money and power on the line, the man can lower his crest every now and then.

Business always comes first, but for some men in our world, kids matter too. Handing over one of his precious daughters to us means he’ll stay loyal and won’t cause trouble down the road.

And to be honest, controlling Giuseppe is great for business and lines our pockets with cash, which is never enough. And of course, it strengthens our empire and makes us even stronger. Untouchable.

I always knew the union with the Giordano family would be sealed with a marriage, but even so, I had no intention of getting married now. After what Sienna did to herself five years ago, I don’t like the idea of picking a woman to be my wife and watching her slip through my fingers again.

Giancarlo, the consigliere, standing beside me without a single word since I walked into my father’s office, leans in and hands me a sealed brown envelope.

“In case you want to see the girls before the meeting tomorrow,” he says, his voice calm but grating on my ears.

Giuseppe has a reputation for having beautiful daughters—the most gorgeous in the whole Detroit organization. He’s also known for keeping them locked up tight. Now he’s handing them over like they’re merchandise.

Cargo.

My father would do exactly the same if he had a daughter. Strategic marriages have been in this family so long I can’t remember the last time any woman born into our world married of her own free will. Or for love.

Maybe it never happened.

“How did you get this?” I ask, noticing my father’s eyes meet the consigliere’s. I don’t get an answer to my question, which doesn’t matter anyway. I crumple the envelope and toss it in the trash. “I’d rather see them tomorrow.”

“As you wish,” Giancarlo says, and from the corner of my eye, I see him nod.

“This marriage needs to happen, Danilo,” my father says, locking his cold, dead eyes onto mine. “Giuseppe moves important cargo for us, and I don’t want to risk him daring to rebel. So I need one of his little girls under our wing. Choose wisely.”

I clench my jaw and hold back the urge to say that he was the one who chose Sienna for me, not me. Instead, I nod firmly in agreement.

“I’ll pick the prettiest one and give you a grandson soon,” I say as I get up from the padded chair, even though I have no intention of making a child right now.

My father nods, satisfied.
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Martina

EVEN IF THEY NEVER admit it out loud, most parents have a favorite child.

I remember reading an article by a psychiatrist from Massachusetts about it. She said favoritism is tied to the values parents associate with their children.

Sometimes, they’re alike. Other times, they just complete each other.

Angelina always says, with that acidic little smile of hers, that I’m Daddy’s favorite. I’ve always hated hearing that shit. Every time something like that reaches my ears, my heart shrivels up in my chest.

I don’t want to be Daddy’s favorite. Even if, right now, it means my salvation.

Mamma is brushing Violetta’s long red hair—the same shade as her own—and trying to hide the tears flooding her almond-shaped eyes.

Violetta is only fifteen. She’s tiny, a good eight inches shorter than me. Her eyes are so expressive, it’s never hard to tell when she’s sad, scared, or angry.

Right now, she’s scared. It’s not just in her eyes. It’s in every trembling inch of that small body. And I hate that she’s wearing a dress so short it makes her look like some fucking piece of merchandise about to be arranged in a luxury store window.

“Put this on,” I say, after digging through Violetta’s closet and finding a modest dress that falls to her shins. She takes it and heads for the changing room, stumbling over her own feet in those stilettos.

Mamma looks at me in silence. There’s so much compassion and gratitude on her face that it makes me feel guilty.

She’s not my biological mother. When she was given to my father in marriage, I was just a baby. She raised me right. She gave me love. And even after she had her first child with my father, she never pushed me aside.

I’ve always been her daughter, too.

While I—I’m just the ghost of my dead biological mother. The girl my father looks at when he wants to remember his first love.

I’m nothing but a ghost from the past.

“Putting her in something more modest isn’t going to help her. If Danilo Salvatore chooses her, he’ll have her,” Angelina grumbles, pulling my attention.

She’s looking at me from across the room, her face all scrunched up to show her displeasure. She’s already wearing a gorgeous dress that hugs every curve of her body. Ready for the horror show that’s about to start in a few minutes.

We’ve never really gotten along. She sees things our other sisters don’t, or pretend not to see.

