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      The Sound in Silence is book 5 of The Fractured Ever Afters series. This reads as a standalone but for complete background on the characters’ lives, you can start with book 1, The Hunt in Elusion which tells the story of Ariella’s sister, Della.

      

      Timeline: This book begins when, in the Freedom of Captivity, Flynn and Nico argue in front of Erico. Therefore, this is right before Nico was made Boss and Erico referring to him as an underboss in the beginning is not an error.

      

      There is a potential trigger in this book that do not occur in any of my other published books. Without spoiling, it is not rape, physical abuse to the characters, child or pet abuse and/or death. This is the best I can bring your attention to it without spoilers so if there is content you feel triggering to you that is not those categories or the typical content in my books, then please direct your attention to this link. Feel free to contact me with any questions.  If you feel I have missed a trigger warning, please let me know.

      

      Note, I’m Canadian. I write using Canadian/UK spelling, even though most of this book takes place in the US, with one US main character. This means words will have U’s in them, or double LL’s. (colour, flavour, signalling, etc.) These are not typos.

      

      That’s all. Happy reading!
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        Listen here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For those who struggle to see the light in the dark.

      Who find getting out of bed impossible some days.

      Who prefer to remain invisible in a world full of chaos.

      

      You are seen.

      You are valid.

      You are allowed to not be okay all the time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Sometimes the greatest strength is allowing another to see your struggles.

        Erico Rossi
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        Erico

      

      

      Some people come into our lives and change it, even before we realize what they’re doing.

      That’s what Aurora Corsetti is doing to mine. Altering the course of my life in ways I couldn’t even begin to predict before today.

      Entering Nico Corsetti’s office, I’m met with a tense silence as he leads me inside. An air of agitation rolls off him, making the room more stifling, but it’s a familiar sensation. Comforting, even, which makes me more curious about the pending conversation, even before we’ve begun. The few times I’ve met Nico in the past, he’s concealed his emotions, so this tension is unlike him.

      When Nico, underboss of Montreal’s mob, invited my parents and me to his engagement party, it was a prime opportunity for me to meet his sister, Aurora, who’ll be my future fiancée. An arrangement I would only be completing for the benefit of the Famiglia. Us meeting for the first time with the distraction of an engagement party seemed less contrived.

      Aurora is every bit as classically beautiful as photos showed her to be. She arrived at the party with her head high, which was admirable considering the obvious anxiety radiating from her. When she requested we avoid a swarm of guests, it was nearly laughable because if she couldn’t handle her brother’s party, she would fail at being my wife.

      Her need for ‘air’ or whatever fucking excuse she gave before running off was met by deaf ears. If it was a game, I had no desire to play. As I later explained, when she was in the hospital after being drugged, our union was a wise move for both families. Other than a few pointless vows, the exchange of rings, and a marriage certificate, I couldn’t care less.

      My role as underboss keeps me busy, and I’m weeks away from moving into Father’s role of Boss. After I wed, he’ll be stepping down and handing over complete control of the Famiglia, which makes the requirement for an heir more pressing. Getting married is simply the first step in ensuring the organization’s leadership continues under our bloodline.

      “You can take a seat.” Nico gestures to the chairs in front of his ornate, oak desk. It reminds me of mine, with the carvings on the side. At least my future brother-in-law has good taste.

      Months ago, he proposed a union between me and his sister to mend past feuds, started long before either of us were born, when his father and their organization’s current head, Lorenzo, slaughtered my uncle. On the day of my uncle’s wedding to Caterina Bellini—now Caterina Corsetti being Lorenzo’s wife—control of the organization shifted to his brother, my father, and soon, me.

      Nico claimed it’s time to look forward and not at the past, and I agreed to the idea of combining our families. Having no immediate female relatives to wed him or his brother, since our initial conversation happened before he married his wife, Della, it came down to myself and his sister.

      So at the party when Aurora took off, I excused myself under the guise of searching for her, which appeased my parents. But instead of turning the way she had, I went left down the hallway and strolled through the Corsetti mansion, thinking about how different it looks from my own, especially after recent renovations.

      With the engagement to Aurora planned, my parents moved out of our mansion in the Hamptons, so she and I could make that our home. It’d be more Aurora’s than mine though, since she’d be living there, while I stayed in my Manhattan condo, as I typically do since it’s close to work, and would only visit on weekends. Nonetheless, the mansion I’ve called home my entire life is too stifling and old-fashioned for the updated Hamptons beach-style homes now there, so I had it redone. Walls replaced with massive windows, letting in natural daylight and the oceanfront view. New fixtures, fresh white paint, and the bathrooms and kitchens refitted with finer building materials.

      “Drink?” Nico offers, gesturing to his sidebar. He certainly needs one, I think, to ease his tenseness.

      “Please.” I force a smile, granting him a look of ease. Within minutes, I have a glass of liquor in my hand, and I sip it, appreciative of the bourbon’s smooth, rich texture.

      Nico finally takes his chair, the leather cracking loudly in the silent room. Everything seems louder in silence…especially people.

      One woman in particular.

      As if the universe wanted me to think about her, a large man bursts through Nico’s office at that precise second, agitation radiating off him in waves as he explodes at his boss. Nico looks appalled, but I excuse them to talk, amused by the show, even while my head blocks out their conversation, using the few moments to think about a silent woman that has been plaguing my mind for weeks.

      Never would I have believed Aurora’s need for escape would have led me to her. When I walked the seemingly empty hallways, I found one that wasn’t.

      She stood at the very end, gazing at an abstract painting of mute browns, tans, and white. Its boringness instantly made me want to gouge out my eyes, but thankfully, the woman gained my attention instead.

      There was a lot I noticed about her, but the most striking feature was her deep, burnt hair. So bright against the dreary walls, and even more unique against the swarm of blondes and brunettes in attendance. It hung in soft waves, over the back of a jade green dress, which made everything about her seem even more vibrant. The dress was the second thing to capture my attention. A slim gown, curving around hips that demanded to be held, and greeting the floor with her barely-there sways. It was simple and not elaborate, unlike Aurora’s gown, which was obviously chosen to make a statement.

      It was there that Aurora’s absence changed how I’ll forever look at the colour green.

      It was also there that I realized, twice already, I was comparing this stranger to my future fiancée, all without even seeing her face.

