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To Jay, my HEA









Many a good hanging prevents a bad marriage.


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE










ONE
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REY


The weight of memory can sometimes be so heavy, it’s suffocating.


Take now, for instance. I’m standing across from my brother’s oak desk in his enormous wood-paneled study, staring at his face and struggling to breathe around the invisible hand squeezing my lungs. There’s also a rock in my throat and a vat of acid churning in my stomach.


All inevitable results whenever the word “marriage” is mentioned in my presence.


No four-letter curse word could ever be so vile.


Uncomfortable under my stare, Gianni glances down at the desktop. He fiddles with the edge of the blotter, then runs a finger under the collar of his white dress shirt.


“Don’t look at me like that. You knew this was coming. Lili’s of age now.”


“She’s been eighteen for all of two weeks, for fuck’s sake. And what about college? You promised you’d consider it.”


He lifts his gaze to meet mine. He has our father’s eyes, coal black and lifeless. Everyone else finds them—and him—terrifying.


But my father didn’t scare me, and neither does my older brother. For that matter, neither does anyone else.


After what I’ve been through, the devil himself could show up demanding my soul, and I’d tell him to kiss my sweet ass and fuck off back to hell.


Gianni says, “No, you insisted I consider it. And as usual, when you got an answer you didn’t like, you ignored it.”


When I only stand there glaring at him, he adds, “I vetted him. He’s not Enzo.”


At the sound of my late husband’s name, a shudder goes through me. The acid churning in my stomach sears a burning path up into my throat.


I stand still for several moments, struggling to regain my equilibrium. Then, so I don’t start breaking furniture, I start to pace.


Gianni watches me silently for several moments before trying a new approach.


“We’ll get territory. Trade routes. Important allies we desperately need. The match will make us a substantial amount of money. Tens of millions at least. Potentially hundreds.”


I mutter, “You sound like a pimp.”


He brushes that off. “Not to mention garner us influence over the other families. You know how desperate everyone is to make an alliance with the Mob. If we can pull this off, I’ll be named capo. The stakes are huge, Rey. We can secure the family’s position for generations.”


“You keep saying ‘we’ and ‘us.’ I don’t want anything to do with forcing my niece into slavery.”


With exaggerated patience, he says, “Lili was always going to be matched for the betterment of the family. You know it. She knows it. Everyone knows it. This is nothing new.”


I stop pacing and look at him. “She’s still a child.”


“At eighteen, she’s now an adult. And you were two years younger than she is when you were married.”


I say bitterly, “Yes. And look how well that turned out.”


His expression sours. “You inherited Enzo’s fortune. You gained your freedom. I’d say it turned out rather well for you in the end.”


“You conveniently skipped all the carnage in the middle between our engagement and his death.”


“Lili isn’t you, Rey.”


“No, she’s my niece. And my goddaughter. And one of the sweetest, brightest girls I’ve ever met. She doesn’t deserve to be married off to some horrible old Irishman!”


“I never said he was old.”


“Who probably stinks like cooked cabbage!”


“I promise you, he doesn’t smell like a vegetable.”


“And has a kiddie porn habit! Any man who wants to marry a teenager has to be a pervert!”


Careful not to raise his voice, though it’s obvious he’s annoyed with me and wants the conversation to be over, Gianni says, “I don’t believe he’s the type for child pornography, but you can judge for yourself. He’ll be here any minute.”


I recoil in disgust. “He’s coming here?”


“To meet Lili.”


“Now?”


“Yes.”


I narrow my eyes in suspicion. “Why are you only telling me about this marriage contract seconds before the Irishman sets foot in the house?”


After a short pause, he says carefully, “Considering your temper, it seemed like a good idea to give you as little time to start smashing things as possible.”


That might be a reason, but I can tell it’s not the main one. I know my brother well.


“You son of a bitch. Lili doesn’t know yet, does she?”


Gianni rises from his desk. Smoothing a hand down the front of his bespoke navy blue suit jacket, he walks toward me. He stops in front of me and gently grasps my upper arms.


“I was hoping you could tell her.”


I say flatly, “I will kill you where you stand.”


He examines my expression, then drops his hands to his sides and takes a step back.


Smart move.


“This is why I didn’t tell you sooner. I’m sorry this brings up bad memories for you, but it’s happening. The terms have already been negotiated. The only thing left is for the Irishman to meet Lili. If she pleases him, the contract will be signed and the date will be set.”


He doesn’t elaborate on what will happen if Lili fails to please, but I know it won’t be good.


For Gianni, failure on even the smallest scale is unforgivable.


He continues in a softer tone. “And her zia will explain to her how this is all for the best, and how family comes first, and how, if her new husband proves to be anything like her zia’s late husband, Enzo, he’ll find himself the victim of an untimely death, too.”


He pauses. “A meticulously planned death with no witnesses or evidence of foul play. An ‘accidental’ death so well executed, it even fooled the police.”


Without missing a beat, I say, “I didn’t kill my husband.”


He smiles. “I’ve never met anyone who can lie as well as you do.”


“It’s a gift.”


His smile grows wider. “One of many.”


“Stop trying to flatter me so I’ll do your dirty work for you.”


“She won’t listen to me, Rey. You know how she is.”


“Yes, it’s very inconvenient for the men in this family when the women have minds of their own.”


I can tell he wants to sigh, but he doesn’t. He simply stands and looks at me beseechingly until I give in.


It’s not like I have a choice, anyway. As the head of the Caruso family, Gianni calls all the shots. Someday, there will be a female head of one of the five Italian crime families in New York. It’s a dream of mine that I’ll live long enough to see it.


Until then, all I can do is exert as much influence as possible.


It helps that my brother’s afraid of me.


“I want final approval about this Irishman. I’ll tell Lili for you, but if I don’t like him, the deal is off.”


Gianni runs his tongue over his teeth. He’s probably counting silently to ten in his head or cursing, wishing he had a sister more like his best friend Leo’s. A docile, dim bulb of a girl with no opinions about anything except what her father and brother tell her to have.


Instead, he’s got me.


A woman with a bad reputation, a chip on her shoulder, and a sword for a tongue.


“Agreed?” I prod.


