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 Chapter One 
 
    Alceu 
 
      
 
    Darkness and death have been part of my life for longer than I can remember. I can’t think of a time that wasn’t dark, dangerous, and bloody. I prefer it this way. I flourish in the dark. And today isn’t any exception. 
 
    Screams float through the open space of the abandoned warehouse, caressing my ears like a lullaby would a child. This is my music, my masterpiece, the feather in my cap. No one does what I do better than me. Pain and torture are instruments I play with precision. 
 
    My gaze is locked on the man before me. He is covered in blood, sweat, piss, and probably a couple of things I don’t want to even think about. He has been strapped to the chair for the past four hours, and in those hours, he has divulged the secrets of my greatest enemy.  
 
    Salvador Berlusconi.  
 
    That bastard has been a thorn in my side since I first took over after my father passed away. That’s over ten fucking years! Absolutely fucking ridiculous! My New Year’s resolution is to get rid of him once and for all. Although the crying, pissing mess tied to the chair has given me all the information he has, none of it is new to me.  
 
    “Tell me, Matteo,” I speak evenly to the man. “Do you want the torture to stop?” 
 
    “Yes,” he garbles. 
 
    “Then tell me. What is Salvador’s greatest weakness?” 
 
    This is the thing I really need to know. I have knowledge of all his operations. Drugs, guns, women. But all those things are easy to replace. I need to find his greatest weakness and exploit it. Breaking him from the inside is what I need to do. 
 
    “What?” Matteo asks, spit falling from his mouth onto his bare chest. 
 
    “What. Is. Salvador’s. Greatest. Weakness?” I ask loudly this time, pronouncing each word individually. 
 
    Matteo’s eye that isn’t swollen shut widens dramatically before he shakes his head vehemently. 
 
    “Matteo. Stop,” I order. “This can go one of two ways. I can torture you until you break, and then I will kill you. Or you can tell me what I want to know, and I will kill you quickly. Dealer’s choice.” 
 
    Matteo remains silent as he seems to weigh his options. His shoulders sag as he finally comes to the conclusion that he doesn’t have much of a choice. He won’t be leaving here alive either way. 
 
    “Giulia. Giulia Rossi,” Matteo mumbles. 
 
    “Thank you.” I smile as I run my blade across his jugular. 
 
    His blood spills over his damaged torso onto the floor, to pool beneath the chair. I watch as the life leaves his eyes, and his head flops forward before I feel another smile cross my face. 
 
    Giulia Rossi. 
 
    I hope she’s ready because I am coming for her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    Giulia 
 
      
 
    If someone had told me as a twelve-year-old girl when I was planning my dream wedding that I would actually be marrying a fucking psychopath, I would have given up on the dream right then. But life is what it is, and you have to play the cards you are dealt. 
 
    Sitting in the bridal boutique, I watch my mother, sister Andrea, and best friend Harper flit around trying to find me the perfect dress. I really couldn’t be bothered. I could get married in a trash bag for all I cared. The entire marriage is a fucking sham. My father and Salvador went behind my back and arranged it, and now I am expected to be the good little daughter and fall into fucking line. 
 
    Every moment of this entire fucking fiasco grates on my nerves. I don’t want to marry for power or to further my father’s career. I want to marry for love, and if not for love, I at least want to marry someone I can stand. Salvador is not that man. 
 
    Since I was a little girl, he has given me the creeps. Always hanging around, giving me hugs, and buying me toys. He has always watched me with more interest than I’m comfortable with. Now I finally understand why. He wants me as his own. 
 
    He is more than ten years my senior, for God’s sake, but it’s not the age gap that truly bothers me. No, it’s how long he has been biding his time before making his move. He professes to love me, but the man probably doesn’t even know my middle name or my favorite color. Seriously? How do you build a life with someone like that? 
 
    “What about this one, Giulia?” Andrea asks excitedly. 
 
    It’s a fucking taffeta monstrosity, but I smile and nod, so she adds it to the pile. All the dresses will be taken from the boutique to our father’s house, and I will try them on there. Where my father can issue his approval. They have already picked out twenty dresses between the three of them. 
 
    I just want to leave this place. Maybe hit a dive bar, get some tequila and a greasy burger. I can’t stand all this wedding planning bullshit. I don’t care about the dress or the flowers or the damn cake because I don’t care about the groom. 
 
    The alarm on my cell phone goes off, and all three of the women I am with turn to stare at me. This is my moment. My saving grace. Thank God I set a damn reminder, even though I can’t remember what it was for originally. It doesn’t matter now because I have my escape. 
 
    “I completely forgot!” I exclaim while grabbing my handbag and stuffing my cell phone inside. “I have an appointment with my gynecologist to have my birth control adjusted.” 
 
    “What do you mean adjusted?” my mother asks with a lifted eyebrow. 
 
    Crap! I need to think on my feet. But Andrea saves me in the nick of time. 
 
    “She means to go off the birth control, Mom,” she whispers loudly, rolling her eyes. “Salvador will want an heir and what better time than to start on their honeymoon?” 
 
    My mother blushes furiously while I swallow the bile rising in my throat, but this excuse allows me to leave the boutique.  
 
    “We know what you like, honey. Everything will be at the house when you get back.” She waves me off. 
 
    I don’t ask any questions, I just leave. Heading down the street, I pull my phone back out of my bag and Google the best burgers in the area. I know exactly where I’m going to end up, but having options is always nice. I’m staring down at my phone, not watching where I’m going when I walk straight into a wall of muscle. 
 