      She heard me approach, based on the stiffening of her back. Shockingly, she turned to face me too, and I recall my steps faltering, my heart literally skipping a beat with my stolen breath. Captured by a soft, round face, speckled with the lightest of freckles, a slightly upturned nose and full lips. But her eyes. Those are what I still see in my dreams, weeks later. It was those fucking eyes I got lost in, and was unable to stop gazing at, even later that night, when I learned who exactly she is to the Corsettis. Sapphire blue eyes that widened slightly with my approach, and when I spoke, I expected some acknowledgement within them. Some flicker of unease or curiosity.

      But instead, she gave me nothing but silence.

      Still, I stood in the silence that dulled the throbbing in my head caused by the party. When I commented on the painting, she gave no response.

      It was a strange encounter, lasting about ten minutes, before she returned to the party. Trying to process our interaction, I remained behind for a few extra minutes, and when I also went back, she was nowhere in the crowd. Later at dinner, she was seated by the head of the table, beside Della, and met my gaze for the briefest of seconds before shyly looking away. She never glanced my way again. I knew this for a fact because I couldn’t stop looking, even when my mother explained she’s Della’s sister.

      “Sorry about that.” Nico’s voice pulls me from my memories, right as the distant sound of office doors slamming shut make their way to us. “He’s normally not like that.”

      “It’s fine.” Whatever to move this conversation along so he can finally explain why I’m here.

      Nico requested support with a potential war he was facing, which I almost denied since we’re not technically allies yet. It seemed like more of a bother for my soldiers. But with the engagement to Aurora only weeks away, being here might move the engagement along quicker and get it over with sooner, so I chose to come.

      “Seems you have your hands full here.”

      Nico chuckles, but it’s not a sound of ease. He’s on edge—nervous, which tells me I should be too. For a second, I empathize. It’s not a simple task, having to step into the footsteps left by one’s father, and we both share that burden.

      “You have no idea,” he replies, sipping from his own glass. “It’s related to what I want to speak with you about actually.”

      “Oh?” I sit straighter. My movement draws attention to the comforting weight of my Glock strapped to my side. A weapon the Corsettis haven’t apprehended out of mutual respect and trust. After all, within three weeks, I’ll be this man’s brother-in-law.

      “First, thank you for making the trip from New York so quickly to aid us. Your support would have been tremendous, but we didn’t foresee circumstances turning out how they had. Regardless, your willingness to help is appreciated.”

      “Of course. That’s what family is for, right?” I answer carefully, my grip tightening around my glass.

      “Exactly.” He pauses, his stare hardening. “Which is what makes this next part so difficult⁠—”

      I rest my drink on the edge of his desk, preparing for the news. No one enjoys hearing ‘difficult’ news, but in this line of work, Nico could possibly be announcing deceit. This feels too close to what Father warned me about. He doesn’t approve of this agreement and claims the Corsettis shouldn’t be trusted.

      “Aurora’s return into the family has been…different than what we believed it’d be. She’s complicated and didn’t take to being Lorenzo Corsetti’s daughter well.”

      What is he saying?

      “She’s chosen her own path and it’s one I can’t compete with. Believe me, I’ve tried.”

      “Speak plainly, Corsetti,” I demand, all the guise of niceties disappearing with impatience. “What are you not saying?”

      “That my sister refuses to wed you.”

      Recalling the woman I met with in the hospital wasn’t the same girl I was introduced to at his engagement party, so this isn’t all that surprising. There was a new desperation in her, which she didn’t bother hiding. Hell, even when we met for the second time at his wedding, she didn’t mask her hatred for the circumstances. Something changed in her during the week between his engagement party and his wedding.

      “When has that ever stopped a union?” It’s a well-known fact that women in mobs don’t always get their way, but backroom deals have already been made; therefore, it’d entice a war to break them.

      “Because I’m backing her decision,” he replies with a firm finality that proves Father’s presumptions were correct.

      “Think hard about your decision, Corsetti.” My warning is blatant. Decide wisely or we’ll have to react appropriately. “This is twice your family will have fucked us over.”

      “We’re not breaking off the engagement,” he continues, his tone leaving little room for argument, if I wasn’t already verbally toe-to-toe with the man. “I’m proposing an amendment.”

      “Intriguing,” I reply honestly, my temper de-escalating into unease. Given Aurora is the only Corsetti female, an amendment would be…My mind searches for another family member of equal value but comes up empty. Unless there’s long-lost daughters Lorenzo and Caterina have been hiding, whoever Nico offers will be an insult after Aurora.

      While Nico blows out a long breath and manages another sip of his drink, I study his body language for leftover nerves—shaking hands, a tight grip—but find none.

      “My sister-in-law, Ariella Lambert. You wouldn’t know her.”

      I do know her.

      After the engagement party, it was her, not Aurora, who starred in my dreams. I know her—know of her—but before now, I didn’t have a name to put with her alluring face. Ariella. A unique name for the silent, mysterious woman who made me, for the first time ever, feel like I was drowning. Lost for words, unable to breathe, trying to solve the puzzle that is her.

      But remembering why she’s being mentioned, I end up with numerous questions. “Your sister-in-law, Corsetti? That’s pretty cold, even for me. She never asked to become a part of your family when you married Della.”

      “She volunteered.”

      Volunteered? The beautiful woman who hadn’t spoken a word volunteered to be married off. Suddenly, I long to learn more because who would agree to such an engagement? It’s one thing for a woman born into this lifestyle to smile and march down the aisle because it’s their duty, but it’s another for an outsider to willingly do it.

      What are they playing at?

      “I understand she’s not as valuable as my⁠—”

      “She’s fine,” I interrupt, his brows lifting in response to my quick agreement. A protectiveness regarding his pending insult has me biting my own tongue, tapering down the sudden, strange emotion. “Surprised her sister would allow this.”

      He huffs a snort, his gaze drifting to the door, presumably imaging his wife somewhere beyond it. “They had a few choice words. Della’s pissed, yeah, but if Ariella’s offering, I accepted in order not to wreck what we’ve been building between the organizations.”

      Meaning he didn’t want a war he couldn’t win.

      “Of all the women I thought I’d be offering to you, she was at the bottom of my list. If you don’t accept, then⁠—”

      I cut him off again. “She’s fine. I accept.”

      He jerks. “Just like that?”

      No.

      Yes.

      Father will be pissed I’m not arguing, but the mystery surrounding Ariella distracted my mind for days after the engagement party. After I finally managed to get her out of my head, Nico’s wedding brought all those thoughts back when I watched her walk down the aisle. When I should have been observing the ceremony, I was instead preoccupied by studying her standing up there as Della’s maid-of-honour.

