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            ABOUT THIS BOOK:

          

        

      

    

    
      Loving Luca Ricci is like playing with fire—exhilarating, dangerous, and bound to leave scars.

      We’re chaos wrapped in attraction, constantly colliding and breaking apart. His family’s dangerous mafia world. My fears about letting anyone in. The secrets we’ve both kept that only push us further apart.

      Fiery betrayal.

      Luca has one sacred rule: his little sister is off-limits to his hockey teammates.

      When he discovers someone he trusted broke that rule, the betrayal shatters everything.

      Friendships fracture. And the fallout pulls him into a danger that could cost him his life.
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      Luca

      She fucking left me.

      I’m sick to my stomach with dread, anger, despair as I crumple the note and throw it in the garbage bin.

      “I can’t believe she broke up with me in a note.”

      Anger boils in my blood and I yank my bowtie off, undoing the buttons on my tuxedo.

      There’s not going to be a wedding today.

      Dante will be thrilled. He didn’t even want me to marry Harper.

      He tried to get her to marry Ashton.

      I’m, however, crushed. I’m not sure running away is the better of two options: marry Ashton or flee, because marrying me must have been horrifying.

      I feel like I might actually vomit.

      I turn toward the door, brushing past Ashton as I storm out of the room. The house feels incredibly small and I hurry outside, needing air to breathe.

      Fresh air isn’t enough, but the chill numbs me and dulls my senses. It doesn’t lessen the ache in my heart.

      Tears threaten my vision, but I don’t want anyone to see them, not Ashton, not Kensley, and certainly not my father.

      The door swings open behind me.

      I don’t dare look to see who is chasing after me.

      I’m raw inside.

      I’ll never forgive Harper.

      She can run, but she can’t hide.

      Like a blizzard, I tear back into the house, demanding my father. “Dante!” My voice bellows with a roar as I feel the anger flowing through me.

      Heat radiates from my body. My bowtie is gone, the jacket unbuttoned, and I’m still sweating.

      Dante hears my voice, or maybe it’s the hurricane that follows me as his men swarm like I need help.

      I don’t have to say it.

      Dante stares at me, and it’s like he knows.

      Does he know because he figured it out on his own or had he been told?

      “I want Kensley detained,” I growl and point at the girl in the dark-purple dress standing just a few feet away.

      “What?” Her eyes widen, and she takes several steps backward but knocks into Moreno.

      He grabs her by the arm, dragging her down the hallway.

      “Please, no!” she screams, fighting for her life.

      I’m fighting for mine.

      For my wife.

      Correction.

      For the wife I should have had and the boy who was to become my son.

      Ashton steps closer. “Are we sure we should be doing this now?” he asks into my ear.

      “This is on you.” I glare at him. “If you hadn’t demanded she marry you, maybe she wouldn’t have run away.”

      Ashton shuts up.

      Dante’s gaze flits from Ashton to me. Clearly, he’s surprised I’m privy to what goes on under his roof.

      Turns out, we all have secrets.

      Kensley is dragged down to the basement holding cell, kicking and screaming.

      No one stops them or helps her.

      I glance around and see no sign of Harper’s parents. The only guests here today are all aware of whose house they’re in—the mafia’s.

      They’re family friends, not acquaintances. The wedding guests are either those who work for Dante or have come at his insistence.

      They all know he’s mafia.

      None dare to intervene.

      They’re not foolish enough to think they have a shot in hell at calming down a mafia boss. But Dante is relatively calm, and I’m the one fueled with anger and betrayal.

      Hatred burns brighter and hotter than love.

      Betrayal burns my skin, licks my tongue, and fills me with hate.

      I storm down the basement stairs, finding Kensley secured to a metal chair, her legs and arms already bound. Moreno was quick with the ropes and chains. It’s not his first interrogation, although Matteo is our typical interrogator.

      But I want to be the one questioning Kensley.

      I deserve to be the one doing the interrogating.

      “Please,” she pleads with Moreno, and I gesture for him to step away.

      “Give us a minute,” I say and nod for him to take the stairs and go back up.

      There are tears in Kensley’s eyes, and she struggles to catch her breath. Her cheeks are flushed, her body trembling.

      Moreno heads up the stairs, leaving me alone with Harper’s best friend.

      “Please, you have to help me,” she pleads.