    Before I can fall on my ass, strong hands grip beneath my shoulders and catch me. My gaze travels up and up and up before reaching a strong jaw. Bow-shaped lips, a nose that has clearly been broken a few times, dark brown eyes, and hair the color of onyx. He has a darkness about him, but he is drop-dead gorgeous. I recognize him, but I can’t place him. I can, however, not stop myself from staring at him.  
 
    “Giulia?” His voice is a deep timbre that causes goosebumps to rise all over my body. My name has never sounded so sexy. 
 
    “Yes?” I wanted to sound confident, but my answer comes out breezy. 
 
    “We need to talk.” He ushers me toward a black car with dark tinted windows. 
 
    I don’t know this man, and I sure as hell am not getting into a car with him. How the hell does he know my name? My father may not be the top dog in the organization, but taking me will still gain some other idiot leverage. 
 
    “No,” I say forcefully, pulling my arm from his grip. “I’m not going anywhere with you. I have no idea who you are or what you want, but I can tell you this isn’t happening.” 
 
    The man smiles at me before extending his hand toward me for a handshake. 
 
    “My name is Alceu Cammareri,” he says. 
 
    The blood in my veins runs ice cold as I stare at him with what I am sure is pure, unadulterated fear. Alceu Cammareri is the most feared don on the South Coast. The stories that run around about him are terrifying. People don’t even speak his name out loud, afraid that it may call him to them. He’s like the motherfucking boogeyman, except people are terrified of this monster. 
 
    “I see you know who I am.” He smirks. “But don’t worry, Giulia. I come bearing gifts. I can get you out of your marriage to Salvador Berlusconi,” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    Alceu 
 
      
 
    Giulia is a beautiful young woman. But of course, she would be. It’s exactly why Salvador wants her. Dark hair that flows down her back, hazel eyes, pouty lips, and beautifully bronzed skin. I can see her figure beneath the ugly pantsuit she is wearing. I wonder if she chose to wear the outfit or if it was chosen for her, all part of the image she’s supposed to project to the world. I assess her thoroughly. High, pert breasts, an hourglass figure, and I’m almost certain she will have a fantastic ass. 
 
    She has sass and backbone. All traits that Salvador will hate. He’s the type of man who prefers submissive women. Those that don’t fall into line as he wants are easily beaten until they do. I have done my due diligence on this deal, and that is exactly what this is. 
 
    Giulia doesn’t want to be married to Salvador, and I want to fuck with him. I need her to listen to my proposal. Scratch that, I need her to accept so I can start putting my plan into action. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Giulia asks, staring at me with wide eyes. 
 
    Even though she fears me, as she should, she still has the guts to ask questions. No one ever questions me outside of my family. I find it refreshing. 
 
    “Exactly what I said. I can get you out of the arranged marriage with Salvador Berlusconi.” 
 
    “That’s not possible.” She lowers her gaze to her feet, and I find that I miss looking into her eyes. “Salvador will kill me and everyone I care for if I try to get out of this.” 
 
    “Come with me,” I implore her, using my finger to tilt her head up and focus her gaze back on mine. “Give me twenty minutes of your time, and if you don’t want to proceed, we each head off in our own direction. We can have lunch together while I explain my plan. You can even choose the restaurant.” 
 
    Giulia watches me carefully, likely assessing her options before she nods her head. She turns her back on me, rounds my car, and climbs into the passenger seat. All without batting an eyelash. Seems to me that once she has made a decision, she follows through. This bodes well for me. Now all I have to do is get her to make the right decision. 
 
    Ten minutes later, we pull up to a dive bar called Pitch. I know the place, but I have to say I’m surprised a daughter of a made man would ever set foot into a place like this. They serve beer on tap, the best burgers and wings in a ten-block area, and play metal music almost exclusively. I pictured us having this conversation in an overpriced Italian restaurant somewhere in the business district. Not in a side street. 
 
    But what surprises me more is the warm welcome she receives when we enter. This is somewhere she has been before, numerous times by the look of it. Seems the perfect mafia daughter may be living a secret life on the side. 
 
    “Hi, Giulia.” The bartender waves as soon as he spots her. 
 
    “Hey, Sean,” she greets back with a smile.  
 
    “Beer and a burger?” a smiling waitress asks as she moves past us to the bar. 
 
    Giulia looks toward me for confirmation. I nod in agreement.  
 
    “Yeah, Sam. That would be great. Make it two of each.” Giulia smiles back at the waitress named Sam.  
 
    She leads the way to a back booth and slides in easily. It’s great to see her this way. She is confident and open. Her smile only highlights her face, making her even more beautiful. But I’m not here for that. Beautiful girls are a dime a dozen, and sex can be had every day of the week. Putting the screws to Salvador? That is priceless. 
 
     “Okay. So, tell me this master plan of yours,” she says coolly. “Then we can enjoy our burgers and part ways. I’ll even pay for lunch.” 
 
    I laugh freely. I can’t even remember the last time I laughed, and it feels strange. Good, but strange. She waits for me to finish laughing, although not patiently. This woman is a breath of fresh air. Other women are either terrified of me or falling over themselves to please me. She doesn’t seem to care either way. I find that intriguing. When I stop laughing, I take a deep breath before speaking. 
 
    “You don’t want to marry Salvador, and I want to make his life a living hell,” I say. “I think if the two of us get married, we can kill two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” She gasps. “That will never work.” 
 
    “What are you afraid of?” I ask, tilting my head, my curiosity getting the best of me. 
 