      Everyone else at that wedding seemed happy for the couple, but Ariella didn’t. Her mouth was in a near permanent flat line, but there was no sign of dislike or hostility toward the groom. During their vows, she managed a small smile, and at the reception, she was again smiling with Della. I don’t believe it was the couple, but something certainly lowered her mood, and not knowing what—so I could fix it—drove me mad. My parents pushing me toward Aurora to dance saved me from going to Ariella.

      “Not just like that,” I reply. “I have questions, but to answer yours: a future boss’s sister-in-law is still a good match.” Others might not think so—Father especially—but she still aligns us with the Corsettis. “If she’s volunteered, it’d be insulting to deny her. Agreeing to marry a stranger, move away from her home and to a new country, to be a Famiglia wife, is…” I trail off, suddenly reluctant to share my thoughts. Resilient. Commendable. Enthralling.

      “Yeah,” he agrees with a slight smirk. With every passing second, his stress seems to be decreasing. “There’s things you should know about her, though. Facts that might change your mind.”

      Doubtful. Once again, I’m struck with appreciation for Nico because if he believes what he’s about to tell me would change my mind, it’s admirable not to be hiding it.

      “Ariella and Della have had a difficult past, but Ariella more than her sister.”

      I move to the edge of my chair, dreading his next words, but also anxious.

      “Two years ago, Ariella and their mother were in a car accident. Their mother was killed.”

      Fuck.

      “Losing her mother, or the accident itself—something in that event changed Ariella. Now, she only verbally speaks to her sister. She was diagnosed with trauma-induced selective mutism.”

      That explains why she wouldn’t talk to me at the engagement party. It wasn’t her being shy, rude, or averse. She couldn’t.

      She lost her mother and her voice in one go. A burning spreads through my body, but I can’t identify it. Even glancing at the door behind me, imagining her somewhere beyond it, has me shifting in the chair, needing this conversation to end soon so I can find her.

      “So you can see why this adds a challenge?”

      It doesn’t.

      Perhaps it should but I don’t care. We’ll get through it.

      Father will kill me. With me taking his position soon, she’ll be a Boss’s wife. How will she perform the social duties expected if she’s unable to talk?

      But she’s the very woman who’s intrigued me for weeks now. Plagued my mind, my senses, my everything. To deny her offer, to turn away from his proposal, makes me sick to consider.

      “She’s spent the past few years in a medical centre, which is where their stepfather shoved her after the accident. Recently, she’s moved in here so she’s still adjusting. My family’s doctor has her file, but she’s refusing any form of further treatment.” He holds up his hands, palms out, like he’s defending his own actions. “Ultimately, it’s her choice what she does so I haven’t pushed. Nor do I know the details of the conversations she and the doctor have had.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll get her set up with the Famiglia doctor.”

      “You’re okay with this?” he checks, gripping his cup a bit tighter than before. Like the final offer to still turn away is making him apprehensive again.

      “The agreement stands, Corsetti.”

      He tips his head a fraction in acknowledgement, takes a swig of his drink, and when it lowers back down, two fingers lift to gesture toward me. “You have questions. Go ahead and ask them.”

      “Not for you. For her. I want to see her.”
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        Ariella

      

      

      Being a shadow is great.

      It’s what I’ve always been, and what I continue to be. What I appreciate, even. No one looks twice at a shadow when it’s blending into the background. Opposite of all the attention Della once received. She’s the eldest, smart and beautiful. When we were younger, guys were quickly sucked into her vortex. Back then, I wasn’t salty about it because there were times where the thought of having to share so much of myself with another person made me ill.

      Which is why there’s a benefit to being shoved into the backdrop and ignored.

      It's easier to exist in the dark than shine in the light.

      The amusing part, in high school, Della despised the attention, and was fine being single and focused on her school work and friendships. Yet, between the two of us, she was the first to be wed. I mean, considering the past few years, it makes complete sense, which is why I’m pleased for my sister.

      But it’s ironic. Because while she didn’t want the attention from guys, I did. To a point. I dreamed of going off to university, meeting my happily-ever-after, starting a life together, and having kids eventually. I fantasized about discovering myself.

      In some ways, I suppose, the dream of emerging from the ocean of a lifetime of disappointment to discovering the surface and what life on land has to offer is still tempting.

      Moving into the Corsetti mansion after Della got married to the mafia family’s second-in-command made my life better and worse. Being away from the medical centre and home with Della is great, but it also brought me into the Corsetti family’s fold and all their drama.

      With the return of Nico’s sister, Aurora, much of the attention has been on her, allowing me to hide again. Able to stick to the background unless Della drags me out or Nico’s mother, Caterina, insists on ‘getting to know me better.’ By now, she must realize I’m not interesting, not like Della. I don’t leap in front of bullets to save her son. I simply exist.

      When they do leave me be, I wallow in bed when the darkness becomes too overpowering, or when exiting the bedroom assigned to me gets too overwhelming to consider.

      The very bedroom I’m currently sitting in, staring at the space that’s never quite felt like mine. Depending how Nico’s current conversation goes, this might not be my room for much longer.

      Sending Nico the message I had surprised everyone, including myself. Aurora created a problem by falling in love with her bodyguard, and I solved it by volunteering for an arranged marriage, to the man Aurora was supposed to marry.

      Why? Who knows. A method to feel something perhaps. To get away from Della, because as pleasant as it is to be with her again, she’s suffocating. While I’m content to remain in my bedroom, lights off, and concentrate on breathing and remaining semi-sane, she’s trying to drag me into her light.

      It’s not wanted, or required.

      Maybe it’s a way to find the happily-ever-after I always dreamed of, and watched, in a single accident, get robbed from me? Locked beneath Nico and Della’s protection, I’ll never meet anyone. And really, who’d want to get to know the traumatized, mute woman? This way, getting into an arranged marriage means shackling myself to a man.

      Fuck, I’m pathetic.

      According to Nico, Erico Rossi, the underboss to the New York Famiglia, is as ruthless as they come. Earlier today, Nico brought me into his office for a serious conversation and explained what my offer truly means. Moving to New York, becoming a wife, and requiring to survive in a world I wasn’t born into, but rather, forced into. First by Mom’s marriage to Stefano De Falco and then by Della, when she willingly stuck around. I suppose, by me too when I agreed to live here. But was there truly a choice?

      Perhaps volunteering to wed Erico Rossi my way of thanking the Corsettis for saving my sister and me from a worser fate? One Mom found herself paying. Everyone here has been kind since we moved in, and they’ve been understanding of my limitations. I’d miss them by leaving.