“You won’t think anyone is good enough for her,” he counters. “We’ll be having this same conversation over and over again for the next twenty years.”


“Untrue. I can be reasonable.”


He lifts a brow.


“Don’t make that face. I simply want to make sure he’s not a monster.”


“I assure you, he’s not a monster.”


“This would be a good time to point out that you liked Enzo, too.”


Gianni winces. “Enzo was a sociopath. They’re very good at pretending to be charming.”


“Exactly. Which is why I need to have the final word. If anyone can spot a psycho a mile away, it’s me.”


He doesn’t have an argument for that. How could he? It’s the truth.


I earned my monster radar the hard way.


Gianni gazes at me with an unreadable expression for so long, I think I’ve lost. But then he surprises me by saying, “Fine. If you don’t like the Irishman, the marriage is off.”


Relief floods my body. I exhale, nodding.


“But you still have to tell Lili.”


At the sound of car tires crunching over the gravel of the circular driveway outside, Gianni and I turn to the windows. Sounding amused, he says, “And I think you better do it quick.”


My ears burn with anger. “You’re a shitty father, Gi.”


He shrugs. “It runs in the family.”


I turn and walk out before I grab the letter opener off his desk and do something I’ll regret.


I take the stairs up to the second floor two at a time. At the landing, I make a sharp left and head down another corridor, the opposite direction from my bedroom. Grim ancestral oil portraits framed in gold glower down at me as I pass.


Ignoring the hand-painted frescoes on the walls, Venetian glass chandeliers sparkling overhead, and a startled housekeeper dusting the leaves of a potted palm, I stride quickly toward the room at the end.


I don’t have any time to waste.


I stop in front of the heavy oak door and pound my fist on it. “Lili? It’s me. Can I come in? I have to talk to you.”


“Just a second, zia! I’ll . . . I’ll be right there!”


From behind the door, Lili’s voice sounds faint. And panicked.


Maybe she already knows. She’s very clever for someone who’s been sheltered her entire life.


I hear some scuffling noises, then an odd thud. Concerned, I lean closer to the door. “Lili? You okay?”


A few long, silent moments later, my niece pulls open the door.


Her cheeks are flushed. Her long dark hair is disheveled. The white T-shirt she’s wearing is wrinkled and untucked on one side from a pair of black yoga pants. She’s barefoot and looks disoriented, as if she just woke up.


Which would be strange, considering it’s four o’clock in the afternoon.


“I’m sorry, were you sleeping?”


“Um . . . working out.” She points over her shoulder to the television on the wall on the opposite side of the room. On the screen, a woman in hot-pink spandex is doing jumping jacks. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to it.”


She’s about to close the door, but I push past her into the room. “This can’t wait.”


Like the rest of the house, her bedroom is overdecorated. There’s not a spare inch of space where the gaze can rest that isn’t bedeviled with velvet, gilt, mirrors, ornate wallpaper, elaborately carved wood, or stained glass.


At least in here, the colors are muted pinks and greens. My bedroom is all black, burgundy, and gold. It looks like a bordello inside the Vatican.


Gianni’s late wife was big on the Catholic church school of interior design. She died giving birth to Lili, but her unique taste in décor lives on.


I grab the remote control from the top of the dresser, click a button to mute the TV, then turn back to Lili. She stands in the same spot, looking nervous.


“What’s up, zia?”


“There’s no good way to say this, so I’m just going to say it.” When she starts to wring her hands, I add, “Maybe you should sit down.”


“Oh god. Who died? Is it Nonna?”


“Your grandmother’s fine. She made a deal with the devil to live long enough to annoy the rest of us to death first. Now listen, we don’t have much time.” I walk closer to her, take her hands in mine, and look her in the eye. “I’m going to tell you something. You won’t like it.”


Her face pales. “Oh shit.”


“Yes. And you know how I feel about you cursing.”


“Judging by the look on your face, I’m going to be cursing a lot more in the next few minutes.”


“You make a good point.”


“Plus, you curse all the time.”


“I don’t want you to turn out like me.”


“Why not? You’re a bad bitch.”


“Exactly.”


“No, zia, being a bad bitch is good.”


“Oh. Thank you. I think. Back to what I need to tell you. Are you ready?”


“No. Tell me anyway.”


I give her hands a reassuring squeeze before letting her have it. “Your father negotiated a marriage contract for you. You’re meeting the man today. As in right now. His car just pulled up.”


Lili falls still. She swallows. Other than that, she has no reaction.


“You took that better than I expected. Brave girl. So that’s the bad news. The good news is that if I don’t approve of his choice, the contract will be canceled.”


She closes her eyes, exhales, and says faintly, “Holy fucking buckets of cat shit.”


“Very creative. Anything else?”


She opens her eyes and stares at me in panic, clutching my hands so hard, it hurts. “I don’t want to get married, zia.”


“Of course you don’t. You’re sane.”


Her voice rises. “No, I mean, I can’t get married!”


She pulls away from me, crossing the room to stand defiantly in front of the big wooden wardrobe near her bed.


The thing is huge, a floor-to-ceiling antique made of shiny carved mahogany. It’s always reminded me of the magical wardrobe from The Chronicles of Narnia that can transport a person to a land of talking animals and mythical creatures.


She props her hands on her hips and declares passionately, “I’d rather die than marry a man I don’t love!”


From inside the wardrobe comes a distinct thud, as if a body just fell to the floor.


Afterward, there’s silence.


I stare at my niece. She stares right back at me, her normally sweet brown eyes on fire with defiance.


I say calmly, “Lili?”


“Yes?”


“What was that noise?”


She lifts her chin and folds her arms over her chest. “What noise?”


I look at her mussed hair, her untucked shirt, her bare feet, and her rebellious expression, and know in my bones that we have a big fucking problem.


I cross the room in several long strides, headed to the wardrobe.


Lili tries to stop me, jumping in front of the wardrobe doors and pleading, but I push her aside and yank open the door.


And come face-to-face with the young man standing inside.


Hiding inside, between a mink coat and a beaded evening gown, shrinking back as far as he can against the back wall.


He’s good-looking, I’ll give her that. With liquid brown eyes, full lips, and a chest that could be featured on magazine covers, the boy is undeniably attractive.