    I asked this question because I truly want to know, not just rhetorically. She isn’t afraid of me. Actually, I can’t see her being afraid of much. In the right environment, she would become the one to inspire fear and loyalty. She needs to be nourished, allowed to step into her own and become the woman I’m sure she will be. Shaking my head, I push those thoughts away and focus on her, waiting for her answer. 
 
    “Off the top of my head? Small birds, large bugs, and an unplanned pregnancy,” she snarks, causing another laugh to leave me.  
 
    “Okay, okay.” I hold my hands up in surrender. “Let me lay out the entire plan, and then you can decide.” 
 
    “Fine,” Giulia grumbles. 
 
    Just then, Sam the waitress delivers our food. The burgers look and smell delicious, but I need to walk through this plan. And convince her to join me. 
 
    “Eat your burger while I explain.” I gesture toward her food.  
 
    She smiles lightly before digging in with gusto. For long moments, I watch her eat. Few women enjoy food. When she catches me staring, she arches a brow, and I clear my throat before explaining the plan. 
 
    “I know you don’t want to marry Salvador. Don’t ask me how, just take it at face value. For me? Salvador has been a thorn in my side since I can remember. I want to wipe him off the face of the earth, and the best way to get under his skin is to take away what he wants. And that is you.” I smirk. “In return for marrying me, you will fall under the protection of the Cammareri Family. Nothing will ever hurt you.” 
 
    “And?” Giulia prods, wiping her hands on a paper napkin. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, a marriage at its core is a business deal.” She shocks me with this insight. “And you have failed to lay out all the details.” 
 
    “Such as?” I quirk an eyebrow at her before taking a bite of my burger. 
 
    “A million things!” She sounds exasperated. “Sleeping arrangements, what to tell people, sex, kids, money, and everything else.” 
 
    “Let’s do it this way,” I say before she can catch her breath. “Marry me and live in my house. Act like a doting wife in public. I don’t care what people think so we won’t be saying anything. You will have to share my room, but I won’t pressure you for sex or children. If you decide that’s what you want in the future, we can revisit.” 
 
    “Damn,” she breathes out. “And when Salvador is wiped from the face of the earth as you put it?” 
 
    “We deal with that when we get to it,” I reply, taking another bite of my burger. “If you want to leave, that’s fine too.”  
 
    Giulia takes a large sip of her beer, appearing to think through everything we have discussed. 
 
    “I need time to think this through,” Giulia says softly. 
 
    “What is there to think about?” My voice is louder than I planned.  
 
    I have a solid plan that will only work if I can convince this woman to join me. There is no other in, no way to distract Salvador from what I’m truly doing if she doesn’t agree. 
 
    “Don’t raise your voice at me.” Giulia’s eyes blaze with the fire she hides so well. “You came to me with this proposition. Now let me think it through.” 
 
    “Fine,” I say lowly. “Call me when you decide.” 
 
    Dropping my card on the table, I rise and leave. My unfinished burger is left on the table beside her. I don’t turn to say anything more, but I can feel her gaze on me as I walk out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    Giulia 
 
      
 
    Alceu. That man will be the death of me. Either Salvador is going to find out what the fuck we are planning and kill me, or I’m going to say or do something to piss off the head of the Cammareri Crime Family and he will just end me himself. Either way, the chances of me ending up dead keep going up. 
 
    At least now I have options. The devil I know versus the devil I don’t. Just fucking great. My ringing cell phone pulls me from my thoughts as I lie on my bed, trying to figure out the mess that is my life. 
 
    “This is Giulia,” I answer, not checking the caller ID. 
 
    “My dear,” Salvador purrs down the line. 
 
    I don’t reply. He doesn’t expect me to. He waits for long, tense moments before continuing. 
 
    “I have spoken to your father. He assures me that all the wedding arrangements are moving forward as planned?”  
 
    I hear the question in his voice and know it is finally time for me to speak. “Yes. Everything is being finalized for next Saturday.” 
 
    Salvador makes a sound of satisfaction in his throat. “Good. Tell me, Giulia, have you decided what you will wear to our wedding bed?” 
 
    Revulsion crawls up my spine as I think of Salvador in the same bed with me, touching me, fucking me. Bile rises in my throat, but I swallow it back. 
 
    “My mother has suggested that I keep the lingerie from the wedding. My husband should have the honor of taking it off me,” I reply, trying to sound calm. 
 
    “Yes,” Salvador agrees, his voice changing slightly. “That will do just fine. I will speak to you tomorrow.” 
 
    Just as abruptly as the call started, it ends. Salvador has been doing this for the past two weeks. He calls me up, asks a couple of questions about the wedding, and then hangs up. I don’t know what kind of game he’s playing, but I don’t want any part of it. 
 
    Looking around the gilded cage I call a room, I feel the walls start to close in on me. Everything is becoming too real, and the pressure is getting to me. I feel like no matter which way I turn, I’m going to be locked in a pretty little prison for the rest of my life.  
 
    I have been schooled on how to be the perfect mafia wife my entire life, but no one has ever asked me what I want to do. I know there’s no escaping this life I was born into, but I don’t want to be just a piece of arm candy. I want to be an equal to my husband. I want to help him run the family business. I want to make my own decisions. 
 
    But you can.  
 
    The voice in the back of my mind is right. I can decide. Jumping from my bed, I find the discarded business card and hold it tightly in my hand. This is my choice. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I key the number into my phone and wait for someone to answer. It feels like an eternity passes before I hear his voice. 
 
    “What?” Alceu growls. 
 
    Maybe I have interrupted something important. Fear courses through me at the thought that I have already pissed this man off. My voice won’t work. 
 