      I kneel beside her, reaching her eye level. “Why would I do that?” I seethe, my fists clenched tight at my sides. “You knew Harper’s plan.”

      She’s silent.

      Seems I’m right.

      “How long has she been planning to leave me?” The words cut like a knife into my heart as I say them out loud.

      “I don’t—she didn’t want to, but your father.”

      I shake my head, not believing Kensley. “My father didn’t send her away. She chose to run. To embarrass me on my wedding day.”

      Kensley’s brow pinches. “She loves you. It’s why she left. You read the letter.”

      “I read that she wanted to end things, that she doesn’t want me to chase after her. Where did she go?” I growl and lean closer, tipping the chair backward. My hands grip the metal, keeping Kensley from falling.

      Her eyes widen as she gasps for air. “I don’t know! I let her use my credit card,” she admits far too easily. “You really are mafia.”

      My gaze tightens. “Did Harper tell you that?” I tilt my head, replanting the feet of the chair back onto the cement floor.

      “She told me everything,” Kensley whispers, staring up at me. “But she left out the part where you’re the monster.”

      Her words cut deeper than the betrayal of Harper’s leaving.

      I never wanted to become my father, but torturing Kensley, the anger burns through me hotter than fiery coals in a roaring flame. “She shouldn’t have run.”

      “You don’t love her,” Kensley says, refusing to back down.

      I see the fear behind her pale-blue gaze. I’ve frightened her, but she doesn’t cower.

      She straightens herself in her seat, defiant. “She left because she loves you.”

      “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” I growl at Kensley. I tip her chair back, and her eyes widen.

      She knows if I let go, she’ll smack into the cold concrete, likely hit her head. She’s leaning forward, trying to brace herself for the moment of impact.

      But I don’t remove my hands from the metal chair.

      “She didn’t want to force you into a life with her and Zeke.”

      “But I want that life!” I shout at Kensley, as if he she can somehow tell Harper while being restrained on the metal folding chair.

      I slam the chair back down on all fours, and she bounces but doesn’t fall over.

      Kensley is breathing hard, her body trembling from the adrenaline.

      “I shouldn’t have trusted Harper to keep our secret.”

      “I swear she only told me because she knew she could trust me,” Kensley says, defending her.

      “She should have trusted me!” I shout.

      “Your allegiance is to your father, your family. She told me everything about how you’re being forced to work for your father. Harper was trying to give you another life. A better life.”

      I step back, needing to get away from Kensley. “It’s all lies.” I can’t listen to her. She’s trying to get into my head, confuse me, make me see things that aren’t as they are.

      “I swear to you, she loves you. That’s why she did this—she’s throwing her college education away, her stability. She has nothing while on the run.”

      I head for the stairs, taking them two at a time, leaving Kensley restrained.

      “I have to find her.”

      I need to find her before Dante or his men track her down.

      They’re not going to be as forgiving.

      “Did you get anything out of the girl?” Moreno asks as I step out of the basement.

      I hesitate, deciding whether I want to do this alone, but think better of it.

      Anything Kensley told me, she’ll easily reveal to Moreno or any of the soldiers who question her.

      “She gave Harper her credit card. Run the information, we’ll be able to locate her.” I don’t divulge that Kensley knows about the family business. At this point, bringing her down into the basement, tying her up, she’d have figured it out on her own.

      I glare at Nova as she comes racing around the corner. Apparently, she’s gotten wind of what’s happening.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, looking exasperated.

      “No,” I growl, my gaze tightening on her.

      Nova and Harper had become friends over the past couple of months.

      “Did you know?” I snarl, stepping into her personal space.

      She shoves me backward. “No. Harper kept me in the dark about her plan.”

      Moreno watches the exchange between us for a moment before he and Dante hurry down the hallway to his office. I’m sure they’re planning on tracking Kensley’s credit card. Harper would need it if she were planning on staying at a hotel.

      “Really? Because you two have been pretty cozy lately. Best friends, if I recall.” I want to believe Nova, but right now I don’t trust anyone.

      Nova rolls her eyes.

      She’s not the least bit afraid of me. She folds her arms across her chest. She’s dressed in the same matching gown as Kensley, deep purple with black trim. They were both to be bridesmaids for our wedding.

      It burns my insides, realizing that there won’t be a wedding.

      I didn’t even want to get married, but the rejection, the humiliation, it aches in every ounce inside of me.

      I had an out.