Our father’s favoritism.

I don’t blame her for hating me most of the time. I know he’s protecting me. Anyone can see that right now, since I’m the only daughter who isn’t being handed over on a silver platter for Danilo Salvatore to choose his future wife.

I tried to change my sisters’ fate. I confronted him. The only answer I got was that I’m too old and the son of the Salvatore mob boss wants a young girl.

It’s a lie, of course. Dad is unshakable when it comes to marrying me off to anyone. Men in the organization have already tried to get their hands on me, tried to arrange marriages with their sons. The Don turned down every single offer without hesitation.

“Please, let’s not fight. We’re sisters. We need to stick together now. For our own good,” Caterina says, giving me a gentle, understanding smile.

She just turned eighteen. Three years younger than me, one year younger than Angelina. Like Violetta, her hair is red like our mother’s, her eyes light like our father’s. Caterina is practically an older version of Violetta. Beautiful, full of life, sweet.

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and he won’t want any of us,” Barbara mutters, squinting like she’s searching for something deep in her mind. “Maybe we’re not pretty enough for the Salvatores.”

Impossible.

The Don of the Detroit mob is known for having five beautiful daughters. The most beautiful in the whole organization. If it weren’t for Lorenzo, my father wouldn’t have a single male heir.

“That’s our only hope,” Barbara murmurs, pressing her full lips together. It doesn’t last long. Her phone buzzes with a notification, and all her attention snaps to the glowing screen.

Barbara is the second youngest—sixteen. Because of their ages, she and Violetta are thick as thieves. And maybe because they’re the youngest, I’m overly protective of them.

I begged Dad to spare the two of them. I know how unfair that is to the others, but Caterina agreed I should try to change his mind. It didn’t make a damn bit of difference.

He’s not thrilled about handing his daughters over to a man like Danilo. But he doesn’t have a choice. He needs to solidify the alliance he made with the Salvatores almost a year ago.

And in the world we were born into, business comes first.

Always.

The organization above everything. Above our lives. Above our desires. Above our happiness.

The marriage between the two families is happening no matter what. My sisters are condemned, and there’s no chance of saving them.

“Don’t kid yourself, Barbara,” Angelina snaps. She’s always been kind of foul-tempered, but today she’s a thousand times worse. “Danilo Salvatore is marrying one of us. It’s our destiny.”

I open my mouth to say something, but I’m interrupted when Violetta comes back into the room wearing the modest dress I picked out and a pair of flat ballet shoes. She looks beautiful. And terrified, of course. A horrible combination that churns my stomach.

“Don’t blame yourself so much, Martina,” Mamma says, stopping beside me, reaching up to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “You’re not to blame for any of this.”

“It’s not fair.”

“I know it isn’t. But we don’t have a choice. And your father knows what he’s doing. He knows what’s best for us,” she says.

I can tell by the way her eyes shine that even though she loves my father and doesn’t agree with his decisions, Mamma will always try to see the best in her husband.

She takes a deep breath, pulls away from me, and gives the girls a weak smile before she starts giving instructions.

Don’t speak unless spoken to.

Don’t look him in the eye.

Stay quiet.

Keep your head up.

Smile.

Don’t cry.

If you’re chosen, pretend you’re happy.

Don’t beg.

My stomach lurches again.

Danilo Salvatore has a reputation. It’s not a good one. Rumor has it he killed his fiancée weeks before the wedding. That’s the kind of monster my father is handing my sisters over to.

It’s impossible not to hate him right now.

A knock at the door makes all six of us turn our heads toward the sound.

“He’s here,” Maria, the family’s longest-serving maid, says from the doorway, kicking off our nightmare.

Barbara is the first one out of the room.

“Mr. Giuseppe said to come down without your phones. He doesn’t want any interruptions,” Maria says, gesturing with her index finger at Barbara’s hands, still clutching her smartphone. She’s a teenager addicted to the internet, and sometimes it’s impossible to pry her away from that virtual world.

I look at my sister and hold out my open palm. She sighs in protest but hands me the phone, and I shove it into my jeans pocket.