He’s wearing nothing but a pair of tight white briefs, through which his erection is clearly visible.


He can’t be more than eighteen.


I slowly close the wardrobe door. Then I turn back to Lili.


She stands with her arms crossed over her chest and her lips pulled between her teeth, her shoulders rounded. If she had a tail, it would be tucked between her legs.


I say quietly, “You know what would happen if your father discovered this.”


She doesn’t bother with lame denials. She simply nods.


But it has to be said aloud. Things gain a certain gravitas when they’re spoken.


“He would kill him, Lili. Whoever he is, the boy standing in this wardrobe would die. Slowly. Painfully. And most likely, you’d be made to watch.”


Lili’s eyes well with tears. She nods again, swallowing hard, her face contorted with misery. She whispers, “I know.”


My heart breaks for her.


She’s a fool. A young, reckless fool, but I understand her completely.


I was young once, too. I had dreams once, too. I had needs and desires and a wide-open future that stretched out ahead of me like a golden, glimmering dream.


Until all the beautiful dreams were destroyed by the cold, killing weight of a wedding ring.


I gather her into a hug, pulling her close and wrapping my arms around her shoulders.


“I don’t know how you got him in here,” I murmur into her ear, “but make sure no one sees you when you get him out. I can buy you ten minutes, maybe fifteen, but no more. Meet me in your father’s office. Wear your blue dress, the one with the pearl buttons. Smile and look sweet. Let me do the rest. Deal?”


Nodding, she sniffles. “Deal. Thank you, zia.”


Hearing voices drifting up from the courtyard below, I release Lili and hurry to the bedroom windows. I nudge aside the curtain and peer out.


Below on the circular driveway, a shiny black Escalade is parked in front of the fountain. Two of my brother’s armed guards stand several feet away from a man I don’t recognize.


He’s big and barrel-chested, larger than both of the guards, but he has a friendly smile and manner. Clad in a black suit and shiny black oxfords, he cuts an imposing figure.


The guards and the man continue to speak. One of the guards pats him down, searching for weapons, then all three of them nod. The guards step back, the driver rounds the car and opens the passenger door, and another man clad in black exits the vehicle.


My breath catches.


This man is leaner than the first. Just as tall and wide-shouldered, but not as bulky. A quarterback to the other’s defensive lineman.


His hair is dark gold. It looks carelessly styled, as if he dragged his fingers through it instead of using a comb. His beard is a darker shade, closer to bronze, covering an angular jaw. One of his nostrils is pierced with a small metal ring.


He’s incredibly handsome. Half aristocrat and half bare-knuckled street fighter, he exudes a kind of raw, brutal power, unmistakable even from this distance.


Clearly visible above the collar of his starched white dress shirt is a spiderweb tattoo.


He glances up at the window and catches me staring.


Our eyes lock.


My heart skips a beat.


And in that instant, I know with dark certainty that I’m gazing into the eyes of the man who will tear my family to shreds.










TWO
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SPIDER


I get only a glimpse of the woman in the window before the curtains fall back into place and she disappears, but the image of her is seared onto my retinas.


Dark hair, red lips, olive skin.


A black, low-cut dress.


Acres of cleavage.


And eyes that glittered silver in the afternoon sun like the flash of coins at the bottom of a wishing well.


She can’t be Liliana, the lass I’m here to meet. I’ve seen pictures of her. She has a sweet, innocent face. A shy, lovely smile.


The woman in the window looks like she’d only smile if she were slitting your throat.


Mindful of the armed guards, I say in Gaelic to Kieran, “I thought the lass’s mother died?”


Standing beside me, he follows my gaze and looks up at the blank window. “Aye. Why?”


“Who else lives here?”


He shrugs. “Dunno. From the size of the bloody place, probably a thousand people.”


She’s not a servant, that much I know. There wasn’t a hint of servitude in those flashing eyes. She looked more like a warlord about to lead an army of soldiers into battle.


Irritatingly, I’m intrigued. The last thing I want to deal with is a strong woman. I learned the hard way that the stronger a woman is, the more likely she is to break a man’s balls.


Or his heart.


“This way,” says the guard nearest to me. He nods toward an arched opening in the brick wall that leads from the circular driveway into an interior courtyard.


Dismissing the thought of the mystery woman, I button my suit jacket and follow behind the guard as he leads Kieran and me away from the car. The other guard walks behind us. We’re led through the lushly landscaped courtyard to a set of enormous carved oak doors, flanked on either side by towering marble columns.


The main house looms over us, three sprawling stories of beige limestone with elaborate balustrades and scrolled iron balconies, topped by a line of Roman centurion statues gazing down at us from a ledge on the red-tiled roof.


Inside the main foyer, the décor becomes even more ostentatious.


Naked cherubs frolic with hairy satyrs and woodland nymphs in colorful frescoes on the walls. Instead of one drop-crystal chandelier overhead, there are three. The floor is black marble, the carved mahogany furniture is edged in gilt, and my eyes are starting to water from the kaleidoscopic glare of stained-glass windows.


Under his breath, Kieran says, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Looks like Liberace hurled his lunch all over the bloody place.”


He’s right. It’s fucking awful.


I have to force myself not to turn around and walk out.


“Ah, Mr. Quinn!”


I turn to my right. A man approaches with his hands spread open in greeting.


He’s fit, of average height, and somewhere around forty. His dark hair is slicked back with pomade. Wearing a navy blue pinstripe suit I can tell is custom made, a powder-blue tie with a diamond tie pin, a chunky diamond watch, and a gold pinky ring on each hand, he oozes wealth, privilege, and power.


His cologne reaches me before he does.


His smile is blinding.


I hate him on sight.


“Mr. Caruso, I presume.”


He grabs one of my hands in both of his and pumps it up and down like he’s a political candidate campaigning for my vote. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Welcome to my home.”


“Thank you. It’s a pleasure to meet you as well.”


He hasn’t stopped grinning or shaking my hand.


Ten more seconds of this shite, and I’ll break those Chiclets teeth of his.


“This is my associate, Mr. Byrne.” I extract my hand from Caruso’s death grip and gesture to Kieran, who inclines his head respectfully.


“Sir.”