      Harper could have married Ashton.

      It’s what my father wanted, demanded of Ashton, but instead, she chose herself over me.

      There’s no relief, just melancholy.

      “Get over yourself, Luca.” Nova doesn’t back down. “The wedding was a foolish idea from the start. You only agreed to it to keep her alive. Don’t forget that!”

      What started out solely as an act of protection became so much more.

      Harper means so much more to me than just keeping her alive.

      I wanted to marry her.

      To spend the rest of my life with her.

      Yes, there were times I was distant.

      It’s hard to be thrust suddenly into parenthood.

      She has a son, and that mere thought, let alone the act of taking care of another person, a child, terrifies me. I never want to become my old man.

      I’d tried to keep some distance from Zeke and from Harper.

      But every time we fell back into patterns, climbing into bed, kissing, touching, I fell deeper, harder, faster, for Harper.

      And now she’s torn out my heart and left me with a fucking breakup letter.

      “Go get stuffed,” I growl at Nova and storm off to find Dante.

      Hopefully by now, he’s come up with Harper’s location.

      I waltz into his office without so much as a knock, as if I own the place.

      One day I will, but not today.

      Dante raises an eyebrow, surprised, but he doesn’t scold me.

      Another first for today.

      Moreno stands silent in the corner of the room, the darkness lurking over him.

      “Looks like they’re in a small town southwest of here. There’s a receipt for some diapers and snacks from a rest stop.”

      “I’ll go check it out,” I say and head out of my father’s office.

      “Luca,” Moreno calls after me.

      I glance over my shoulder.

      “You might want to change first.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashton comes with me while Nova stays back with Kensley.

      I’ve yet to untie Kensley from the basement. I don’t know whether Moreno or another one of the soldiers will question her.

      It’s no longer my problem.

      If she hadn’t helped Harper run away from our wedding, then she wouldn’t be subjected to our family’s wrath.

      Serves her right.

      My heart is frosty and chilled from the betrayal.

      I hear the crinkle of paper, and I glance at Ashton as I’m driving in the direction of the rest stop where Harper was last seen.

      It’s unlikely she’s still there, but Dante assured me that he’d call as soon as she makes another purchase.

      It’s only a matter of time, and at least we’ll be close.

      “What the hell is that?” I growl, but I already know the answer. He fished the breakup letter out of the garbage.

      “Just something you might want to talk to Harper about.”

      I snort and grip the steering wheel tighter as I shift uncomfortably in the driver’s seat. My foot is hard on the gas, trying to make up for lost time.

      Harper has a couple hours’ headstart.

      It has to be why Kensley showed up. It wasn’t just to give us Harper’s letter, but also to buy time for her friend to get away.

      “Why didn’t Harper just go to her parents’?” I ask, glancing at Ashton.

      “That’d be the first place we’d look for her. She is putting their lives in danger by bailing on the wedding,” he reminds me.

      I don’t think she liked her parents very much, or maybe it’s just that they weren’t getting along recently.

      Harper rarely talked about her mom and dad. I certainly didn’t push the conversation. It’s not like I’m close to my family, albeit for different reasons.

      My phone rings, and I answer it via Bluetooth through the car speakers.

      Dante gets right to the point. “We’ve got a location on her phone, but it looks like she left it on the bus. It keeps pinging from here to campus and back.”

      Explains why she didn’t answer my texts.

      Did she leave it on purpose to throw us off, or had she accidentally dropped it between the seats?

      “Any new purchases?” I ask.

      “Nothing yet. Kensley mentioned a bus ticket that she gave her cash for, but Harper insisted on not telling her where she was going,” Moreno says.

      They seem to be on speakerphone, sharing information.

      “Did Kensley say anything else?” Ashton asks.

      I glare at him.

      “No, Nova brought her back upstairs against my authority,” Moreno rumbles, and I can imagine he’s pissed as shit at his daughter.

      She’s brave—I’ll give her credit for that—and a bit insubordinate.

      Ashton shifts in his seat, looking a bit restless. We’ve been driving for a couple of hours already, but I don’t intend to stop until we get to our destination.

      “It’s fine.” Dante clears his throat, and I sense there’s some brooding tension.

      Dante hated when he couldn’t control me. I can’t imagine he’s keen on the fact Nova is going around and disobeying orders, doing whatever the hell she likes.