    “Hello,” he says louder. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I speak into the receiver. “Alceu.” Just that one word. 
 
    “Giulia,” Alceu replies. “Hold on a second.” 
 
    I hear rustling in the background and then footsteps as he moves around. 
 
    “Have you made a decision?” he asks after I hear a door close on his side. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Well?” He sounds impatient again. 
 
    “I have some questions,” I say a little more confidently. 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “What do you expect of me? I mean, do you just want a piece of arm candy or do you actually want a wife?” I put it all out there. 
 
    “I want a partner,” he replies instantly. “That is what we will be. This arrangement will benefit both of us. If we can learn to accept and trust each other, I see no reason to end our agreement after Salvador has been taken out.” 
 
    “And what about love?” I ask hesitantly. 
 
    Alceu chuckles in my ear. “Love is a chemical reaction, the same as lust. I’m not going to fall in love and lay my heart at your feet, if that’s what you are asking for. But with time, you can have something far more valuable.” 
 
    “Such as?” I ask. 
 
    “My respect,” he replies. “Join me. I will treat you better than Salvador ever will, and you know it’s true. I won’t beat you. I won’t force myself on you. You will have more freedom than you’ve ever had.” 
 
    My thoughts race a mile a minute as I run the words he has just spoken through my mind again and again. My decision was made before I called him. I only need some answers. 
 
    “On one condition.” I have to try even though I know I am pushing my luck. 
 
    “Which is?” he asks dryly. 
 
    “I can’t leave my sister here. My father is abusive. My mother will never leave him, but that’s her choice.” 
 
    Alceu growls down the line. “After we are married, I will do everything in my power to get your sister out of that house.” 
 
    “Then, I agree. I will marry you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    Alceu 
 
      
 
    Giulia’s call catches me off guard. I wasn’t prepared to speak to her or for her to agree so soon, but I couldn’t be happier that she has. She has crowded my thoughts since the moment I left her this afternoon. It got to the point that I had to get out of the house. 
 
    That’s how I ended up where I am now. Severu, my brother and second in command, came to me with some very disturbing information. One of my soldiers has been talking to the ATF. This is completely unacceptable. 
 
    My men are all well paid and well looked after. I believe that if your staff is taken care of, they are more willing to keep their mouths shut. Money can buy everything else, so why can’t it buy loyalty? 
 
    But in this instance, it seems I would be wrong. The soldier, Kris, has gotten himself into some trouble with the law. Instead of coming to me or one of my brothers, he has chosen to make a deal with the federal government in an attempt to save his own ass. The only problem with his little plan is that Severu has an informant in the ATF, and now Kris will die for what he has done. 
 
    “Please,” Kris begs as I reenter the room after ending my conversation with Giulia. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I take a seat before Kris. He is suspended from the rafters with thick chains. His clothes have been stripped from his body, and Severu has already had a go at him with a set of pliers. The teeth that have been ripped from his mouth lay on the floor beneath his feet in a puddle of blood and piss. 
 
    “There is nothing to be sorry for, Kris,” I reply while I roll my shirtsleeves up over my forearms. “The fault is clearly mine.” 
 
    Kris starts to struggle in earnest when I stand and pull my favorite blade from behind my back. Tears stream down his face as he shakes his head. He knows what’s coming, anyone who knows me would. 
 
    “If you had never been part of my organization, you would not have had any information to trade, and we wouldn’t be here. So clearly, the fault is my own.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell them anything,” Kris blubbers, spit rolling down his chin. 
 
    “Liar!” Severu hisses from behind Kris before delivering two powerful blows to his lower back. 
 
    “Yes.” I nod. “You are a liar and a rat. And as such will be treated as one.” 
 
    After stabbing my blade deep into his lower abdomen, I slice up in one smooth movement. Warm, sticky blood pours out of the gaping wound, covering my blade and hand. Kris screams in pain as a sadistic smile spreads across my face. Discarding the blade on the table beside me, I look up at him. 
 
    “Your choices have led you here. Hopefully your death will discourage others from making the same mistakes,” I say flatly before using my blood-soaked hand to pull his intestines out of his body. 
 
    I watch as the last of light leaves his eyes and his body goes still. Kris is dead.  
 
    “What do you want to do with the body?” Severu asks as he hands me a cloth to clean the blood off my hands. 
 
    “Carve the words rat and liar into his flesh and dump him somewhere public. I want this to be seen. Send out a message,” I say as I make my way toward the exit. 
 
    “And what are you going to do?” Severu calls out. 
 
    “I have a wedding to plan.”  
 
    Driving toward the Cammareri estate, I think about all the things I need to do before tomorrow evening. I will not leave a single detail to chance.  
 
    This was all my idea. I wanted to take something from Salvador. I wanted to weaken him in a way he wouldn’t see coming. Giulia is the perfect way to do that. He wants her more than he wants anything else, and by taking her for myself, I will get under his skin. His attention will be diverted, and I can start taking his empire out one operation at a time.  
 
    Before he realizes what is happening, he won’t have anything left to save.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    Giulia 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” my father asks from the breakfast table.  
 
    I haven’t slept a wink since I agreed to marry Alceu Cammareri last night. I keep thinking that someone may have overheard my conversation with him, that my father might know. 
 
    “To the gym, Father,” I reply calmly, even though I don’t feel that way. “I want to look my best for my husband on my wedding day.” 
 
    He watches me closely for any sign of deception. His gaze scans the gym clothes I’m wearing before stopping on the bag I have slung across my shoulder. 
 
    “And the bag?” he asks. 
 