      But I’m drowning.

      Della believes my life will worsen amongst the Famiglia. Maybe, but maybe not. Perhaps they’re the land I’ve been seeking.

      Erico and I initially met by accident. Hiding during Della’s engagement party, from the noise and bustle of the guests, he found me studying a painting. I’d snuck away because watching my sister celebrate becoming a wife got too overwhelming. She looked flawless striding through the ballroom on Nico’s arm. Her head was held high, she donned a dress that was made for her, and while terrified of messing up in front of others, she made it through.

      I was proud of her, but it also reminded me of everything I don’t and will never have.

      The first time I met Nico, when he visited me in the medical centre for information about our stepfather, I recognized the good in him, despite the criminal life he controls. Even then, his care for my sister shone, but at their engagement party, it was stifling. No man would look at me like he does her, not with my current difficulties. Her sunlight was bursting from her, making the shadows of my darkness even blacker. Consuming me until I slipped out undetected.

      When I heard his soft steps approaching me in the hallway I hid in; I knew it was a guy because the oncoming sound didn’t have the same pierce of a woman’s heel. I assumed Nico, searching for me at my sister’s request, but instead, it was the very man I saw being introduced to Aurora.

      Erico Rossi from the New York mob family who was slated to be her fiancé.

      He was every bit classically handsome up close as he was afar. Night-black hair that was styled neatly, but it only made me curious what it looked like free and unruly. Eyes so dark that stared at me with a burning question in his gaze.

      Who are you?

      I’d heard it as though he spoke aloud. He stopped beside me and introduced himself. Asked my name, how I was enjoying the party, and if I was okay.

      If I was okay.

      No stranger has ever asked me such a thing, not unless they came donning a lab coat and stethoscope too. For the first time ever, I was silent, stunned, in a manner having nothing to do with my mutism.

      When I didn’t respond to any of his questions, he never gave up asking more. I didn’t even try to talk because there would be no payoff. Within minutes, Erico would return to Aurora’s side and I’d return to being the strange woman in the background.

      After a while, he accepted my silence, and for the first time since arriving into the Corsetti’s mansion, I breathed. Like my mind was an absolute blank slate. Stressors from the past, worries of the present, fears of the future—they all melted away in exchange for absolutely nothing.

      Was it that single meeting that had me volunteering to wed him? If so, I’m even more pathetic because that tiny interaction meant so little to him, considering he didn’t look at me twice for the rest of the night. His attention, rightly so, returned to his would-be fiancée. The second time I saw him was at Della’s wedding. He was a guest and I was the maid-of-honour; that’s all. Two people co-existing in one room and nothing more.

      The door opens, pulling me from all my musings as Nico fills the doorway. His flat mouth and grim expression make my stomach drop in disappointment. Of course, Erico denied the offer. He nearly had the Corsetti princess, so why would he want the mute sister-in-law? It was a fantasy waiting to happen. A fairy tale I stupidly swept myself into, the same way every storybook princess seems to get themselves closer to the prince, only to have him yanked away.

      “He agreed to the union but wishes to speak with you first.”

      He agreed?

      I slide from the bed, my legs wobbling with every step toward the doorway. The large decorative mirror resting against the far wall makes me flinch at my own experience. Both times Erico has seen me, I’ve been done up for the celebrations, making my current appearance more striking—and not in a pleasant way. Hair that I’m pretty sure I haven’t washed in over three days is drawn in a messy, crooked ponytail, and I’m wearing yoga pants and a tank I only remembered to change out this morning.

      Well, he should know what he’s getting, I suppose.

      At the doorway, I pause, staring up at Nico. Other than Della, he’s the only one here who’s heard my voice, but it was only a single time. With every repeated attempt, the usual tightness chokes me.

      Dr. Shappo, the Corsettis’ doctor, theorized my trauma is linked to trust, explaining why Della continues to be my safe person. But when Nico showed up at the medical centre that day, searching for ways to save her, my mind granted me use of my voice. Let me trust Nico enough for Della.

      I force a smile to rid Nico of his pinched expression as he murmurs, “Ariella, I can still end this. The situation isn’t your burden to bear, and while you’re doing a huge service, I feel guilty.”

      Making my silent statement known, I step by him and into the hallway, heading for the staircase that’ll take me to the main floor and his office. He falls into step beside me, his hands shoved in his front pockets, his shoulders slouched lower than I’ve ever seen.

      “I’m serious. I’ll alter the terms and can send him away, but once you meet with him, I’m not sure anything I say will change his mind.”

      For once, it feels nice to have another person broadcasting their own worries, especially someone so naturally guarded. Halfway down the stairs, I lay my hand on his arm, reassuring him of my decision once again.

      He doesn’t smile, or really acknowledge me at all. Instead, he’s silent as he leads me toward his office. At the doorway, he points to the wall beside it. “I’ll be right here if you need me.”

      I wave him off and open his door, stepping right inside before any sort of emotion other than minor confidence has a chance to creep up. Especially since there’s a few others threatening to tear me down: trepidation, self-hatred, doubt, sadness. Name it, I’m feeling it.

      I shut the door with my back, my hands weaving together behind me as I stare at the figure across the room. The man perched on the edge of Nico’s desk isn’t the same friendly face from the party. This time, I think I’m truly seeing New York’s underboss. Flat expression, drawn features as he leans against the rich, wooden desk, his legs crossed at the ankle and his arms loose by his side, with his hands perched on the desktop for balance. He’s an image of ease, with chilling features that imply everything but relaxation.

      His voice only amplifies the emotion. “Come here, Ariella.”

      The command forces my feet forward. Bowing to men has always left a sour taste in my mouth. Perhaps it explains why Mom’s marriage to Stefano made me sick from the moment she announced the engagement. Witnessing his alpha-dog treatment of her was horrible.

      But instinct says this isn’t the time to be defiant. Not unless I’m turning around and taking up Nico’s offer to escape this.

      Erico’s sharp gaze stalks me, his eyes raking up and down my form. Starting from the mess atop my head, over my bare shoulders, my stomach, and toward my legs. No doubt, questioning his sanity for agreeing to this match. It’s okay because I’m doing the same, wondering how I’ll live with this man.

      The same way you do here. In your room, alone, with your head buried in the blankets.

      Ah, the voice. My dark voice that visits me constantly. There’s comfort in being reminded it’s there. Without it, I’d definitely be lost in this interaction.

      My spine tingles with an awareness I despise, and my hands curl by side. I feel suffocated. Like I shouldn’t be enjoying it, but even with his flat expression, he’s making me intrigued. Interested in seeing how the version of him I first met translates into the present.