      She’s going to land herself in a shit ton of trouble if she’s not careful.

      “Kensley couldn’t tell us anything we don’t already know,” Dante adds. “We sent her home, put surveillance on her phone. We’ll know if she reaches out to Harper or vice versa.”

      I glare at Ashton.

      Had my father done the same to me or Harper?

      Another hour in the car and we pull up to the rest stop. I step out, stretch my legs and head straight in for the cashier, hoping he can give us some information.

      “Good afternoon,” the clerk says, chewing a wad of bubble gum. He barely looks old enough to run the register.

      He pops a bubble and glances me over. “Can I help you?”

      “We’re looking for—” I begin, and Ashton steps up to the counter, interrupting me.

      “My sister ran off with her son. He’s about two,” Ashton says and gestures to about Zeke’s height. “We’re looking for her before her deadbeat boyfriend shows up and threatens her again.”

      The clerk’s eyes widen. “Oh, dear. Yeah, I remember her. Cute girl. The kid was a terror, trying to grab everything off the shelves and screaming when she wouldn’t let him walk on his own. She was on the bus that stopped in here.”

      “Do you know where that bus goes?” I ask.

      He glances me over. “Are you really her brothers? You two don’t look alike.”

      “Different mother,” I say, forcing a smile. “We’re just trying to protect her and the little boy.”

      “Bus goes to Las Vegas,” the clerk says.

      We head back out to the car, fill up the gas tank and then hit the road.

      “Are you going to call Dante?” Ashton asks, watching me intently as we head back onto the main road. I put Las Vegas into the map app on my phone GPS, so we don’t get lost. Hopefully, it’s the same route that the bus takes.

      “Wasn’t planning on it,” I say.

      If I call Dante, he probably has acquaintances in Vegas. They’ll be waiting for Harper long before we get there.

      I’m angry with her, but I don’t want anything happening to her or Zeke.

      “Good,” Ashton says and leans back, making himself comfortable.

      I glare at him as I’m driving.

      “What?” he asks, glancing at me. “You keep staring at me like I’m to blame for all this happening.”

      “You’re not innocent.”

      “Whatever. Her running away isn’t my fault.” Ashton folds his arms across his chest.

      “You kept throwing yourself at her, I’m sure that didn’t help the situation.”

      Ashton unfolds the crinkled letter, reading it silently.

      “It doesn’t say anything about me in here.”

      I reach for the letter, but he plays keep away with it. If I weren’t driving, I’d have it out of his hands in seconds.

      “Fuck off, Ashton,” I growl and elbow him in the side as I attempt to keep my hands on the steering wheel, mostly.

      “For a guy not in love, you’re a bit tense. And I know you were getting laid. So, it can’t be that. Everyone in the house could hear the two of you clawing at each other like wild animals.”

      “You’re an asshole, and I never said I didn’t love her. Harper is the one making that assumption.” Clearly, she doesn’t know how I really feel, because reading that letter tore me up inside.

      Ashton chuckles.

      “You better be prepared to tell her those three words or this trip is a huge waste of time.”
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      Harper

      At every turn, I feel like I’m being watched.

      Am I paranoid? Probably, but it’s hard not to be when I’m running away from my wedding and I’m supposed to marry Luca, who is mafia born and bred.

      Which is my fault. At least in part.

      Luca had disowned his father until I screwed things up and forced him to propose, to keep me and Zeke safe.

      I kiss Zeke’s forehead. He’s seated in his car seat, and he’s been restless for the past two hours.

      He’s also burning up.

      I thought it was from the heat pumping into the bus and his winter coat making him overheated. Now, I’m thinking it might actually be a fever.

      His cheeks are rosy, and he’s been crying and fussy for most of the trip. I remove him from his car seat and cuddle him, trying to settle him down.

      He’s warm, sweaty, and still fidgety.

      I kiss his forehead, and I’m certain he’s running a temperature.

      Another ten hours on the bus to Vegas is out of the question.

      The driver announces that the next stop is a small town and we’ll be there for half an hour if anyone wants to grab food before we get back on the road.

      It gives me a chance to see if there’s a hotel, someplace where we can lie low for a bit.

      I bundle Zeke back up into his winter coat and boots. He’s screaming at the top of his lungs, not the least bit thrilled, and neither am I.

      A couple of patrons on the bus are glaring at me, and I give them an apologetic smile. We won’t survive a drive to Vegas.