    “Mother wants to meet afterward for our hair and nails. I don’t want her to wait, so I will shower and get dressed at the gym.” 
 
    He nods before continuing to eat his meal, effectively dismissing me. I don’t stand around and wait for him to change his mind, but hightail it out of there. Jumping in my car, I switch on the GPS in my phone and then head toward the location Alceu sent me not fifteen minutes ago.  
 
    When I arrive, Alceu is already waiting for me, leaning against his SUV. As soon as I stop, he opens my door and holds out a hand for me. 
 
    “Is this all you brought with you?” he asks as he takes the gym bag. 
 
    “There isn’t much I want from that life,” I reply as I take a seat on the passenger’s side. 
 
    Alceu nods before rounding the car and getting in. We leave my car in the field with my cell phone in the front seat. We need the time to get the wedding done with before anyone knows where I am. Alceu has taken control of everything.  
 
    He drives us to his family estate as he speaks on the phone to what I’m assuming is his assistant while I stare out the window. I don’t listen to his conversation, having long since been conditioned to mind my own business. Women are treated the same as children in our world. Seen and not heard. 
 
    When he’s satisfied that his directions will be followed to the letter, he turns his attention to me. “Is there anyone you would like to have there this evening?” he asks. 
 
    My eyebrows shoot into my hairline. “You’re giving me the option?” I ask incredulously. Usually, women are just expected to fall in line. 
 
    “Of course.” He seems slightly shocked by my question. “This may be a marriage of convenience, but from what I understand, a wedding is of particular importance to a woman.” 
 
    “Well yes.” I sigh. “Most women dream of their wedding from the time they are little girls. But it doesn’t matter. The people I would like to have there are the same people who are trying to force me to marry Salvador.” 
 
    Alceu nods in understanding. “Very well.”  
 
    We drive in silence for the next twenty minutes before pulling up to massive wrought-iron gates. A man comes out of the guardhouse, assessing us before using a remote control to open the gate. 
 
    Instead of driving through, Alceu pulls up beside the man. 
 
    “This is Giulia. Tomorrow, she will be Mrs. Cammareri. She is free to pass whenever she chooses.”  
 
    Alceu does not wait for the man to respond before he continues down the drive. I try to take in everything around me as we drive down the narrow, paved lane. Tall trees line both sides, sprawling lawns behind them. A gasp escapes me as we reach the end of the lane, and the house finally comes into view. 
 
    It looks more like a castle than a house. Double-storied, dark bricks, and more windows than I can count. All the trim is painted white. Dark, heavy, wooden doors bar the entrance at the top of several stairs. Beautiful green plants, shrubbery, and colorful flowers surround the entire house.  
 
    Alceu chuckles beside me as the car comes to a stop beside the massive front doors. We all know that the Cammareri Family lives outside the city limits, and everyone knows where the estate is, but none dare approach unless they want to die. My gaze scans around, landing on a million different little things. I reach for the door handle, preparing to get out of the car so I can better admire this beautiful house. But Alceu stops me. 
 
    “Wait for me to round the car and open your door,” he speaks slowly. “It’s not just a safety precaution, but my mother did try to teach me to be a gentleman when I was younger.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, which I’m realizing is common for him, he gets out of the car and rounds to my side to open the door. Taking his outstretched hand, I let Alceu help me get out of the car before leading me toward the steps, his hand on my lower back.  
 
    “I will give you the entire tour tomorrow,” he whispers into my ear unexpectedly. “I can see the curiosity in your eyes. Besides, this will be your home for the foreseeable future, giving you more than enough time to explore to your heart’s content.” 
 
    The need to explore and snoop bubbles up in me violently, but I tamp it down. Alceu is right, after all. I will be living here and can explore fully at my leisure after the wedding. Speaking of, he hasn’t told me anything about the arrangements he has made. Although I am loath to ask, I need to know at least some of the details. 
 
    Before I can open my mouth to ask anything, the front doors open and an older gentleman stands before us. He is dressed in a dark-blue suit, with a white button-down shirt and bright yellow tie. Not a hair is out of place, and his posture is immaculate. 
 
    “Sir.” The man nods in reverence while Alceu continues to guide me up the stairs. 
 
    “Frederico,” Alceu greets in return. “This is Giulia. Giulia, this is Frederico. He runs the entire household with an iron fist. Without him, this entire place would probably crumble to the foundation. If you need anything or want to know something about the house, he will be able to help you.” 
 
    I smile at Frederico, but he doesn’t return it. His stoic demeanor is something I’m used to. The staff never interact with the members of the household for anything other than their duties.  
 
    When we enter the house, Alceu doesn’t allow me any time to take in the opulence surrounding us, instead, leading me toward the kitchen. As we enter the room, four people stare at us. 
 
    Sighing loudly, Alceu introduces me. “This is Giulia. Giulia, these are my brothers, Severu, Mancuso, and Stefano. And this is Rosa, our housekeeper and chef.” 
 
    Everyone stares at me intently, waiting for me to say something, anything.  
 
    “Does she talk?” the brother he pointed out as Severu asks. “Or are you marrying a mute?” 
 
    Alceu doesn’t get the chance to correct his brother before I interject.  
 
    “Not mute,” I snark. “I just don’t know what you want me to say. It’s nice to meet you? How would I know? You could be an asshole.” 
 
    The shortest of the three men bursts out laughing before walking toward me and wrapping me in an unexpected hug. “I like you already. My name is Mancuso.” He pulls back to smile down at me.  
 
    “Okay,” I reply skeptically. 
 
    Alceu interrupts before anyone else can speak. “The wedding is in six hours. Don’t any of you have something to do?” 
 