“Mr. Byrne, welcome. And please, both of you, call me Gianni. I prefer if we’re all on a first-name basis, don’t you?”


I’d rather blind myself with acid, you wanker.


Kieran politely offers his name. I offer nothing. There’s an awkward pause while Caruso waits, but he gets the hint and suggests we retire to his study to speak in private.


After what feels like a death march through miles of echoing corridors, we arrive at the study. It’s probably larger than the law library at Notre Dame. We sit across from Caruso in a pair of leather chairs so uncomfortable, they had to be designed by sadists.


I haven’t been here ten minutes, and I’m already regretting the fuck out of this.


Until she walks in the door.


Dark hair, red lips, olive skin.


A black, low-cut dress.


Acres of cleavage.


Not only cleavage, but long legs and an hourglass figure that would make any man stupid with lust.


If he wasn’t too busy being turned to stone by the ice in her eyes, that is.


I’ve never seen an attractive serial killer, but I bet this is exactly what she’d look like.


“Mr. Quinn, Kieran,” says Caruso, gesturing to each of us in turn, “this is my sister, Reyna.”


I’m on my feet before I consciously make the decision to rise. Kieran stands, too, murmuring a greeting.


Reyna returns his hello and smiles at him, but when she turns her gaze to me, her smile dies.


She looks me dead in the eye and says, “Good afternoon, Mr. Quinn.”


It sounds like I’m going to eat your spleen for supper.


I’m not sure whether to laugh or ask what her bloody problem is but go with a neutral greeting instead.


“Good afternoon to you, Ms. Caruso.”


My gaze drops to the ring finger of her left hand. It’s encircled by a small black tattoo, some wording in cursive too tiny to read from where I’m standing. “Or is it Mrs. something?”


I glance back up at her face to find her stony gaze turned to withering heat.


It’s a look that could melt steel. I’ve never seen such hot, wordless fury. It makes the burning lakes of fire in the deepest pits of hell look like cozy bubble baths in comparison.


All that heat and hate she’s blasting at me goes straight to my dick, which throbs in excitement.


Figures. The fucker only ever wants what he can’t have.


When she doesn’t answer my question long enough to make it uncomfortable, her brother answers for her.


“My sister is a widow.”


“I’m sorry for your loss.”


Like a switch has been thrown, all the heat in her eyes cools to ice. “Thank you.”


She turns and walks stiffly to the windows behind her brother’s desk, where she gazes out with her arms folded over her chest, sending a wintry chill over the courtyard below.


I’m surprised the windowpanes don’t crackle with frost from her nearness.


Kieran and I share a look, then take our seats again.


Caruso says, “May I offer you a drink, gentlemen?”


Kieran declines. But I think I’m going to need liquid fortification to get through this meeting, so I accept.


From a bottom desk drawer, Caruso removes two cut crystal glasses and a carafe of ruby-colored liquor I assume is wine. By the time I’ve swallowed a mouthful of the bitter shite, it’s too late.


It sears a path down my windpipe, singeing all my nose hairs in its wake.


Caruso smiles at me with toothy anticipation. “It’s Campari. You’ve had it before?”


A shake of my head is all I can manage. If I tried to speak, I’d retch.


Over her shoulder, Reyna throws me a glance. She sees the look of disgust on my face and quickly turns back to the window, but not before she can hide her small, satisfied smile.


Maybe I’ll burn the house down after I marry the daughter. The neighbors would thank me, no doubt.


Caruso’s still rattling on about the Campari, how it’s famous in Italy, blah blah fucking blah, but I interrupt him to ask when I’ll meet Liliana.


“Oh. Yes. Liliana.”


For a moment, he looks disoriented, like he lost the plot. But he pulls himself together and plasters on his shite-eating grin again. “She’ll be right down.”


He turns slightly toward Reyna for confirmation.


She remains silent but nods.


In his smarmy politician’s way, Caruso says, “In the meantime, Mr. Quinn, allow me to extend my gratitude to both you and Mr. O’Donnell for the visit. I’m looking forward to getting to know both of you better as we join our families—”


“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I interrupt, setting the glass of foul liquid onto his desk. “After I meet your daughter, we’ll have plenty of time to talk about the future. As of right now, this deal hasn’t been inked.”


“Yes, of course,” he says, his voice subdued. “Please forgive me.”


Reyna turns from the window again, this time to send her brother an outraged, tight-lipped glare.


She’s thinking he’s a pussy for acting so weak. In his own bloody house, no less.


She’s right.


I rise from my chair, gazing at her. “Actually, I’d like to speak with your sister first for a few minutes. Alone.”


Caruso looks startled by the request.


Reyna looks like she’s wondering where the nearest hatchet is so she can bury it in my skull.


I have no idea why this woman hates me so much, but it’s starting to get annoying.


Regardless of what my dick thinks about her, she’s pissing me off.


Kieran stands, already knowing my request will be granted. Caruso follows, sending a nervous look in Reyna’s direction.


“Certainly. We’ll give you a moment. Kieran, why don’t I show you my collection of Fabergé eggs?”


With a straight face, Kieran says, “Can’t think of anything better, mate.”


They leave. As soon as the door closes behind them, I look at Reyna. “All right. You’ve obviously got something to say to me. Say it.”


She turns from the window, blinking. “I’m sorry, I have no idea what you mean.”


Her hand rests at the base of her throat. Her eyes are wide and guileless. She’s the picture of innocence, and she’s entirely full of shite.


I say, “Too late, woman. I’ve already seen the swamp witch you’re trying to hide under that human skin suit you’re wearing.”


“Excuse me?”


“You’re not as good an actress as you think.”


She stares at me in blistering silence for a few seconds, then says icily, “Number one: don’t call me ‘woman’ like it’s a pejorative. It’s not. Number two: if you’re not bright enough to know what the word ‘pejorative’ means, ask your sidekick. He seems like he might have actually read a book once. Number three—”


“Will this take long? I’ve got a meeting to get through.”


Her nostrils flare. Her lips thin. Her body trembles with impotent fury, and I think I’m starting to have fun.


She says tightly, “Number three: I have nothing to say to you.”


“No?” I let my gaze travel the length of her body, down and back up again, relishing every dangerous curve. “Because it bloody sure seems like you do.”