      At the next stop, I disembark with the backpack over my shoulders, Zeke holding my hand and the car seat in my other hand, filled with our recent purchases from the rest stop, consisting of snacks for Zeke, some baby Tylenol, diapers, and wipes.

      It’s blustery outside, the air whipping at me, and Zeke is inconsolable as the cold chill beats at us.

      I lift Zeke onto my hip, holding him against me. He buries his face in my jacket as I survey the small town.

      There’s a motel not too far in the distance, across the street from the fast-food chain. I head for the motel, opting for a room. At least if I can get Zeke settled and rested, perhaps tomorrow, we can take the next bus.

      Although I don’t have my phone to purchase a bus ticket and there appears to be no bus station nearby.

      That’s tomorrow’s problem.

      Right now, I’m more concerned about Zeke and his apparent fever.

      I manage to secure a room, using Kensley’s credit card, and retrieve the key.

      Zeke is fussing the entire time. “It’s okay. We’re going to rest soon,” I say.

      He’s already missed his afternoon nap. He’s a joy to be around when he follows his routine but add a fever to the mix and all hell breaks loose.

      Not that I should be surprised.

      Today hasn’t been a typical Saturday for any of us.

      After we get settled and I drop off our things, I take him across the street to grab a quick bite to eat. I’m starving, but I’ve been giving Zeke snacks to try to settle him down. I doubt he has an appetite anyhow.

      I order a burger and fries and get Zeke a kid’s meal, in hopes that he’ll get some protein in him. Crackers, pretzels, and chips aren’t exactly sustenance.

      Zeke sits in my lap while I shred his chicken fingers, making them bite-sized pieces for him to feed himself.

      He’s sniffly and tear-stained, but he grabs the chicken with his fist, palming it before shoving it into his mouth.

      I’m relieved that he’s quiet for a few minutes, which gives me a few seconds to take a bite of my burger. I’m absolutely famished. I didn’t eat anything for breakfast, and it’s already nearing dinner time.

      It’s dark outside, but not quite Zeke’s bedtime. It’s still a little early. He finishes the last bite of his chicken and reaches for my fries.

      “You’ve got fruit,” I say, pointing at the cut up fresh fruit bites on the napkin for him to eat.

      He wrestles forward, squirming for my French fry.

      “Okay.” I relent and rip a tiny bite off, so he doesn’t shove the entire fry into his mouth. He grabs it, and his eyes widen as he tastes the salty delight.

      He points to my fries, wanting more.

      So much for trying to get him to eat healthy. I kiss his forehead. He’s still warm, but it’s not as raging as it was earlier.

      Crying will also make him run a bit warm, and he’s settled down now that he’s eating dinner. While it’s not the best meal, it’s better than snack food.

      Sitting by the window, I glance out at the bus, the other patrons climbing back on, getting ready to leave town.

      My breath catches in my throat when Luca’s vehicle slowly pulls up in front of the bus, blocking it.

      I glance away, hoping that maybe if I don’t look in his direction, he won’t see me inside the window of the restaurant.

      But like a train wreck, I can’t look away. My gaze is still on him.

      My breath catches when someone is pointing at the hotel and then at the fast-food chain.

      His gaze locks on mine, and he looks mighty pissed.

      Luca tosses his keys at Ashton and stalks toward us.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Luca is fuming.

      Ashton is moving the car, parking in front of the hotel.

      Like a hurricane, Luca comes barreling inside, the anger rolling off him like steam on a chilly winter’s day.

      The look alone sends shivers down my spine.

      It’s frosty.

      Bitter.

      And reserved solely for me.

      It’s nothing to feel grateful about.

      “You weren’t supposed to come find me,” I whisper, staring up at him.

      Zeke throws his arms up at Luca.

      “Dada,” he says, and my heart hurts a million times more, hearing my son call him that.

      Luca exhales loudly and tries his damndest to ignore Zeke.

      I want to see his resolve crumble and for him to realize I’m not the villain.

      “I can’t believe you broke up with me in a letter. One that you didn’t even have the courage to give me!” Luca isn’t the least bit quiet, and the two other guests in the restaurant turn in our direction.

      Sighing, I gesture toward the empty seat in the booth across from me.

      “I’d prefer to stand,” Luca bites out.

      “I was trying to give you your freedom, Luca,” I say, keeping my tone soft, disarming. There’s no reason for me to fight with him.