    All three of his brothers nod before leaving the kitchen. Alceu places his hand on my back again, leading me out of the kitchen, up the stairs, and down a long hall.  
 
    “I have made sure a room is available for you to use for your preparations. For the sake of believability, we will share the master bedroom after we are wed.”  
 
    I want to interject, but he simply raises his palm. “As we agreed, I won’t pressure you to have sex with me, but one can never be too cautious, and I don’t need some spy running off and telling Salvador that our marriage is a sham.” 
 
    Dammit. What he says makes sense. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to spend too much time with Alceu while we are married, especially not in such a personal setting. The man fucks with my senses, arousing me more than any other man. It seems I may have a thing for bad boys. Alceu opens the door before us and ushers me inside. 
 
    “What do you expect me to do for six hours? Just sit here and wait?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” Alceu replies. “The stylist, hairdresser, and makeup person should be here shortly. They will help you get ready.” 
 
    “Get ready?” I ask in confusion. 
 
    “Yes, Giulia.” He smirks. “You are marrying the head of the most powerful mafia family on the south coast. Although this isn’t a marriage forged out of love, we will be doing it the right way. There will be people to witness our union, photos will be taken, the cake will be eaten. And I’m sure at least one of my brothers will dance with you. By this time tomorrow, there will not be a soul within a hundred-mile radius that doesn’t know how happily married we are.” 
 
    As he finishes speaking, a knock sounds at the door. Alceu steps aside and ushers in the staff that has been arranged to assist me in my preparations. I want to say something, I want to ask a million questions. But words fail me, and then Alceu is gone. 
 
    Three women descend upon me instantly, all smiling and talking a mile a minute. This is going to be a long day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Alceu 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this is what you want to do?” Severu asks for the tenth time in the last hour. 
 
    “Will you stop asking me that?” I say with a growl in return. “Giulia is a means to an end. It’s time to take Salvador out, and this is only the first step on that path.” 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt that she’s drop-dead gorgeous.” Mancuso smiles. 
 
    “She’ll be your sister-in-law within the next hour.” Stefano rolls his eyes toward the ceiling. “Keep it in your damn pants.” 
 
    I can’t stand another round of sibling bickering. They are driving me up the walls. After pouring myself a scotch, I take a large sip then clear my throat. 
 
    “I don’t care if you think this is a good idea, whether she’s hot, or any other qualms any of you may have. I am the head of this family, and the decision has been made. Live with it.”  
 
    I finish my drink and leave my office, knowing my brothers will follow. It’s almost time, and we should all get to where we are supposed to be. The entire back lawn has been transformed. A wedding planner was brought in to do everything, at a fortune I might add, but just looking at it, I think it was money well spent.  
 
    In the two weeks since I started formulating this plan, I have gone to great lengths to learn everything I could about Giulia. From her favorite flowers, colors, food, and everything in between. And I have used this information to ensure our wedding is something she can enjoy too.  
 
    Standing alone beside the priest, I look down the aisle, waiting for her to appear. Everything is decorated in white with purple accents. Arum lilies on every available surface. In the seats beside the aisle are a mix of people. Made men, legitimate business partners, the chief of police and his wife, and even some politicians. The fact is when I call, everyone falls in line. Power has its perks. 
 
    A hush falls over the gathering as the first chords of harp music plays. Everyone turns to see the bride walk down the aisle, just as expected. What I wasn’t counting on though is my reaction to seeing her. 
 
    Giulia is wearing a cream figure-hugging dress that is cut low over her ample breasts with a lace overlay, keeping it classy and modest. Her hair is a waterfall of dark curls hanging down her back, her lips painted a deep red. She walks down the aisle with her shoulders drawn back, confidence in every step. 
 
    My cock twitches behind my pants, and for a moment, I wish I would have the privilege of helping her out of that dress later tonight. My thoughts catch me by surprise, and I frown, concentrating on getting my dick under control. 
 
    When Giulia reaches me, I take both her hands in mine and nod toward the priest who begins the ceremony. Giulia keeps her gaze locked on me the entire time, reciting her vows and pledging to be mine, now and forever. As do I.  
 
    Sliding my mother’s ring onto Giulia’s finger, I think of all the plans I had as a young man. I had always wanted more. A relationship like my parents had, one built on love and mutual respect. But I never had the time to find a woman I could have that with. Raising my brothers after my parents died, becoming the head of the family, and growing our power and influence into what it is today were always more important. I wonder if given time, could Giulia and I learn to love one another? 
 
    The priest clears his throat, pulling me back to the present. I stare at him, waiting to hear what I missed, but he doesn’t speak again, a blush coloring the older man’s cheeks. Giulia squeezes my hands, drawing my attention to her. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she whispers. 
 
    Shit! I missed the prompt. But I take it in stride, cupping her soft face in both of my hands. Lowering my lips to hers, I kiss her gently, planning on keeping it chaste. The moment our lips connect, though, I can’t help myself. What was planned to be soft and sweet quickly escalates as I plunder her mouth, my hands straying to her hips, pulling her curvy body against mine. 
 
    Both of us are lost to the kiss until someone clears their throat. Giulia stares up at me with flushed cheeks, her breasts heaving as she fights to get her breathing under control. 
 
    “I give to you Mr. and Mrs. Cammareri,” the priest announces loudly. 
 
    People clap and cheer as I take my bride’s hand in mine and lead her back down the aisle toward the marques tent that has been set up for the reception. 
 