“Anyone else?” Maria asks. The girls shake their heads. “Good luck, girls.”

Luck...

That’s something my sisters are going to need.
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Martina

ONE BY ONE, FROM OLDEST to youngest, my sisters file into our father’s office. Then our mother follows, and before I can get a look inside, Paolo—the soldier who’s been my shadow for as long as I can remember—closes the door and blocks my view.

“Go upstairs and wait up there. Your father’s orders. Don’t cross him.” His voice is gentle, and he tries to crack a smile for me. It doesn’t do a damn thing.

That hollow ache is still in my chest, like a hole has opened up inside me.

The old man with the graying beard turns his back to me and opens the office door. It happens fast, but through the narrow gap as Paolo slips inside, I catch a glimpse of my sisters standing in a row, holding hands.

The pain in my heart is unbearable. Suffocating. I have to press a hand to my chest and rub, a useless attempt to ease the pressure.

“Go upstairs and lock yourself in your room, Martina.” Maria—who followed us here—says it like a plea. Her eyes glisten, begging me to do exactly what she’s told me.

“How can I just hide, Maria? I can’t condemn them like this. I’m the oldest. I should be protecting them, not hiding. None of this is right—I should be in there too.”

“This is beyond your control, girl. What would you do if you were in there? Nothing.” She steps closer and grabs my hands hard. “You can’t save them, darling. It’s too late for that. So go upstairs and lock yourself in your room. Save yourself. That’s the only thing you can do.”

I shake my head. I breathe in deep and let the air rush out through my nose hard. I’m not going to hide like some helpless animal while my sisters live a nightmare in my father’s office.

I pull away from Maria and walk straight to the office door. My fingers wrap around the handle. Maria starts muttering under her breath, and when I tune in to her voice, I realize she’s reciting the Our Father. Slow, with blood pounding in my ears, I push open the dark wooden door and peer inside.

Even from out here, I can feel the tension in the room. It’s brutal. My father stands by his reddish-brown desk, watching my sisters. He’s not happy. That much is obvious. And I know he won’t save them, because he needs this marriage.

No matter what, one of Giuseppe Giordano’s daughters will become Danilo Salvatore’s fiancée.

Besides Paolo, Lorenzo the sottocapo, Corrado the consigliere, and my father, there are two other men in the room. One has blond hair, a little long, with a cynical look that sharpens his striking, masculine face. The other is dark-haired, with a close crop and a savage expression.

My mother is in a far corner, watching the girls, holding her own grief in check. She knows better than to interfere, so she won’t do anything but watch. She’s only here to make sure my sisters do as they were told and stay obedient.

And then I see him.

Danilo Salvatore.

His footsteps are slow against the wooden floor as he walks the line my sisters have formed, his hard, severe eyes scanning them like they’re merchandise.

“There’s one missing. You have five daughters, not four.” His voice is deep and rough, with a filthy edge that hits my ears and makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

He turns to face my father, his back to me.

“This was already discussed with your father. Only the four are available for marriage.” My father fires back. His posture shows how hard he’s working to keep his cool.

Without a word, Danilo turns his attention back to the girls.

His intense, ruthless eyes roam over my sisters in detail while they tremble, still holding hands, silently begging not to be chosen.

He stops in front of Violetta, and my whole body goes rigid.

The air around this man is completely different from the rest of the room. It’s overwhelming. I feel like he could destroy anything within a few feet of him, like some chaotic supernatural force.

It’s not the first time I’ve seen him. His face is all over the gossip sites. For all intents and purposes, he’s just the heir to the Salvatore chain of successful Italian restaurants and one of Chicago’s most eligible bachelors.

Danilo is beautiful, I can’t deny it. Tall, and the muscles under that custom-made dark slim-fit suit are obvious. His hair is light brown, swept back in a natural way.

But even the Bible says the Devil disguises himself as an angel of light. Why would Danilo be any different?

Barbara’s cell phone starts ringing in the pocket of my jeans, cutting through the room and drawing everyone’s attention. I pull out the phone, don’t even look at the name flashing on the screen, and reject the call.