      Zeke squirms, growing restless in my arms, especially now that he sees Luca, and apparently, the kid has had enough of me today.

      “My freedom?” Luca laughs darkly, clearly angry and hurting.

      I should have realized what the consequences would be. I didn’t intend to hurt him.

      “I honestly thought you’d be relieved,” I say, staring up at him.

      “You don’t know me at all.” Luca shakes his head, fuming. “I’ve been prepared to throw my future away for you⁠—”

      “I didn’t ask you to do that!” My voice raises an octave.

      The door to the restaurant swings open, and Ashton slowly comes waltzing in.

      “Dada!” Zeke says to Ashton.

      Apparently, that’s his new favorite word.

      “Can I take him?” Ashton asks me as Zeke’s arms are out, waiting to be held by anyone but me.

      My little traitor.

      Reluctance ebbs from me.

      Ashton is as much mafia as Dante. He wouldn’t have pushed the idea of marrying me if he didn’t follow orders.

      But I don’t believe he’d hurt my son.

      I’ve seen the way Ashton is with Zeke at home, chasing him around, playing peek-a-boo and tickle monster.

      Zeke continues squirming until I relent.

      “Yes,” I say and hand him over.

      Ashton carries him to the play area of the restaurant, trying to keep him away from the fighting adults.

      “You risked everything, even Kensley’s life. You were stupid telling her about the family,” Luca hisses and falls into the seat across from me.

      Shit.

      I never expected Kensley to tell anyone.

      “Is Kensley okay?”

      I could never forgive myself if Dante or his men did anything to her.

      “When I left, she was locked up in Dante’s basement.” He tilts his head slightly, eyes tight, studying me.

      This isn’t what I wanted.

      If anyone should be chained up downstairs, it’s me.

      This is my doing.

      Running away from the wedding.

      Leaving Luca.

      Divulging mafia secrets.

      I’m the one to blame, not Kensley.

      “It’s not fair,” I whisper.

      “Life isn’t fair. Quite a hard way to learn that lesson,” Luca scolds.

      “I had to trust someone.”

      He’s glaring at me and then steals one of my fries. “You were supposed to trust me!” He pops the food into his mouth and chews rather aggressively.

      “You never would have let me go.”

      “Now, you’re catching on!” Luca snaps and shakes his head. He runs his fingers over the table, and I reach for his hand, hoping to draw some sense back into him and calm him down.

      He blanches the moment I touch him and pulls away from me.

      “Why are you here?” I ask, staring at him.

      “Do you think Dante is just going to let you run away? He’s hunting you down. You embarrassed the family. That doesn’t just get swept under the rug.”

      I hadn’t considered what my betrayal to the family might mean. I knew Zeke was in my custody and I’d keep him safe. My parents, they could fend for themselves. By not being close with them lately, it would protect them.

      “I’ll apologize, but I won’t go back.”

      “You will,” he says firmly. “Whether I have to carry you to the car or you walk, we’re going back home.”

      “I don’t—” My breath catches and I glance toward the playroom for Zeke.

      He’s oblivious to what’s happening, thankfully. Ashton is keeping him busy.

      “Run away with me,” I whisper. “We’ll take Zeke, maybe we can even get Ashton to cover for us.”

      I won’t leave without my son.

      “Ashton would never do that,” Luca says, and he grinds his teeth, his jaw tight as he stares at me.

      There’s a coldness he exudes, and it sends a shiver down my spine.

      “Dante won’t let us leave. I’ve told you that, repeatedly. He has men all over the country who will do his bidding.”

      “What if we change our names⁠—”

      “You’ll never be safe. We’ll never be safe,” he reiterates. “The only safe choice is to marry me.”

      I sit back in the booth and exhale heavily.

      “Wow, that bad of an option,” Luca says and laughs darkly. “You weren’t saying that when we were fucking the other night.”

      I grimace.

      He’s angry with me.

      I shouldn’t have expected anything less. I’m not sure why I thought leaving him a note, telling him not to chase after me, would work.

      “You don’t want to marry me.” I meet his frosty stare.

      He silently swallows and his tongue darts out for a second, swiping across his top lip.

      His silence is all I need to hear.

      “Let me and Zeke go,” I say. “Dante won’t keep chasing me when he realizes I’m worthless to him.”