    **** 
 
    After what feels like hours and a million photos, we finally reach the reception. Speeches ensue and take forever before we are served any food. I’m thankful Giulia seems to be just as bored as I am by all the proceedings.  
 
    Finally, everything is done, and we can relax. Giulia has done beautifully, laughing at the things she should and nodding when appropriate, acting the part perfectly. I see the intellect she tries so hard to hide, although her sharp eyes give her away. She constantly assesses everyone around her, remaining vigilant. From the outside looking in, I’m sure we look like the perfect couple, perfectly in love. But that couldn’t be further from the truth. We are just two strangers playing the part. 
 
    On the other side of the dance floor, a ruckus erupts, and I know the moment I have been waiting for these past hours has finally arrived. Salvador has finally shown up.  
 
    I paid the chief of police handsomely to let it slip in front of one of Salvador’s men that my wedding was happening tonight and that he would be attending. He also may have mentioned I was marrying Giulia.  
 
    My men have Salvador surrounded and well under control as he enters the reception. I don’t rise from my seat, not paying him any mind or respect. Taking Giulia’s hand in mine, I draw her gaze back to me. I can see the fear and confusion in her eyes, but when I wink at her, she smiles back. How easily she places her trust in me. Yet, I feel a surge of pride that she has chosen to do so. 
 
    “Salvador,” I greet casually. “To what do we owe this honor?” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, Alceu!” he roars. “You had no right to marry Giulia. You knew good and well that her father had already promised her hand to me.” 
 
    “What her father promised you is between the two of you,” I say nonchalantly. 
 
    “Giulia is mine!” he thunders, his face growing redder by the second. 
 
    “No.” Giulia speaks from beside me, her voice strong. “I don’t belong to anyone. You and my father had decided that we would marry. It had nothing to do with me and what I wanted but with you and your needs.” 
 
    “Shut up, woman!” he seethes at her. “This isn’t any of your business.” 
 
    My control snaps. As I stand, I level the gun I always carry with me directly at him. “Choose your words carefully when speaking to my wife. I will not hesitate to shoot you.”  
 
    Giulia places her smaller hand over mine. “Trust me,” she whispers.  
 
    Taking my gun from me, she has a beautiful smile on her face. She clearly has a plan, so I go along with it. If she can trust me blindly, shouldn’t I return the favor? Besides, my brothers and men surround us. What could possibly go wrong? 
 
    “Leave, Sal,” she says loudly. Calling him Sal is the ultimate disrespect. “If someone is going to fuck up my wedding day by spilling your blood, it’s going to be me.” 
 
    “This won’t be the last you see of me. Either of you. I will have what I was promised,” he replies, rage and madness swimming in his eyes as he turns away. 
 
    “And Sal?” I call to his retreating form. 
 
    He turns to face us. Knowing I have his full attention, I grab Giulia by the ass, pulling her flush against my body before plundering her mouth for long moments. When I pull back, he is gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Giulia 
 
      
 
    Who knew that being married could be this utterly fucking boring. It’s only been forty-eight hours, but I have been left alone for most of those hours. Alceu is out doing whatever the fuck it is that he does, and it seems like his brothers are with him. 
 
    None of the staff talk to me unless I ask a direct question. So I spend most of my time in the massive library reading, by the pool working on my tan, or sleeping. This is exactly the life I didn’t want.  
 
    Sipping my hot chocolate at the kitchen island, I muse about the current state of my life. Alceu has kept his word. I’m safe, he doesn’t try to have sex with me, and I’m not expected to entertain any guests like a good little wife. He has gone to the trouble of trying to make my stay here comfortable. 
 
    But I’m tired of eating my meals alone, going to bed alone, and waking up alone. I know he sleeps in the same bed I do simply by how the bedding looks in the morning. That is all I have to go on. It’s why, at almost midnight, I’m sitting in the kitchen waiting for him to come home.  
 
    “Fuck!” Alceu roars as he slams the front door, causing me to jump. 
 
    He doesn’t see me sitting there as he heads upstairs. But I couldn’t miss him if I tried. He is covered in blood, and my pulse spikes, wondering if any of it belongs to him. I follow behind him when my legs finally allow me to stand. He couldn’t have gotten far. 
 
    I find him in the bathroom attached to the main bedroom. Back and shoulders tight, head bowed as he holds on to the basin in front of the mirror. 
 
    “Leave, Giulia,” Alceu says lowly. 
 
    For a moment, I almost do what he says. But if this marriage is going to last longer than the week, I can’t just run away every time he’s in a foul mood. Instead, I walk past him and start the shower.  
 
    “Are you hard of hearing?” he asks as he turns toward me. 
 
    “No,” I say as I start undoing the buttons of his shirt. 
 
    He grabs my hands in his. “What are you doing?” he asks, looking slightly confused. 
 
    “What a wife should do. You need a shower, and I need to burn these clothes,” I reply, shaking his hands off. 
 
    “Don’t you care whose blood this is?” 
 
     “Is it yours?” 
 
    “No, but—”  
 
    I interrupt him. “Then no, I don’t care. I’m going to get a garbage bag. Finish getting undressed and then get in the shower.” 
 
    I turn and leave the bathroom without waiting for his reply. My hands are shaking uncontrollably, and I need to get away from him. Alceu is my kryptonite. I don’t know why, but the thought of him being hurt terrifies me.  
 
    When I get back to the bathroom, he’s already in the shower. I gather all the clothing and stuff them into the bag before heading downstairs. Outside by the pool, I light a fire in the firepit and wait until it is roaring before I throw in one item at a time. Using a fire poker, I make sure nothing remains of each item but ash before moving on to the next item. 
 