Maria’s words echo in my head.

Go upstairs and lock yourself in your room. Save yourself.

Save yourself.

Go upstairs and lock yourself in your room.

There’s nothing you can do.

This is beyond your control.

Save yourself.

Save yourself.

Danilo’s deep, severe eyes find me through the gap in the door. I notice they’re gleaming with an excitement I can’t understand. And as if that’s a magnet pulling my actions, I push the door open wider and feel time freeze around me.

I know I’m condemning myself by doing this, but I wouldn’t be able to rest my head on my pillow at night knowing I was a coward who just hid while my sisters were in the slaughterhouse.

“Get out of here!” my father roars, and the harshness in his voice makes my whole body shake.

Violetta turns her face and stares at me. Her blue eyes are flooded with tears, her little chin trembling from the crying she’s holding back. Seeing her like that makes me furious; my cheeks sting with anger.

“Who are you?” Danilo asks me, stepping back and letting his eyes travel from my feet to my head, making the back of my neck prickle and my throat go raw.

The bastard is sizing me up.

“Martina Giordano.”

“Get out of here, Martina!” my father shouts again, furious, smoke practically coming out of his nostrils.

I decide to disobey. I don’t move a muscle. I just look at Violetta and the tears starting to spill from the corners of those soft, gentle eyes.

“Why weren’t you in here with your sisters?”

I swallow hard at Danilo’s question.

I force myself to meet his pale eyes and grit my teeth when I notice the small, cynical smile curving his lips. Which, unfortunately, is pretty damn attractive and provocative.

No doubt about it. Danilo Salvatore is the Devil disguised as an angel of light.

“She’s not available,” my father says.

“Why?” Danilo fires back without taking his eyes off me. “Is she married?”

“No,” I answer, making my father snort. I think he’s this close to lunging at me and dragging me out of the office.

“Engaged?” he presses, and judging by the way his blue eyes gleam, I know he’s enjoying this.

“No.”

“Got a boyfriend?”

“We’re not allowed to date.” It’s Violetta who speaks, her voice choked, and the man’s lips stretch slightly again.

“Still a virgin?”

The brazen question comes with an appraising look at my entire body, like he wants to make sure I’ve never been touched. I grind my teeth in rage and fight the overwhelming urge to go for his throat.

I know how things work for women born into our world. If you’re not a virgin, you’re not worthy of being anyone’s wife inside the organization. If you’re not a virgin, you’re not worth a damn thing.

Virginity is a sign of purity and innocence, as if our world weren’t a sea of cruel, horrific blood.

“Of course my daughter is a virgin. All of them are,” my father says, his voice strained.

Slowly, Danilo turns his face to my sister and touches her chin with his fingers, making me take several steps into the office. Paolo grabs me, stopping me from pulling the Devil away from Violetta.

“What’s your name?” he asks my sister.

“Violetta,” she murmurs, whimpering.

“How old are you?”

“No!” I protest, feeling the air leave my lungs, making it hard to breathe. “Not her!” I scream, gasping. Desperate. In disbelief. Furious.

The mobster ignores me and arches an eyebrow at Violetta, waiting for an answer.

“Fifteen...” she stammers.

Danilo looks at me. I’m trying to break free from Paolo’s arms and end up dropping Barbara’s phone on the floor. With steady but dragging steps, the man comes closer to me and crouches to pick up the device lying on the hardwood floor.

“Get her out of here, Paolo,” my father orders.

“No,” Danilo counters, his voice hard and sharp.

“I told you she’s not available, Danilo.” My father speaks, unable to hide the fury in his voice.

Danilo straightens back up, showing off the commanding presence that seems to be his by nature, and looks at my father. I can’t see his expression, but his shoulders are squared.

All the men in the room do the same.

“Giuseppe, I think you’re confusing me with one of your men. Don’t ever speak to me like that again.” The threat is veiled in his voice.

“Danilo.” The man with the short hair and savage look starts to speak. “The agreement Giuseppe made with your father doesn’t include Martina.”