      Luca slams his fist on the table, growling at me. “You don’t fucking listen!”

      A staff member glances at us, and I can feel her worried gaze on me.

      I force a smile, but she reaches for her cell phone.

      She’s watching, waiting to see if she should call the cops or if everything is okay between us.

      “We need to get out of here,” I whisper, keeping my voice down.

      We’re drawing too much attention to ourselves.

      I glance out the window, and the bus is pulling away. My only choice is a ride with Luca and Ashton or stay in this small town until I can figure something else out.

      “Good, finally some sensible words,” Luca grunts and climbs out of the booth. He cleans up the tray of half-eaten food, and I grab Zeke’s coat, heading toward the indoor playground.

      Through the glass windows, I can see Zeke tumbling through the indoor jungle gym.

      I reach for Luca’s hand, hoping I can convince him to take us someplace safe, far from Dante.

      He yanks his hand away, as if I’m fire and have the ability to physically burn him.

      Luca grabs Zeke’s coat in my hands and shoves the glass door open. “Come on, buddy. Let’s get you ready. It’s time we get back on the road.”

      We stop at the hotel first, grab Zeke’s car seat and my backpack. I change Zeke’s diaper and use the bathroom before we pile into Luca’s car.

      I sit in the back next to Zeke, who is protesting being locked into his car seat.

      Dread fills my stomach as Luca turns us around and takes us back in the direction we came.

      Breckenridge, Montana.

      It seems there’s nothing I can say that will convince him to drive us to Vegas or someplace else on the map.

      I sit in silence, trying to reassure Zeke and settle him down as he wails for the next solid hour.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Ashton asks, glancing over his shoulder. He shifts in the front seat, trying to see why Zeke is hysterical.

      I offer Zeke a toy, a snack, there’s nothing that settles down his screams.

      He’s reacting the way I feel.

      I run my fingers over his dainty hair. “I know, Zeke, I don’t want to go back, either,” I whisper. “It’ll be okay. You and me, we’ll get through this.”

      I glance toward the front of the car, and Luca is white-knuckling the steering wheel. He shifts, tense, as he glances at me in the rearview mirror.

      But he doesn’t say anything.

      What is there to say?

      He’s made it clear that he’s angry with me for leaving with Zeke. No amount of apologizing is going to fix what’s been done.

      Besides, I’m not sorry.

      I was trying to help Luca out.

      I’m just sorry that my plan went to hell.

      Two hours into the drive, Zeke finally falls asleep. He’s still running a low-grade fever, but the medicine seems to be helping.

      Luca keeps the music on low, careful not to wake Zeke as we continue driving for a couple more hours before he pulls over to get gas.

      He shuts off the engine, and Zeke stirs but doesn’t fully wake up.

      Ashton steps out of the car and heads into the gas station, while Luca pumps gas.

      When Luca finishes, he opens the front door and reaches for his phone. From the backseat, I can tell he’s texting someone, but I can’t make out what’s being said.

      I think better than to ask. I’m not sure that I’ll like whatever answer he’ll give me.

      We’re another hour or so from Breckenridge, two hours from campus. I don’t dare ask if Luca is driving us back home or to his parents’ house.

      I’m too afraid to speak, that I might wake Zeke and break the spell of his slumber.

      As we exit the main throughfare, I realize we’re returning to Luca’s parents’ home.

      Shit.

      Nausea sweeps over me, and as we pull to an abrupt stop in front of the Riccis’ home, Zeke stirs.

      Luca kills the engine, and I work on unbuckling a grumpy Zeke, who is fighting sleep.

      When Luca steps out of the car, a cold blast of air assaults us, which further intensifies Zeke’s cries.

      “I know.” I work on getting his coat back on from the backseat and zip him up to keep him warm.

      Luca yanks open the back door on Zeke’s side, and my little monster betrays me, clawing for Luca.

      “Dada,” Zeke wails as Luca lifts my son into his arms and Zeke buries his snotty face in Luca’s jacket.

      He carries Zeke to the front door. I try the car handle, but my side is child-locked.

      Ashton opens the car door for me, letting me out.

      They clearly didn’t want me to try to escape. I button my coat and grab my backpack, hurrying after Luca and Zeke.

      Luca heads inside, and I follow right behind him, helping remove Zeke’s coat while he squirms in Luca’s arms.