      In the same breath, I shove the feeling away. Of course, my stupid mind is interested in him, the same way it was from our very first meeting. But this is a wedding of convenience for us both. I’m a stand-in for the Corsetti princess. He’d never be interested in me beyond completing his duty.

      When there’s about three feet of space left between us, I stop, straightening my back, my chin lifting half an inch to hide my apprehension. The corner of his mouth twitches at whatever’s in his head as he continues appraising me. Understandable, considering this marriage is essentially him buying me.

      You had to get a man to purchase you for someone to be interested.

      Sometimes, I hate my brain for being correct, even in its depreciating, grim thoughts.

      His head tilts and his hands lift from the desk’s surface to instead cross his arms over his chest. His expression remains impassive, which I assume is a positive thing. I think. Do I hope so?

      “Hello again, Ariella.”

      Oh, goodness, is his voice somehow deeper than it was the first time we met?

      I bob my head in greeting, hoping Nico explained my limitations, or he’s about to get quite the surprise.

      “Seems we’re about to get to know one another very well.”

      My mouth presses into a small smile, in response.

      “Right.” He doesn’t seem surprised by my lack of response. If anything, I think I catch disappointment flick through his gaze before he suddenly asks, “Are you a virgin?”

      For a second, the abrupt question throws me, but then I recall where I am. Who I’m with. With a straight spine, I shake my head. Lost that to an old high school boyfriend when I was eighteen.

      The reminder of such a time is a pang to my heart. Not toward Evan, the guy I dated. Not even sure what happened to him after high school. But more, for the simpler time. A time when I laughed with my friends, composed music regularly, and looked forward to all life had to offer. A time where I dreamed of getting a music degree and becoming a teacher. Of meeting a nice man, and eventually having my own family.

      Funny how a single person can alter the course of one’s life so badly. If Mom had never met Stefano…

      Erico grunts, bringing my focus back to him and the conversation. “Well, I guess that’s to be expected.”

      Is it?

      “Are you on birth control?”

      I nod. Mom brought me to the doctor right around the time Evan and I began dating. Said she would rather me be safe than sorry. I never stopped taking the pills because I’ve gotten used to the other benefits.

      “Get off it.”

      I open my mouth, an argument pending, if only I can get my voice to work, but then I remember what my offer of marriage truly means. I basically decided this, and Nico re-explained as much.

      Heirs.

      A notion both exciting and terrifying. Wanting kids is one thing, when I also desired the life that went along with it. Meeting someone, getting married, and then, as our lives permit, starting the family with the man who chose me. Getting children in this kind of relationship means our children won’t witness their parents in love.

      But this might be the only way you ever have children.

      Might? Try: this is the only way.

      Besides, producing heirs on command is better than nothing, right?

      “Ariella?”

      Right. He’s waiting for a response, while my inner voices are battling back and forth over a decision I can’t even make for myself.

      I nod.

      “You understand why, don’t you?” His voice softens, reminding me of the man I met in the hallway.

      Another nod.

      He stares for a long ten seconds, in which I count each one, never feeling more scrutinized than this second. An experiment he finally decides to examine closer when he pushes off Nico’s desk and takes the three strides toward me, standing closer than he was even the night of the party.

      Warmth from his body emits and for once, I’m not completely against another person standing so close. He smells good, like something I can’t quite place. It’s musky and sweet, an odd combination that suits him.

      His hand comes into my vision and every instinct demands I shy away. But after today, he’ll be allowed to touch me in any way he deems because of the choice I made. It’s that reminder keeping me still.

      He tips my chin up with a single finger, his strength overpowering my will. I’m forced to look into his dark eyes rather than his chest as his thumb strokes gently over my skin. I melt. His calloused thumb feels right, even though I convince myself it’s only because no one’s touched me intimately in many years.

      This is fake. You’re a stand-in for the real thing.

      “Nico claims you volunteered for this arrangement. Is that true?”

      Even in his grip, my nod feels weak.

      “There was no coercion on his part then?”

      No, I mouth, with a slight head shake.

      “So what made you of all people volunteer to marry me?”
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        Erico

      

      

      There’s no room for oversight in my position. Everything is black and white. Roles understood. Performances expected.

      Witnessing my parents’ relationship gave me the outline of what mine will be. Two people who co-exist, eventually have a child to continue the bloodline, and that’s all. There’s normality in this kind of connection. The lack of deep feelings mean the Famiglia will always come first. A future I expected to put into motion with Aurora, who, after meeting her at the engagement party, I knew would be the ideal woman for my needs. Having no interest in her, we could very easily recreate what my parents have. Emotionless, each of us playing our part. We’d live separately, save for the occasional visit home.

      The unexpected variable was her.

      The redhead that makes my head want to explode and my hands to explore. The silent woman—traumatized, according to Nico—with zero stake in mob politics. Yet, here we are, discussing our union, leaving me tongue-tied and without words as I planned on outlining her future. My thumb strokes her cheek, fascinated as her skin grows a deeper shade with her blush.

      She shrugs to respond to my question about why she volunteered herself. A part of me feels cautious, as to why her. What game is going on that I’m unaware of? While the other part of me is simply curious as to why she did this. What’s in her mind that led to this?

      “You have so little stake in your sister’s new family, so I was surprised when Nico said you were making this sacrifice.” Another shrug in response and I finally drop my hands back to my sides, releasing the skin I could very well grow addicted to touching. “All right then. My position keeps me busy, which I assume you’re aware of. This means, you’ll be on your own frequently. I’ll be living in the city, at my Manhattan condo, and you’ll be staying at the Rossi mansion in the Hamptons. A bodyguard will be assigned to you for protection. Understand?”

      She nods, her expression blank and devoid of what’s in her head. Surely as I recite facts, regret must be creeping up? This can’t be the life she desires.

      “Eventually, I will need an heir and we will work through that. I’m sure you understand, Ariella, you and I will not be like your sister and Nico.”

      Romance is too much work. A relationship is simply unfathomable to consider when working in New York’s crime district. Relationships demand equality and sharing stories with one’s partner, but any woman who’s privy to what I do, knows better to ask, and anyone who isn’t, shouldn’t be knowing.

      Again, she bobs her head, her expression remaining unbothered. While her agreement is positive for my needs, it pains me to see her falling so easily, so quickly into it. No fight, no spark…it almost doesn’t match the gentle flame buried in her azure eyes.