Danilo stares him down.

“Giancarlo, you’re my father’s consigliere, but if you keep this up, you won’t be mine.”

He turns back to me and holds out the phone. I pull away from Paolo and take it. Danilo makes sure to brush his fingers against mine while locking eyes with me. A cold shiver runs down my spine, and I feel like a brick just dropped into my stomach.

“I’ve chosen my future wife.” Danilo announces, staring at me with an intensity and an absurd possessiveness. “You,” he adds in a whisper.

I blink slowly. I can’t say a word.

“No!” My father argues, running his hands through his hair. “Not her. Martina is not available.” This time his voice is softer, but no less desperate.

“No?” Danilo asks, turning his back to me and stepping closer to my sisters. As soon as he stops in front of Violetta, I take a step toward him, every muscle in my body tensed. “No?” he repeats, like it’s the first time he’s ever heard the word.

Violetta looks at me, crying silently. Danilo breaks our connection by gripping her chin between his thumb and forefinger, tilting her face up and studying my sister.

“Then... it’s you, little redhead.”

“No!” I scream, pulling Violetta away from Danilo and putting her behind me. “She’s only fifteen. She’s too young. She’s just a child.”

I shouldn’t be acting like this. Not only is it disrespectful to the men, but I live in a world where a woman’s defiance is practically a mortal sin. But I won’t let them touch Violetta.

I won’t let them touch any of my sisters.

“Is that a problem, Giuseppe?” the bastard asks without taking his eyes off me. “I assume not,” he adds without giving anyone a chance to speak.

Rage and anguish start pounding in my temples.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Barbara crying silently. My mother pulls her closer, and Caterina and Angelina slip out of the crossfire too. My eyes meet my father’s, and I know he’s on the verge of losing it.

And he will.

He will, because I won’t let him condemn Violetta’s life.

I won’t let her marry this man. She’s just a child. She doesn’t deserve to have her fate sealed so cruelly and so soon.

“Her or you.” Danilo articulates, curving his mouth into a barely noticeable cynical smile. “Which one will it be?”

I force the lump in my throat down.

Behind me, I can feel Violetta’s body trembling as she cries, her tiny hands gripping the hem of my shirt like she can’t let go.

I breathe deep.

I look at my mother, then at my father, who shakes his head no. He won’t be Violetta’s savior. I know that. I don’t expect him to do anything, because the only thing he cares about is protecting his first love’s daughter.

The favorite daughter.

The untouchable daughter.

The immaculate daughter.

“Me.”

“No,” my father growls, and Corrado, his consigliere, stops him from coming near us.

“Congratulations, Martina. You’re going to be my queen.” That’s what Danilo says, and every nerve ending in my body bristles at the rough, deep tone of his voice.

I’m condemned.

Forever.
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Danilo

THEY ENTER THE OFFICE terrified. Hands clasped, fingers laced together, as if joining forces could save them from marrying me. I walk past them slowly, watching them carefully, until something clicks.

Giuseppe has five daughters. I’d never seen them before today, but the Don of the Detroit mafia’s reputation precedes him. Father to five beautiful girls and not a single male heir.

“One’s missing. You have five daughters, not four,” I say, and the small bodies in front of me tense up.

I turn to Giuseppe and wait for an explanation.

“That was already discussed with your father. Only the four are available for marriage,” he says, trying to keep his composure.

I pivot and let my eyes drift back to the girls, studying each one. I stop in front of the tiny, trembling redhead—she can’t be more than thirteen, and it makes me hate my father and Giuseppe a little.

They shouldn’t even be considering the possibility of me marrying a girl so young. It’s sick and immoral, even for us.

A cell phone ringing reaches my ears and grabs my attention. I lift my eyes, and then I see her through the crack in the office door. Just that glimpse is enough to know she’s beautiful.

Her eyes meet mine for a second. Then she shoves the door open and lifts her chin, confident, even though her cheeks are flushed and her lips are pressed tight, seething with anger.

“Get out of here!” Giuseppe barks, way too desperate for my liking.

So this is the unavailable fifth daughter?