With what appears to be a huge effort of will, Reyna holds back whatever vitriol is burning the tip of her tongue. She smooths a hand over her dark hair, straightens her shoulders, and forces a tight smile.


“If you insist.”


“I do.”


“But it won’t be pleasant.”


“I doubt you’re capable of pleasantries, wee viper.”


Her eyes flash. “Insulting me won’t win you any points.”


“I’m not the one here who needs to win points.”


That makes her even angrier. Her cheeks turn scarlet. “Why are you deliberately baiting me?”


“Because you’re better than your brother,” I say, holding her infuriated gaze. “You don’t need to pretend to be something you’re not. Now talk to me. I need to know why you’re so angry, and I won’t get the truth from him.”


She’s taken aback by the compliment and by my forthrightness, both of which she obviously wasn’t expecting.


I get the feeling there isn’t much she doesn’t anticipate, so that’s gratifying.


When she doesn’t speak for too long, I prompt, “You don’t like that I’m Irish.”


“I’m not that petty or prejudiced,” she says crossly. “I don’t judge people by where they were born.”


The way she says it, I believe her. She’s genuinely insulted by the suggestion.


Which is interesting, considering most of her kin would rather be burned alive than befriend an Irishman.


Our families might do business together when it suits us, but it’s a point of pride that we hate each other’s guts.


“So what, then?”


She gazes at me in silence, measuring me up. Then she shakes her head.


“You know I can’t possibly be honest with you. There’s too much at stake for my family.”


“There’s too much at stake if you’re not honest with me.”


“Such as?”


“I’ll walk out of here without meeting Liliana and without looking back, because there are plenty of other lasses in the Cosa Nostra who’ll happily spread their legs for me and gain advantage for their families if she doesn’t.”


She stares at me. Her eyes are an unusual color, a pale greenish-gray, like a mermaid might have.


On a woman without the urge to murder me and bury my dismembered body in a shallow grave, they could be mesmerizing.


“I hate you for saying that.”


“Add it to your list.”


My smirk is the thing that finally breaks her.


“Fine. You want the truth? I’ll give it to you. My niece is a good girl. She deserves so much better than to be sold off to the highest bidder without a damn say in the matter. She deserves so much better than a man who’d marry for money, position, or power. She deserves to be loved, cherished, and respected for everything she is. What she doesn’t deserve is to not have a voice. Or a choice. Or a life of her own!”


“What makes you assume she won’t have a life of her own if we’re married?”


Reyna blinks. Once. Slowly. As if what I’ve just said is the stupidest thing she’s ever heard.


“Or that I wouldn’t respect her?”


She quirks her lips. “Now you’re toying with me, Mr. Quinn.”


“Spider.”


After a beat of confusion, she says, “Pardon?”


“Call me Spider.”


“Why on earth would I do that?”


“Because it’s my name.”


She laughs. It’s a lovely sound. It also seems to surprise her, because she stops laughing abruptly, looking as if she has no idea how she allowed something so pleasant to pass her lips.


“Your name is . . . Spider?”


“Aye.”


“Did your mother hate you?”


“No.”


“But she named you after an insect?”


“It’s a nickname. And spiders aren’t insects.”


She furrows her brows and stares at me.


“Why are you gaping at me like I’ve got a horn growing between my eyes?”


“Because I think I must’ve fallen out of bed this morning and gotten a concussion.”


I chuckle. “That would explain why you’re eatin’ the head off me.”


She opens her mouth to say something but closes it again. It feels like a victory, which pleases me, which then annoys me, because I shouldn’t be feeling anything for this woman at all.


“Oh, look. The wee viper lost her words. Bet that doesn’t happen but once in a donkey’s years.”


Through gritted teeth, she says, “If you’d speak English instead of idiot, we wouldn’t be having this problem.”


“Ooo, the fangs are out.”


Her mermaid eyes glitter with malice. “Stop. Mocking. Me.”


“Or what? You’ll bury that letter opener in my chest?”


Her gaze slices to the blotter on her brother’s desk, then back to me. The way her lips turn up at the corners, I can tell she’s relishing the idea of stabbing me.


“Have a go. I’m in the mood for a good laugh.”


“You wouldn’t be laughing for long. I think this meeting is over.”


“Sorry to break it to you, lass, but you’re not the one in charge here.”


That really gets her goat. A flush of red rises up her neck to merge with the burn in her cheeks. She says stiffly, “We obviously have nothing more to say to one another.”


“Now that’s the silliest thing you’ve said since you walked in.”


“If you don’t stop smirking at me, I won’t be responsible for what happens.”


I cock my head and consider her. “It’s men in general, is that it? You hate men.”


Her evil smile would look right at home on Satan himself. “Only a deserving few.”


I know we could go back and forth like this until hell freezes over, so I decide to get to the point.


“I admire your loyalty to your niece, Ms. Caruso, but I want a wife, not a slave. If Liliana and I marry, she can do as she likes, as long as it doesn’t interfere with my business or reflect badly on me.”


She studies me, no doubt trying to decide if I’m lying. Then in a challenging tone, she says, “She could go to college?”


That surprises me. “Does she want to go to college?”


“She was accepted at Wellesley. It’s an all-girls school—”


“I know what it is.”


“—so you wouldn’t have to worry about her being around other boys.”


My gaze drops to her mouth. Her full, lush, scarlet mouth, which seems mainly to be used for hurling insults.


Pity. It would look beautiful stretched around the head of a stiff cock. I force myself not to imagine it’s mine.


I say softly, “I’m not a boy.”


When I lift my gaze to hers again, she looks flustered, but as if she’s trying not to show it.


“What else? Might as well air all the dirty laundry while we’re at it.”


“All right, then. Do you drink?”


“Not to excess, if that’s what you’re asking.”


“Do you have a temper?”


“All men have tempers.”


She scoffs. “Don’t I know it. What I mean is are you violent?”


“I’m second-in-command of the Irish Mob. What do you think?”


She swallows, glances away, then meets my gaze again. She moistens her lips. “I . . . I meant with women.”


And here we have it.


I glance down at her left hand, at the circle of black ink on her ring finger, and finally understand what this inquisition is all about.