      “One more thing: your medical needs. We’ll get your file transferred to the Famiglia doctor and any support, any therapy, can be decided between you and him.”

      For once, she actually does something. She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a phone, her fingers rapidly flying over the screen before she turns it toward me to read what she typed out.

      
        
          
            
              
        No more counselling. I’m over people trying to fix me. Please.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smile. Maybe it’s her tenacity; the clear determination in her plea. Even if I don’t know what she sounds like, I can almost predict the way she’d verbally say that. Throaty and smooth, with a final plea tacked on almost like she didn’t want to add it at all.

      “Sure thing, Ariella.”

      Before she has the chance to put away her phone, I yank it from her hands, holding it away so she knows not to bother fighting me for it. I scroll through her apps until finding her contacts and add a new entry with my name and number before giving it back.

      “If you need to contact me between now and the wedding, you now have my number to do so. Anytime. Call or text.” It’s doubtful she will.

      The corners of her mouth pull up into a slight grin that seems entirely forced, and I vow right then and there, one day, I’ll work for a genuine smile. Not sure why I want it, but I do.

      “Do you have any questions?”

      An expectant head shake that makes her red hair fly. A stream of sunlight from the window behind us catches on the colour, highlighting her face, making her look younger.

      “How old are you?” I demand, suddenly aware of the unknown fact.

      Her left hand raises with two fingers held up and her right with one. Twenty-one.

      Christ. “Ten years younger than me.” A few years past high school, a sister wrapped up in mob life, a mother deceased from a car accident, and soon to be shackled to a man a decade older than her when she’s hardly experienced life. This isn’t different than marrying Aurora, who’s the same age as Ariella, but it feels like more. Like a tightness in my chest from the guilt is telling me it’s different. Aurora was bred into this life. With Ariella, I sympathize.

      “Well,” I break my stare with her and manage to walk around her, heading for the door, “I’ll speak with Nico about finalizing a few details, including a date, and then…” I stop, tongue dabbing at my dry lips. I don’t recall the last time someone’s made me feel as uncertain as I do now. Not nervous, but still a sense like I’m about to trip. “Then I suppose I’ll see you at the wedding.”

      I take a step but not toward the door, in the direction I was initially headed. Instead, it’s back toward her. I’m close enough to catch the flicker of emotion—of heartbreak—before it’s gone. So quick I believe I imagined it as I finally turn away.
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        * * *

      

      My father pinches the bridge of his nose, seething from where he’s seated inside one of our clubs. Since Father is days away from retirement, he’s been wrapping things up slowly and going from business to business—both legal and the underground ones—and finalizing anything he has his hand in.

      “Do you realize the severity in what you have done, Erico? The Corsettis refuse to give you Aurora, so you agree to wed a no name.”

      That’s precisely what I did, but a surge of protectiveness brings my fist down onto the desk’s surface, jolting him enough until he drops his hand from his face. “Don’t speak about her like that.”

      Father’s eyes narrow, the warning of a man who’s slaughtered hundreds. In that moment, I’m pleased to have no brother because if he had another option, I get the sense, it’d be him and not me taking over. “We had the ideal candidate and you choose a mute instead. We have no idea her upbringing, her family, if she’s even pure or not. How do we know she isn’t hiding a child somewhere?”

      Every question Father throws my way has my teeth grinding, but I don’t argue his points because they’re valid considerations, even if they’re none I’m entertaining. Not when she—the fucking siren—the sirena—who’s been invading my mind since the first glance will be mine. At least with my ring on her finger and her tucked in my home, I’ll get so much of her, my mind will finally be freed.

      But Father’s days away from stepping down, as per our agreement that with my marriage, I’d also be taking over as Famiglia Boss. So, keeping a calm voice, I explain, “She’s Nico Corsetti’s sister-in-law. We wanted to align with them, and Ariella will still accomplish that.”

      Father wipes at his forehead before dropping his weight onto the chair’s backing. “Months ago, when you announced the deal you and Corsetti struck, I had my doubts. When Caterina Corsetti was supposed to marry your uncle, the Corsettis stole her from us. I never wanted to fix the instability between the two organizations, but you insisted, and I respected your choice. With you running things soon, can’t fault you for wanting a clean slate with our northern competitors. But this,” he pauses, the weight of his word filling the room, “this was a stupid decision.”

      Pressing my hands into his desk, I lean forward. “If you still trust me to be Boss, then you’ll trust this decision. This is a win because whether it be Aurora or Ariella who stands with me at the end of the aisle, we’re still aligned with Nico. As for everything else you mentioned, she has no secret children.”

      Father’s lips press together as he takes a long moment to consider my words before finally grunting. “I fucking knew the Corsettis would pull something. That’s why I insisted to Lorenzo we move your wedding up, and yet, only weeks away, and they’ve still managed to fuck it up. No matter because while you were in Canada, I was working on a secondary option for you, and with this news you’ve brought back, it’s a good thing I did.”

      I straighten as he reaches into his desk drawer and pulls out an image, tossing it toward me. It’s of a woman, sexy and with a grin that says she’s aware of her own looks. Confident, staring right into the camera, her dark eyes promising danger. Long black hair tumbles around her shoulders and melds with the off-shoulder black gown.

      “She is?” I flick the photo back toward my father, uninterested in why he has a picture of a stranger.

      “A potential wife.”

      “In a week, I’ll have a wife.” That was the deal made with Nico. A quick engagement; enough time for Ariella to say goodbye to her sister and for me to get things prepared here. The counter-agreement was that the ceremony would happen in his home, and not here. “Don’t need her.”

      He takes the picture back, studying the woman as though she’s an item for sale. “I entertained your agreement with Nico, but given today’s events, this woman could be a more suitable candidate. Her name is Vanessa Volkov.”

      “Volkov,” I repeat, my blood instantly icing over. “Of the Volkovs? The Russian Bratva. Father, what did you do?”

      “Nothing yet,” he replies, and instantly, my blood pressure drops a few degrees. “But we can very easily. The Corsettis ruined a connection they want—need—more than us. And don’t claim otherwise, because at first sign of trouble, they requested your help. Well, we could better benefit having the Bratva on our side. They have weapons I’ve been dying to get my hands on, son.” My father leans forward, his dark eyes brighter and more excited than normal. “Ursin Volkov has already agreed to entertain the concept of an offer. If we make one, and he accepts, Erico, you’d be king of a motherfucking empire. No one in the world would dare oppose us.”