The little redhead in front of me turns her face toward the intruder, and they stare at each other for an eternity, like they’re having a whole conversation with just their eyes.

“Who are you?” I ask, stepping back to study her more closely.

She’s beautiful. Really fucking hot, too, even though she’s not as dressed up as her sisters, who clearly got dolled up for me. She’s wearing a light blue short-sleeved shirt and tight pants that hug her hips.

“Martina Giordano.”

Giuseppe shouts again from behind me, demanding his daughter get away. To my surprise, the girl doesn’t move to obey her father.

So we’ve got a rebellious daughter, huh?

Interesting. Provocative.

“Why weren’t you in here with your sisters?”

Martina swallows hard, and the second my eyes lock onto hers, I feel something uncontrollable stir inside me. And I get the confirmation I need.

I’m going to make her mine.

She grits her teeth. I almost smile. A feisty girl, ready to strike. So different from her sisters, who look like helpless little cubs.

“She’s not available,” Giuseppe says.

“Why?” I ask, unable to tear my gaze away from Martina. She’s beautiful, sweet, and wild. I like that combination. I can already picture her body, those delicious curves, her long hair spread out on my bed. “Is she married?”

“No,” she answers, chin held high.

Giuseppe mutters something behind me, and I ignore him completely.

“Engaged?” I ask, unable to hide the excitement humming inside me. I think I just picked my bride.

“No.”

“Got a boyfriend?” I want to know. If she’s not available, there must be a reason—which, to be honest, won’t make a damn bit of difference. That girl is going to be mine either way.

“We’re not allowed to have boyfriends,” the little redhead says in a measured tone.

I nod in agreement, feeling my mouth curl, and then I ask again:

“Still a virgin?”

On autopilot, my eyes trail back down Martina’s body. I bet the men around here are dying to get their dirty hands on Giuseppe’s precious daughter.

“Of course my daughter is a virgin. All of them are,” the Don retorts, and I decide to ignore him again.

Slowly, I shift my focus to the small girl in front of me. I wrap my fingers around her trembling chin and lift her face. Martina stirs, but a soldier holds her back before she can get close.

“What’s your name?”

“Violetta,” she whispers, her voice weak.

“How old are you?”

“No!” Martina protests. “Not her!” she screams at me.

I decide to ignore her too. All I do is look at Violetta, waiting for my answer.

“Fifteen...”

I turn my attention to Martina, who’s fighting with everything she’s got to break free from the soldier’s grip. She drops her phone on the floor. Silently, I walk over, pick it up, and hand it to her.

“Get her out of here, Paolo,” Giuseppe orders.

“No,” I reply firmly.

“I said she’s not available, Danilo,” the head of Detroit’s organized crime says to me, so furious it makes me look at him with disgust.

“Giuseppe, I think you’re confusing me with one of your men. Don’t you dare speak to me like that again.”

“Danilo.” Giancarlo, who’s barely said a word since we walked in, decides it’s time to interfere. “The agreement Giuseppe made with your father doesn’t include Martina.”

“Giancarlo, you’re my father’s consigliere. Keep it up, and you won’t be mine.”

I won’t fire him—no matter how much he irritated me just now, Giancarlo is a damn good consigliere, and he’s loyal—but that doesn’t mean I’ll let him scold me in front of other people.

I turn my full attention back to Martina and hand her the phone, making sure to brush my fingers against hers. I watch her gasp softly.

“I’ve chosen my future wife,” I announce, locking eyes with the girl. “You,” I whisper.

“No. Not her. Martina is not available,” Giuseppe says, trying to keep his tone calm.

“No?” I ask, spinning on my heel and stepping close to Violetta. Martina moves closer, like a lioness protecting her endangered cub. “No?” I repeat, like I’m testing the word.

Violetta looks at her sister as tears spill from the corners of her eyes. I’m a bastard, because I decide to break their connection by grabbing Violetta’s chin and studying her small, terrified face closely.

“Then... it’ll be you, little redhead.”

“No!” Martina screams, yanking Violetta away from me and stepping in front of her sister.