My voice low, I say, “I’m not your dead husband.”


She starts as if she got an electrical shock. Her eyes widen. She steps back, then catches herself and stands in place, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin.


“I don’t know what you mean.”


“That’s the third time you’ve lied to me, wee viper. Don’t do it again.”


Our held gazes feel electrified, as if there’s an invisible wire connecting us, sending bolts of energy snapping back and forth on a loop. We stare at each other in crackling silence while my dick stiffens and the vein on the side of her neck throbs.


In a carefully controlled, freezingly polite tone, she says, “I don’t take orders, Mr. Quinn. I also don’t address grown men by ridiculous nicknames, nor do I appreciate being given one. Though I have to admit the ‘viper’ is accurate, but the ‘wee’ is completely off mark. I’m as big as they come.”


She turns and walks away, hips swaying. At the door, she stops and turns back to me. When she smiles, those mermaid eyes of hers glitter as icy cold as diamonds.


“You should also keep in mind that vipers are venomous . . . and they eat spiders for lunch.”


She opens the door and walks through it with her head held high, leaving me standing alone in the study.


Alone and grinning.


For the first time since entering the house, I’m glad I came.










THREE
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REY


By the time Kieran and Gianni return from the salon where his Fabergé egg collection is kept in sealed glass cabinets, I’ve wrestled my boiling murderous rage down to a more manageable black fury.


I lived with black fury for most of my married life, so I know I won’t be committing bodily harm to a smirking, arrogant Irishman in the immediate future.


I almost lost it when he mentioned the letter opener, however. I almost went full Jack the Ripper on his sorry ass.


It was an extremely close call.


“Everything all right?” Gianni inquires, nervously eyeing the open door of the study.


I exhale and try not to look like the axe murderer I feel like inside. “Yes. Mr. Quinn and I were finished speaking, so I thought I’d wait for you here. How did you enjoy the collection, Kieran?”


“Er . . .” He coughs into his hand. “It was dead brilliant.”


Gianni beams, not understanding that if someone had handed poor Kieran a noose during the tour, he would have seriously considered hanging himself from the nearest rafter.


“It really is, isn’t it?” I say mildly.


We share a look. Kieran tries to hide his smile by chewing the inside of his cheek.


The sound of footsteps echoing over marble makes my pulse quicken.


Lili appears from around the corner of the corridor in the blue dress I instructed her to wear, her color high and her eyes darting. When she sees Kieran, her step falters, but she recovers quickly, plastering a smile on her face.


At her sides, her hands are clenched to fists.


Steady, tesoro. You’re not marrying anyone, especially not that bastard in your father’s study.


I still can’t believe what he said. “I’m not your dead husband.” As if the son of a bitch could read my mind.


I haven’t been that shaken in years.


Lili’s nervous gaze finds mine. I incline my head slightly, make a small motion with two fingers of my right hand, and watch her exhale in relief.


“Ah! Here she is now!”


Gianni holds out his arms. Lili hurries to him. He kisses her on both cheeks, then turns to Kieran. “Mr. Byrne, I’d like to introduce you to my daughter, Liliana. Lili, this is Mr. Byrne.”


Smiling shyly, Lili murmurs a hello.


“Please, call me Kieran. Pleasure to meet ye, lass.”


He extends his baseball mitt of a hand. Startled, Lili looks to me for guidance.


She’s never touched a man outside her immediate family.


Excluding the boy hiding in the wardrobe in her bedroom, that is. Judging by his state of undress, they’ve been doing quite a bit more than touching each other’s hands.


A problem I’ll address as soon as I’m finished with this one.


When I nod, Lili hesitantly stretches out her hand. It’s swallowed by Kieran’s, disappearing into his meaty grip.


Looking somber and respectful, Kieran says, “Don’t ye worry, lassie. He looks a fright, but he’s a pussycat, I promise ye.”


I stifle a snort. Pussycat, my ass. Your friend’s a rabid dog.


Catching the expression on my face, Lili says, “Um . . .”


“Yes, I’m sure Lili will very much enjoy making Mr. Quinn’s acquaintance. Won’t you, bambolotta?”


Gianni says his nickname for her like a threat.


I’d like to punch him in the throat.


“Yes, Papa.”


“Shall we go in, Reyna?”


I take one of Lili’s hands. Her father takes the other. We lead her into the study between us, a lamb to slaughter.


God, how I despise the tradition of arranged marriage. Knowing she’ll be spared the indignity of having to marry this particular Irish lout who calls himself an insect helps me feel better, but it will be someone else someday.


No matter how much I might want to, I won’t be able to protect Lili forever.


In the Cosa Nostra, it’s still the Dark Ages. Women are valued only for our ability to bear heirs, how well we can cook, or as cum dumpsters. We’re not even allowed to vote.


It’s enough to drive any woman mad.


Or to murder.


“Mr. Quinn,” Gianni is saying, his smile so bright, it could be seen from outer space. “Please allow me to present my daughter, Liliana.”


Spider—I cannot believe I allowed myself to call him that—looks at Liliana with no trace of emotion on his face. He could be looking at a block of cheese in a refrigerated deli case for all the interest he shows.


It surprises me. Lili’s an extremely pretty girl. Most men start salivating the moment they set eyes on her.


Not this one. He merely looks her up and down and murmurs a dismissive, “Hullo.”


Gianni glances at me in panic, but I can’t look at him because I’m too preoccupied trying not to break into song.


It will be so much better for me if Quinn is the one to call off the contract.


Though Gianni agreed to allow me the final vote in the matter, I’d never hear the end of it. He’d alternate between sulking and lashing out until he found another suitor for Lili. He’d make my life hell. A price I’d willingly pay, but hell nonetheless.


If Quinn doesn’t want Lili, however . . .


Maybe there is a God.


Ha! Don’t be ridiculous.


“Lili, this is Mr. Quinn,” says Gianni, his voice slightly too high. He clears his throat, then snaps, “Say hello.”


Gazing demurely at his feet, Lili says, “Hello, Mr. Quinn. It’s very nice to meet you.”


When the Irishman only stands there looking at her, mute as a statue, his eyes narrowed, Gianni elbows her sharply in her ribs.