      The Bratva makes the Famiglia look like a joke and even I have to admit that. Two days ago, I might have taken this offer. A dangerous, precarious one, but Vanessa over Aurora would be more beneficial, and I trust Father’s decisions, even when I’ve doubted him in the past. All he’s ever done in his time as Boss was make the Famiglia an organization I’d be proud to lead, and with the Bratva connections…

      But that was before a fucking siren with red hair flashed her eyes at me.

      The image on his desk evaporates, the woman being swapped out with Ariella. Instead of black hair, I see red. Instead of a dark gown, I’m seeing a jade one.

      “I’ve already agreed to the arrangement. If I turn around and deny Ariella, the Corsettis have full rights to attack.”

      Father stabs his finger into Vanessa’s picture. “If we gain the Bratva, then war will be worth it. We’ll have them on our side and can wipe out the Corsettis for good. We’d claim control of Montreal too at that point.”

      So much power. So much control. It’s tempting. Like a ripe apple, waiting to be bit, but I’ve made my decision. To even consider taking the stranger in the image as my bride makes my stomach churn. To witness the disappointment on Ariella’s face when she learns her offer was declined after being accepted. Not when I still have so much to uncover about the woman.

      “I said no, Father.” Finality rings in my tone. “But we can still marry Vanessa to someone else in the Famiglia. Caladin is single.” Just the way my cousin enjoys it for his own personal reasons. “I’m marrying Ariella Lambert, as agreed upon with both her and Nico Corsetti in a week. The ceremony will be held in their house, in Montreal, if you and Mother would like to join me.”

      Father scoffs. “That’s it then? I offer you the world and you opt for a mute woman who won’t be able to provide what you need.”

      “Stop,” I demand, biting the inside of my mouth until I taste blood, to prevent from saying what I really want to. “She’ll be fine.”

      Father laughs, throwing his head back. “Fuck, Erico, please tell me you’re not pussy-whipped already. The Famiglia will demand your complete attention. You know this.”

      “And they have it. But just because she’s not a Corsetti by blood doesn’t mean you have the right to insult her. She’ll still be my wife.” I pause before admitting, “Father, she volunteered to this.”

      “And?” He rolls his head in a half-shrug. “That’s a power play move on her part. After seeing her sister with a mob boss, maybe she wants her own.”

      Maybe, but the little I know of Ariella tells me that isn’t it. I don’t know why she agreed to the wedding, but I doubt it’s for power.

      “Or not. Maybe she’s simply loyal as fuck, and we could benefit from having that on our side.”

      Father’s eyes roll and he reluctantly re-places the image of Vanessa back into the drawer. “Loyal or stupid. Something feels off about this, Erico.”

      “Then I’ll figure it out,” I promise. After the wedding.

      He levels his stare. “If you’re certain about your decision, you’ll be the one telling your mother the wedding she’s in the thick of planning for you and Aurora needs to be cancelled.”

      He tosses his head back because we both know how that conversation will go.
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        * * *

      

      After an annoying meeting with my mother, a meeting with Ariella’s future bodyguard, and then a phone call with the mansion’s housekeeper, I head from my condo down to the private garage for only Caladin and me, since he lives on the level beneath me. Instead of bed, which is the only place I should be headed after the gruelling day of flying from Montreal to New York, I slide into the front seat of my favourite car, my custom-painted matte black Porsche 918 Spyder.

      There’s nothing better than the feel of the leather wheel, the rumble of speed as the thin tires fly me over the cement and down the connecting roads, the pure power as everything around me blurs while I speed toward Brooklyn.

      Father would kill me if he knew my extra-curricular activities.

      Watch me care.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Ariella

      

      

      When I was a little girl, I dreamed of this.

      Well, not this exactly.

      I imagined standing in front of a mirror with Della by my side and our mother on my other as they fussed over me. I’d be wearing a large, white wedding dress with a long train. They’d hand me the bouquet of red roses before walking me out to my chosen groom.

      Instead, I get the bleaker, modified version of that dream, but really, after the disappointment that my life has become the past few years, this outcome is almost expectant.

      Della’s arms weave around my shoulders, hugging me from behind. In our reflection, her eyes dim, matching her frown. “Smile, Ariella. Please. A single smile so I’m able to let you go today.”

      For her, anything. My lips curl up and I search for something cheery to cling to, to force happiness into my heart. “You chose well,” I compliment, gesturing to the white dress I’m donned in.

      Nico and Erico had agreed to a small ceremony, which I’m thankful about, though annoyed neither asked me what I wanted. Either way, my decisions would have been the same, so at least Erico and I are on the same page. My plan was to wear whatever semi-decent thing I found in my closet, but at Della’s insistence, I found myself dress shopping. She was the one fighting the hardest to get me out of the union, but she begrudgingly accepted it and has instead tried to make me content in any miniscule way she can.

      Is happiness even in the cards for me? Truly.

      Dress shopping provided a sense of normality I appreciated. Even Aurora accompanied us, showering me with constant apologies. She’s the one who refused to wed Erico and she’s taking all the blame on my offer, even if it’s misplaced.

      The dress Della picked out is lovely. A soft, white silk going to my knees and leaving my shoulders bare. My hair’s been left down and loose, and my makeup simple. Today’s a formality and nothing more.

      Della releases me after a final peck on the cheek. “Well, I should go downstairs and let everyone know you’re ready. Come down whenever, although I recommend sooner rather than later or else Erico might come hunting for you.”

      Unlikely.

      Either way, I wave as she exits my bedroom and leaves me alone for the last time.

      I study the room that’s been home for a short time. Since Erico’s insisting on leaving for New York right away, I’m already packed and my bags were brought down earlier, returning this room to being the guest room it once was.

      When I leave the room, it’s with a tug on my heart. This will be the final time I walk from this doorway, walk the halls, descend the staircase. By tonight, it’ll be a different staircase, different hallways, and another bedroom doorway.

      By the time I reach downstairs, it’ll be the beginning of the end. Of nothing. Of losing any meagre chance I might have once had for a natural happy ever after as I chase my designed one.

      Erico arrived over an hour ago, but I haven’t seen him yet. Della said his parents didn’t join him, which makes me both terrified and pleased. Terrified because if not today, there will come a time I’ll have to meet them. But pleased, I won’t have to interact with them quite yet. His cousin, a man no one here has met before, came too.

      At the base of the stairs, I study the house, knowing it’s one more hallway until the ballroom, where everyone waits. The very room that began all of this. The space Della’s engagement party was held in and what initiated Erico and me meeting.

      A short walk. A few dozen steps and I’m right there. The arched entranceway showing the makeshift aisle the people in attendance created.