She’s incredibly brave. And insolent.

Ever since she walked in, the mother hasn’t done a damn thing but stand there quietly, watching everything in silence. But this bold girl is risking a lot by making a scene like this.

“She’s only fifteen,” she continues.

“Is that a problem, Giuseppe?” I ask, without taking my eyes off her. “I assume not.”

Dead silence in the office.

“Her or you. Which one will it be?” I ask, my mouth curling into a small, lecherous smile.

“It’ll be me.”

“No!” Giuseppe retorts, and I sense movement behind me, but no one gets near us.

“Congratulations, Martina. You’re going to be my queen.” I deliver her sentence, and the girl is strong enough to keep her head high.
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“WERE YOU ACTUALLY GOING to pick the fifteen-year-old?” Giovanni asks, forcing a serious expression.

I look at him, then at the entrance to Giuseppe’s house. He’s standing on the porch, his consigliere on one side and his underboss on the other. I nod firmly, forcing the man to nod back.

Right behind them, in front of the mahogany door, Martina watches me with sharp eyes and clenched fists. She has a beauty that’s both fierce and sweet, in equal measure. Much to the Detroit mafia boss’s displeasure, I didn’t miss that.

I look away from them and get into the car. Giancarlo takes the front seat, and Giovanni sits beside me. He narrows his eyes at me, his mouth curling into a small, cynical smile.

The soldier who drove us hits the gas and pulls away from the Giordano house.

“Why her?” my brother asks, mildly intrigued.

“Why not her?” I retort, raising an eyebrow at him. He leans his head back against the leather seat and takes a deep breath. “She’s beautiful, she’s hot, and she’s old enough to marry me soon.”

From a distance, Martina is the most beautiful of the sisters. Ice-blue eyes, fair skin with a warm undertone. She’s small, and despite her sweet aura, she doesn’t seem fragile or helpless. In fact, she acted like a cornered animal in that office.

An untamed lioness. Sexy and fucking hot.

“If you couldn’t have Martina, would you have taken the fifteen-year-old? I think Giuseppe would’ve handed her over.”

I shake my head, and the consigliere in the front seat watches me through the rearview mirror.

“He would’ve handed over any of his daughters, because this partnership benefits him too much. Giuseppe is smart. He might not like solidifying our alliance with a marriage, but he’d do it anyway. He did.”

Giovanni presses his lips together, a deep line forming between his brows, but he doesn’t say a word.

“Violetta wouldn’t stop looking at Martina. Not once did that girl look at her mother or father.”

I loosen my tie, remembering the connection I could feel between them. Unlike her sisters, Martina wasn’t scared. She was just furious. I have no idea why Giuseppe hid her.

Maybe he knew that the second I laid eyes on his oldest daughter, I’d choose her.

And how could I not? She looks like an angel with those long, brown waves. Those blue eyes are so damn bold. Even though she never said a disrespectful word out loud, I know she disrespected me in silence.

And to be honest, no one ever dares to look at me like that. The girl’s courage is incredibly arousing.

The moment I saw her through the crack in that half-open door, watching what was happening inside the office with curiosity, anguish, and anger, I knew she was the one I’d choose.

I can’t deny Giuseppe has beautiful daughters, but none of them caught my attention like Martina did. Maybe the fact that she wasn’t available just made me want her even more.

And I always get what I want.

“Martina would’ve saved Violetta no matter what.”

“How can you be so sure?” Giovanni wants to know.

I look at him and frown.

“She’s the oldest sister,” I say, like it’s obvious. “I’d do the same for you or Romeo. In my case, it’s a little different—I’d kill anyone to protect you. Martina had to give herself up to me to protect her sister.”

Giovanni nods in agreement.

“Protecting the sister who was never really in danger,” he mutters, then lets out a mocking laugh. “You scared a fifteen-year-old girl. She cried.”

“Had to make it look real,” I shoot back, making my brother shake his head. “Besides, Violetta is in danger, just like the other sisters. They’re beautiful. It won’t be long before some vultures come circling those girls.”