      “Dada. Dada,” Zeke keeps repeating while I wiggle his shoes off before removing my own.

      Dante’s footsteps click over the marble flooring. “Look who decided to return,” he says, glaring at me.

      “Luca, Harper, come with me, now,” Dante seethes and turns sharply, heading down toward the library.

      Luca doesn’t release his hold on Zeke, who is fidgety and whiny, trying to get down, wanting to tear through the house.

      But at least there are no tears.

      At least not from him.

      I’m fighting back the dread as I follow behind Luca, who is a solid several steps ahead of me.

      He’s practically left me behind.

      We’re no longer a united front. There’s no pretending that we’re in love or in a relationship.

      Luca Ricci hates me.

      Luca’s mother, Nikki, is seated in one of the armchairs. When she sees us, she stands and hurries over to Luca, taking Zeke in her arms.

      It’s the first time she’s ever offered to hold my son, and I can’t help but feel my stomach tumble as I step closer, wanting to take him back into my arms.

      I don’t trust Nikki or Dante.

      I don’t trust any of them with my little boy.

      Nikki seems to have the magic touch, though, bouncing him on her hip, smiling and making faces at him, which settles Zeke down.

      She leans forward and kisses his cheeks and forehead, frowning. “He’s burning up.”

      “He’s been running a fever on and off all day,” I confess.

      “I’m calling the doctor,” Nikki says, carrying Zeke with her out of the library.

      “I gave him baby Tylenol,” I say, trying to ease her mind.

      I may be a shitty girlfriend, but I’m not a bad mother.

      I want to chase after Nikki. I don’t like that she’s taken Zeke out of the room, but Luca grabs my arm, his grip solid and warm as he keeps me from rushing after Nikki.

      “Zeke will be fine.” Luca’s words are meant to assure me.

      I exhale heavily and try to take a moment to breathe as I glance through the open door where Nikki just disappeared, and Ashton steps foot inside the library, joining us.

      Dante steps toward me, his cold gaze sending chills straight through my heart.

      “You disappointed me, Harper. I don’t like being disappointed.”

      It’s a warning.

      I nod faintly, staring up at him, realizing that there is no running from this man, not today.

      I tried, and I failed, miserably.

      “I’m sorry; it won’t happen again.”

      “I’d like to think not,” Dante says with a huff. “You’ll be getting married this evening.”

      I turn toward Luca, eyes wide, waiting to see if he’ll object and tell his father that he doesn’t wish to marry me.

      He’s made it perfectly clear that he hates me.

      “The wedding is still on?” I ask, my voice cracking.

      “You didn’t think you could run from our family, dear, did you?” Dante asks with the hint of a devious smile on his face. “You’re lucky Luca and Ashton found you and it wasn’t one of my men.”

      “I’m sorry.” I’m quick to apologize. Maybe I can find another way out of this disaster.

      Dante’s gaze tightens.

      “Apologies don’t lessen embarrassment. You attempted to humiliate my family.”

      Luca’s hand drops from my arm.

      The coldness in the air sends goosebumps across my skin.

      “That was never my intention,” I say.

      Do I try to explain that I was trying to help Luca? I doubt Dante cares about my intentions, and Luca certainly wasn’t happy with me when he read my letter.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, hoping that maybe another apology will help ease the damage I’ve caused.

      “I don’t care about your apologies. They’re meaningless,” Dante scolds. “You will marry him, now.”

      “Now?” Luca’s voice betrays him as he glares at me. He blanches.

      “We informed all our guests that Harper was ill with a bout of food poisoning. You will wed Ashton tonight,” Dante says.

      Ashton?

      “No!” I shake my head and glance back at Ashton, imploring him to stop this madness.

      He doesn’t wish to marry me.

      And I don’t want to be tied to him.

      He cares for Nova.

      I care about Luca.

      It’s a match made in hell, Ashton and me marrying. It can’t happen. I won’t let it. I’d sooner die than marry Ashton Rinaldi.

      Luca hates me, but if I marry Ashton, everyone will hate me.

      Nova will never forgive me.

      Luca will despise me for marrying his best friend.

      And Ashton will regret it for the rest of his life.

      “You can’t do this, sir,” I say, pleading with him. “The agreement was that I was to marry Luca.”

      Dante’s eyes flicker for a moment. “That was the agreement, but you’ve betrayed the family. Don’t you think a punishment is in order?”
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