      My eyes go to the end. To who’s at the end.

      When Della walked down the aisle, Nico’s entire focus was on her. His love for her, his weakness apparent. No one in attendance could question their feelings for one another.

      That’s nothing like the look Erico is giving me.

      Appreciation, sure, as his gaze travels the length of me. He settles on my hair for a beat longer than the rest, and I long to touch it, to shield it from his probing examination.

      Checking out his purchase.

      Instead, I study the people in attendance as they form an aisle, urging me from one end to my fiancé’s side. Rozelyn and Flynn are closest to me. Flynn only watches on and Rozelyn manages a half-smile before glancing at her feet, the relationship between her and everyone else still strained. Beside them, Rosen bobs his head and Aurora’s guilt is unhidden. A pinched expression as she mouths, I’m sorry, for what’s likely the millionth time.

      To my right is Caterina and Lorenzo. Lorenzo tips his head in respect as I pass, but it’s Caterina’s tight expression that holds my attention. Similar to that of her daughter, she glances away from me toward Erico, her glare apparent. Beside them, Rafael’s usual smirk is watered down, and Isabelle, who I barely know, simply observes.

      Closest to the front is Nico, and he’s who gains much of my attention. His head dip is even deeper than Lorenzo’s, his expression a mixture of the respect of his parents and the apology of his sister.

      Della’s at the front, beside the minister, standing as my only bridesmaid and one of the witnesses. She’s not hiding her sour expression at all, and for a moment, I feel like laughing, if only my face muscles were working still.

      To the right of the minister and Erico is another man. His dark hair is messy, like he’s just rolled out of bed. He’s expressionless, almost bored, rocking lightly on his feet. That must be Erico’s cousin that Della had mentioned.

      And finally, I look at the reason behind this entire façade. Erico’s gaze still remains flat, but I search for something. Appreciation, guilt—any emotion indicating who I’m about to wed.

      I’m by his side much too soon, and take my place between Erico and Della, each representing a time in my life—the past and the future. Giving my back to Della is like literally turning away from my past, but we both know that’s exactly what’s happening. I’ll no longer be Ariella Lambert, the quiet daughter, the silent sister, the shadow. I’ll be dragged from my darkness to be Ariella⁠—

      My thoughts cut off. Even saying it in my head is unsettling. Ariella Rossi.

      In mere minutes, that will be my new identity. Wife. American.

      I’ll no longer be able to exist in the background because I’ll be to Erico what Della is to Nico. A mob boss’s wife.

      My thoughts create a tornado of emotion inside me that I can’t breathe through, or escape. My standard gloom is always present and never evading, but it’s matched with a feeling of…of concern for my future?

      A gentle touch breaks through the thoughts. Erico’s fingers brush the back of my hand as his head tilts a fraction in question. His brows follow, and I curse myself for allowing my walls to lower and emotions to spill out for anyone to see.

      They’re my protection. They’re how I was able to go undetected at the medical centre. How I’ve hid my diagnosis for years from my own sister and the very inquisitive crime family we’ve moved in with.

      “Are we ready to begin?” the minister asks. I nod, and so does Erico. “Very well then.”

      Thankfully, his speech goes quickly and then it’s a matter of the vows. I’ve written no personal ones and I doubt Erico has either, so the minister goes through the standard vows until it’s time for the I do’s.

      That’s when I stop breathing.

      Erico speaks first, his hands finding mine with those two powerful words. He’s likely ensuring I can’t escape, but he’s also grounding me. Keeping me present through everything he promises me.

      Fake, empty promises said for the minister’s sake and not mine.

      Della reaches forward to hand me a simple, gold band. It’s heavy, likely expensive, and I slide it onto the fourth finger of his left hand.

      Then it’s my turn and the minister repeats himself.

      I do, I mouth.

      Erico takes my left hand and slides a diamond ring on my finger, which I lose my breath at. A single large diamond in the centre of a thin, gold band. On either side, smaller emerald jewels.

      It’s beautiful.

      But then I remember who this ring was supposed to go to. No doubt, Erico bought it because it reminded him of Aurora’s green eyes. Drawing my hand away, I ignore the weight of his ownership and let it hang by my side and away from view.

      The minister has no issue with the fact I hadn’t said the words aloud, which tells me someone here warned him of my troubles. He nods with a gentle smile and then seals our agreements with the last officiating statement: “You may now kiss the bride.”

      Kiss. I hadn’t thought about this part.

      Idiot, he’s marrying you to eventually breed you. Not for your stellar personality.

      Erico’s hand goes to my hip as he steadies me. He pauses, his eyes searching mine, although I’m not sure what for. Seeking permission? Already gave that the moment I agreed to the union.

      This has to happen…so I lift onto my toes because even in the heels, I’m still shorter than him. My hands land on his arms, the rich material of his suit like silk. It’s then I realize, the last time I kissed someone was…Fuck, I don’t even remember. That’s how long it’s been.

      His other hand cups my face the same way he had inside Nico’s office last week. With his hold, I’m trapped. He brings me closer and lowers his head.

      For some reason, I imagined a chaste, cold peck. An unfeeling kiss to seal the unfeeling marriage about unfold.

      That’s not what I get at all.

      Erico’s lips press firmly against mine, soft and melding all at the same time. Almost with a vicious roughness, but I wouldn’t refer to this kiss as rough by any means. More like, impactful. Telling. Possessive.

      I kiss him back.

      The tightly strung nerves in my arms, shoulders, and back decompress with every pass of his lips. My fingers curl in his jacket, not as a way to keep him steady, but more so to avoid me touching him. My lips open a fraction, testing, and I feel the gentle touch of his tongue once before he pulls back.

      His dark eyes seem even blacker, the colour expanding most of his eye. He’s breathing heavy but I’m…

      …I’m breathing. Genuine air for what feels like the first time in years.

      The minister pronounces us husband and wife, and while those terms should be my focus, they’re not. Instead, my mind is too busy reliving that kiss. The way, for even a moment, I stopped thinking about everything else. Stopped feeling anything other than his mouth on mine. Stopped hating myself for just a fucking minute.

      Maybe this won’t be so bad.

      The minister gestures toward a small table a few feet away that I hadn’t noticed earlier. He directs Erico and I to sign our names, and without thinking twice, knowing at this point, it’s too late to turn back, I etch my signature on the line. Della and Erico’s cousin sign as witnesses and then it’s done.

      A marriage certificate. A wedding officiated. A ring of ownership.

      A new name: Ariella Rossi.
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