“The Detroit mafia Don’s reputation is real. He didn’t get lucky with sons, but all his daughters are beautiful. Too precious,” my brother comments, then gives me a thoughtful look. “Why did he hide her? That doesn’t make sense.”

“Martina is Giuseppe’s daughter from his first marriage,” Giancarlo says, looking at me in the rearview mirror. And he doesn’t look like he’s going to say anything else.

“Ah,” my brother murmurs, sighing. “So she’s the favorite. He was protecting her.”

“Doesn’t matter. Martina is mine now,” I say, closing the subject.

She became mine the second my eyes found her.

​
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CHAPTER 5
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Martina

MY FATHER SLAMS HIS fist on the desk for the fifth time, and the crash rattles through my bones.

“How am I supposed to get you out of this now, Martina?!” he shouts. He starts pacing, furious. “I told you to stay in your room. Why did you disobey me?”

“Good thing I did,” I say, getting to my feet and glaring back at him with equal rage. I’ve clearly lost my mind. “I can’t believe you would hand Violetta over to him, Papà. She’s just a child.”

Father stops pacing and turns his attention to me. I expect him to hit me, but he doesn’t. He never has, actually. He’s never laid a hand on me or my sisters, and I don’t think he’ll start being a complete bastard now.

“She’d have to marry someday, Padrino,” Lorenzo says, stepping up to my father and placing his hands respectfully on his shoulders. “Danilo will be the head of the Salvatore Empire, and Martina will be his queen.”

Lorenzo is thirty years old, the youngest man ever to hold the position of underboss in the organization. My father took him in and raised him when he was just an orphaned child, giving the boy all the care a father would give his son.

We grew up with him, and basically, Lorenzo watched us grow. He’s like an older brother, and he matters to my parents. He matters to all of us.

“Don’t speak,” my father snarls, pulling away from Lorenzo, who throws me a look full of pity. “He killed his first fiancée. What makes you think he won’t do the same to my daughter?”

“He won’t, because if he tries to kill me, I’ll kill him first,” I say, drawing everyone’s attention to me.

Corrado, who hadn’t said a single word since I was summoned into the office, straightens his shoulders and gives me a searching look.

“Great. Then we’ll have a war on our hands,” the consigliere says, and I sigh.

“Fine, I’ll just let him kill me then,” I mutter, sitting back down. I have absolutely no intention of letting that happen, but I don’t know what the men in this family want me to say.

“Then I’ll start a war,” my father says, and I squeeze my eyes shut. He kneels in front of me, placing one hand on my knees and the other in my hair. He’s not usually this affectionate, but he’s desperate because he’s lost me. “It shouldn’t have been you.”

Sometimes, my father’s love is something that hurts me, and I know it wounds my sisters too. I never wanted things to be like this between us, like I’m worth more than the girls. It’s not fair, and no matter how hard I’ve tried, I can’t change him.

“I swore on your mother’s deathbed that I would protect you with my life. I swore you’d have a different life. It shouldn’t have been you, Martina.”

And my sisters? Don’t they deserve a different life? Should I have let Violetta marry Danilo and doom her like that?

“Why not me?” I whisper, taking one of his hands between mine and searching his light eyes. “Papà, please stop this. There are promises that can’t be kept forever. The girls deserve that kind of protection too, not just me,” I press on, making his jaw tighten as he pulls away from me.

“I’ll talk to Alberto.”

“That won’t make Danilo give up on Martina. He’s a predator, like every man in our world,” Lorenzo says.

“He’ll have to give up. I will not hand my daughter over to him,” the Don says, as if his word is law. Usually, it is. But not in this case. Refusing to let me marry Danilo will make everything a thousand times worse.

Chicago will massacre Detroit.

It will be a bloodbath with innocent lives.

And I can’t let my sisters’ and mother’s lives be in danger. I’ll protect them, even if it means giving myself to Danilo.

The consigliere and the underboss start trying to convince my father that letting me marry Danilo is the best option. He seems unyielding, and when I hear him say he’ll offer Angelina in my place, my heart hammers a sick beat against my ribs.
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