“I . . . I, um, hope we can get to know each other better. I look forward to . . . visiting with you. Um. Today.”


Quinn is silent.


Gianni clearly would like to slit his wrists.


This is turning out to be a good day after all.


Giving Lili a little shove toward Quinn, Gianni says, “Why don’t you two lovebirds have a nice chat over there on the sofa? Reyna and I will give you some privacy—”


“We can’t leave them alone together,” I interrupt, my voice hard.


The Irishman looks at me with a cocked eyebrow.


I smile my best don’t-mind-me-I’m-only-a-silly-woman smile. “Lili isn’t allowed to be alone with a man. She requires a chaperone. Correct, Gianni?”


Since he’s the one who made the damn rule, he can’t contradict me.


He’d still like to smash something into my face.


“Correct,” he says, forcing it past his teeth. “I’m sure you understand, Mr. Quinn. My apologies, but we’re old-fashioned.”


“Are you?” he drawls, looking at me.


His hazel eyes are half-lidded. His lips are faintly curved. He looks like he’s enjoying some private joke that I’m the butt of.


The boiling rage I’d managed to beat down comes roaring back, searing a path along all my nerve endings and setting my face on fire.


He sees it and smiles.


Then he takes Lili by the arm—by the arm! Like a possession!—and leads her away from us without another word.


As soon as they’re out of earshot, Gianni turns to me and hisses, “Che palle!”


“Cool your jets, brother. There’s no way we could leave Lili alone with that . . .” I think of his hungry eyes, the way he looked at me earlier like he might eat me alive. “Predator.”


Besides, I’ve already decided this marriage will happen over my dead body.


“We can’t risk insulting him!”


I think of our little verbal sparring match and have to suppress a grin.


Too late.


Seething, Gianni adjusts his tie and glances over to where Lili and Quinn are seated on the velvet divan on the opposite side of the room. Her hands are folded in her lap, her legs are crossed at the ankles, and her gaze is directed at his feet, as if she’s fascinated by his shoes.


His enormous, black leather oxfords, which he surely has to have custom-made because they’re so large.


The size of them is startling. But now that I think of it, he has enormous hands, too.


My husband had small hands and even smaller feet. They were the size of a doll’s in comparison. To go along with his teeny-tiny cock.


I refuse to consider what it might mean that the Irishman has feet the size of skis.


“Anyway,” I say, flustered, “at least he’s not wearing that awful face now. Did you see the way he looked at her when they were introduced?”


“I thought he might walk right out the door,” says Gianni, shaking his head in disgust. “What the hell is wrong with him? Lili’s beautiful!”


“Maybe he’s gay.”


“Pfft. Look at him. The way he carries himself, the way he swaggers . . .”


The way he looked at my lips.


I swallow, my mouth suddenly dry.


“That’s a lion king,” Gianni continues. “Not a fanook.”


I wince. “Please don’t use that word. It’s extremely offensive.”


Gianni rolls his eyes, muttering, “You and your love of pole smokers.”


“That’s even worse! For the love of God, Gianni, how about trying not to be such a bigot for once?”


He waves a hand dismissively at me. “Look, she’s laughing. That’s a good sign, giusto?”


Lili’s tinkling laugh carries the distance between us and them. I can tell it’s genuine, not forced. She isn’t trying to be polite, she actually thinks whatever the Irishman said is funny.


He probably tried to tell her that he’s intelligent.


At that moment, he looks over, catches me watching him, and winks.


He fucking winks.


Then he grins, revealing a set of perfect white teeth.


I’d like to carve out his liver.


Gianni mutters, “Well, he certainly seems to be in a better mood now.” He blows out a hard breath and looks up at the ceiling. “Don’t stare at him, for Christ’s sake.”


But suddenly it has become impossible not to stare at him. His laughing eyes are tractor-beams, dragging me in.


No one laughs at me. No one.


Ever.


They’re all too busy avoiding my gaze, as if I’m Medusa and they’re afraid they’ll be turned to stone with one glance.


But this golden lion who’s named after a bug and looks like a comic book superhero doesn’t avoid my gaze. He grabs it and holds it hostage.


And he’s definitely not afraid to laugh at me. In fact, I think it might be his new favorite thing.


I don’t quite know what to make of that.


Maybe the Irish are all crazy? I haven’t really known any before. All I think of when someone says Ireland are four-leaf clovers, leprechauns, and green beer.


Now I can add to that rude men with huge feet.


Though Kieran seems sweet. He isn’t rude in the least.


I glance over my shoulder to find him out in the corridor, his hands shoved in his pockets and his nose scrunched as he gazes up at the frescoes on the wall.


He shakes his head and mutters, “Bloody daft altogether.”


I turn away. It’s too bad he’s not higher up in the Mob’s hierarchy. He might actually be tolerable as a spouse. But he seems to be a bodyguard or a driver, a rank too powerless to be of use to Gianni.


Though Quinn is only second-in-command, Gianni knows very well how quickly leadership changes in our world. Our own father was once the top dog, until a ruthless rival replaced him. All it would take is a single bullet to put Quinn on top.


Or take him out.


The thought makes me smile.


When I do, the Irish lout still staring at me licks his lips.


I rip my gaze away from his and wonder if I remembered to reload the gun in my nightstand after I cleaned it last week.


Lili and the lout spend another twenty minutes chatting while Gianni and I wait patiently near the door. Then he stands, gesturing for Lili to do the same.


“Here they come!” Gianni blurts as they start to walk toward us.


Lili’s expression is calm. I can tell she’s being careful not to show any emotion. She’ll tell me everything about their conversation, of course, but for the moment all I can do is hope that it wasn’t too horrible for her.


The Irishman’s face is also emotionless, but there’s a look in his eyes that I don’t like.


If he asks for proof that she’s a virgin right in front of her, I’ll tear off one of his giant feet and beat him to death with it.


Jesus, Reyna. Get a grip!


Honestly, I haven’t felt this unhinged in years. The man brings out the animal in me.


Thank God I made sure to get the final word on the approval of this match, because if he married into the family and I had to interact with him on a regular basis, I’d start climbing the walls and shrieking like a baboon.


As Lili approaches, I hold out a hand. She quickly comes to my side and takes it, gripping it tightly and standing so close, it’s as if she wants to hide under my dress.


Quinn strolls to a stop a few feet away and looks at Lili from under his lashes.


Then he looks at Gianni.


Then at me.


His smile comes on slow and hot. Then he scowls, as if he’s angry with himself for smiling.


“Mr. Caruso,” he drawls, still looking at me. “Thank you for allowing Lili and me a moment to speak privately.”


He’s calling her Lili? Nobody calls her that but her family!


The nerve of this beast.


Gianni is so excited by the change in the Irishman’s manner that he’s practically shitting himself. “Of course! I trust everything went well?”


The Irishman lets him hang on his anxiety for a moment before nodding.


Shit.


Gianni exhales an audible breath of relief. Then he claps his hands together, making Lili jump. “Excellent!”


“If I may have a word with you, however. Alone.”


“Certainly!”


In his rush to get Lili and me out the door, Gianni gives us both a shove. He regrets it when I growl at him, but not enough to dampen his excitement.


“Go. Go!” he hisses, waving us out. The moment we cross the threshold, he slams the door behind us, rattling the picture frames on the walls.


Kieran looks at my livid face and chuckles.


“I’ll give ye lasses a wee bit of space. There’s a painting of the baby Jesus ’round the corner that I’m dyin’ to have a gander at.” Whistling, he strolls away down the hall.


As soon as he’s out of sight, I turn to Lili, give her a hug, and start apologizing.


“Are you okay, tesoro? I’m so sorry you had to go through that. I should’ve prepared you better for this moment. If only I’d known he was coming, we could’ve talked first. I could’ve given you some support—”


“I’m fine,” she interrupts, pulling away. “It wasn’t that bad, I promise.”


I look at her in disbelief. “I know you’re only saying that so I don’t worry.”


“No, I’m not. He was actually nice.”


I almost topple sideways and fall to the floor. “Nice?”


She shrugs.


“Well, what did he say to you?”


“He asked me about my hobbies, what kind of music I like, my favorite food. Stuff like that. Oh, and college. He seemed really interested in what I wanted to study. When I told him criminal law, he laughed.”


“He mocked you!” I say, heated.


“I don’t think so. He said he liked the irony of it. He said he thought I’d make a good attorney.”


Someone is going to have to assist me with getting my jaw off the floor.


“If he was so nice, why did you skitter over to me like a scared baby mouse?”


She pauses. “I mean . . . have you seen him? The guy’s totally intimidating. Like big and . . . I don’t know . . . all that. I thought I might get pregnant just sitting next to him.”


Horrified, I make the sign of the cross on my chest. “Don’t even say that word out loud.”


“I know you have it handled, anyway. You have the final word about this, right?”


“Right.”


“And it’s obvious you hate him and you’re not going to let Papa marry me off to him, right?”


“Right.”


“So why are you so worked up?”


That is a very, very good question.


“I’m . . . not.” I smooth a hand over my hair and smile at her reassuringly.


She rolls her eyes. “Zia, please. You’re foaming at the mouth.”


Dismissing that, I lower my voice and say, “Did you take care of the situation in the wardrobe?”


Lili’s cheeks flush. She glances down and nods, smiling a secret little smile.


“How did you get him out?”


“The dumbwaiter.”


I gasp. “You wedged that poor boy into the dumbwaiter? Did you break all his joints first?”


The flush in her cheeks deepens, and so does her smile. “He says it’s worth it.”


I say sarcastically, “I bet he does.” Then something else occurs to me. “Oh, no. This isn’t the first time, is it?”


She glances up at me and makes a face.


“Never mind, I don’t want to know. Just promise me it’s the last time.”


When she hesitates, I say vehemently, “Lili, you cannot allow him back into this house. Your father will hang his stuffed head on the trophy wall in his study.”


“I know,” she whispers, her smile dying.


“Who is he, anyway?”


“Timo’s son.”


I have to think for a moment. “Timo? The gardener?”


“The pool man. Juan Pablo helps his dad clean the pool sometimes. That’s how we met.” Her secret smile reappears. “I was lying out getting sun in my yellow bikini.”


Dear God. The daughter of a mafia don is having an affair with the Latino pool boy.


We’re a telenovela.


I’m about to interrogate her about birth control when the door to Gianni’s study opens. The Irishman and Gianni walk out.


“Thank you again for the visit,” Gianni says, avoiding my eyes. “It was a pleasure.”


“The pleasure was mine.”


The Irishman stops in front of me and Lili. Formal and serious, he says to her, “I appreciate meeting you, Lili. Thank you for speaking with me.”


She inches closer to my side. “You’re welcome. And thank you, too.”


The Irishman nods, then turns his gaze to me. His hazel eyes start to burn.


“And Reyna,” he says, his voice so soft it gives me a shiver. “It’s been . . . interesting meeting you.” He extends his hand.


I look at it. A crocodile’s toothy open snout would seem more inviting.


But I slide my hand into his and meet his gaze unflinchingly, because queens aren’t afraid of dumb reptiles.


Or spiders, either.


“Goodbye, Mr. Quinn. And safe travels. The roads around here can get dangerous after dark.”


I know he received the threat when he smiles.


He holds my hand and my gaze for a beat, then wipes the smile off his face and turns abruptly to Gianni. “I’ll show myself out.”


“Oh, no, I’ll walk with you!” Gianni protests. But it falls on deaf ears because the Irishman is already striding away, his shoulders squared and his chin up, as cocky as a bullfighter.


When he disappears around the corner, I say flatly, “I don’t approve. The marriage is off.”


Sounding triumphant, Gianni says, “Unfortunately, sorellina, that’s impossible.”


Beside me, Lili stiffens.


My voice turns sharp. “What are you talking about?”


“The contract has already been signed. We did it just now . . . and set the wedding date as well. Lili and Mr. Quinn will be married next month.”


Lili cries out in horror and slaps her hands over her mouth.


Infuriated, I step toward my brother. “You said I’d have final approval! You promised me I could choose!”


His lips curve upward at the edges. “You’re not the only one in this family who’s a good liar.”


Then he turns on his heel and locks himself in his office, leaving Lili and me alone in the hallway, her anguished wails echoing off the walls.
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