    “Thank you,” Alceu says as he places his hand on my shoulder. “You didn’t need to do this.” 
 
    “Well, I need to do something. I’m losing my mind,” I don’t turn to look at him as I say this. 
 
    “Meaning?” he asks as he takes a seat beside me. 
 
    “Even my father let me out of the cage once in a while. Or at least made sure I had some company.” Standing, I leave him alone, yet again worried that I have said too much as I head off to bed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Alceu 
 
      
 
    Giulia is so much more than I thought she was. She is a very complex creature but so straightforward. I thought that leaving her to her own devices would be best, but she wants to be a part of something. Suddenly, the conversation from the night before the wedding makes so much more sense. She doesn’t want to just be the good little mob wife. No, she wants to be the mob queen.  
 
    Although we may not know each other well, I feel like I can trust her. Call it a sixth sense, one honed over many years. So this morning, we are having a family breakfast. 
 
    “Giulia,” I call out as I enter the room. 
 
    She emerges from the walk-in closet I have had filled with clothes for her. My mouth goes dry at the sight of her. She is dressed in nothing but a black lace bra and boy shorts, all her skin on display for my perusal. 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Please join us for breakfast,” I say quickly before stepping out of the room.  
 
    Taking a seat at the head of the table, I wait for my brothers and wife to join me. Rosa serves breakfast before she leaves the room. Severu takes a seat to my right, with Stefano beside him. Mancuso takes a seat to my left but leaves a space between us for Giulia. When she enters the room, her gaze scans over each of us before she takes the seat beside Mancuso. 
 
    “Glad you could all be here this morning. I wanted to talk about the shitshow that went down last night,” I say while buttering my toast. 
 
    Severu clears his throat, drawing my attention to him.  
 
    “Do you think we should discuss this in front of her?” he asks with disdain, looking right at Giulia. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Giulia spits at him. “I’m here because Alceu needed me just as much as I needed him. I’m not here to topple your fucking empire, and I won’t be treated like a second-rate citizen just because you have your head up your ass.” 
 
    My gaze skips from Severu to Giulia and back again. My brother smirks at her before holding his hands up in the air. 
 
    “Now that we have settled that, we need to get a new plan of action. Last night, we went into that warehouse to cut off their heroin supply. Finding the women in the back only complicated matters. What are we going to do with them?” I ask no one in particular. 
 
    “Well,” Mancuso starts to speak. “They are all strung out. Heroin has been used to keep them docile. Most of them have been turned to the streets. I don’t know what to do with them.” 
 
    “Send them packing,” Severu says. “We don’t need more liabilities, and we don’t force women into selling themselves.” 
 
    Giulia watches each of my brothers as they speak, slowly chewing on a piece of crispy bacon. 
 
    “And what do you think, Giulia?” I ask, drawing her attention back to me. 
 
    “I think it’s great that you don’t force women into the sex trade,” she replies. 
 
    “But?” Stefano asks. 
 
    “Not all women are forced. Salvador probably has them all drugged out because then he doesn’t have to pay them for their work,” she replies before taking a drink of her coffee. 
 
    “What the fuck does that mean?” Severu asks. 
 
    “It means to get them clean and off the drugs. Give them the option. Work for us or go back to where they came from. Sex sells, it’s a fact of life. Another fact is that men are stupid when they are thinking with their cocks,” she says with a smile. “These women don’t have to be a liability. They could be an asset. How many men give up secrets during pillow talk?” 
 
    “Fuck,” Mancuso says beside her. “Are you suggesting we use these women?”  
 
    “No.” I cut him off. “What she is suggesting is that we offer them employment. A high-class escort service or maybe a brothel.” 
 
    “Exactly.” She smiles at me.  
 
    After standing, she moves behind me, touching my shoulder then moving to leave the room. 
 
    “And where are you going?” Severu asks. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. But I think you have enough to think about without me adding to it. Maybe I will go for a swim or read a book. Let me know if you need any more ideas. I’m happy to help.” She winks at him before leaving. 
 
    “That woman is a fucking menace,” Severu complains. 
 
    “No, she’s a fucking genius. 

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Giulia 
 
      
 
    As I sit in the library, I hear someone approach, but I don’t turn to see who it could be. No one enters the Cammareri compound without being thoroughly vetted, much less the house. I continue to read my book and sip on my tea. 
 
    But the cold steel pressed against my throat has my adrenaline spiking. This is the one place where I am supposed to be safe when clearly that’s not true. Slowly, I place my book and tea on the table beside me and wait. 
 
    “Get out of the chair. Salvador wants what belongs to him,” a rough voice says in my ear. 
 
    I don’t know who this man is or how he got into the house, but I do know that if I leave with him, I will probably end up dead. I slowly lift myself from my seat and do as he says. I need to remain calm so I can figure out a way to get out of this mess.  
 
    We move along the corridor toward the front of the house. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rosa talking on her cell phone in the far corner of the formal sitting room. I don’t look too long, in fear of giving her away, but I do slow my steps. The man behind me grips my hair and pulls. A whimper slips from my lips.  
 
    “Don’t fuck with me, girl,” he says with a growl. “Move.” 
 
    He shoves me forward, the knife cutting into my flesh. Not enough to cause serious damage but enough for me to feel the blood trickling into my shirt. As we reach the door, it bursts open. Alceu is a vision of crazy determination as he stands there with the sun setting behind him. His gaze zeroes in on the blade against my neck before his expression goes blank. 
 
    “Where are you off to, wife?” he asks casually. 
 
    I stare at him with wide eyes. What kind of crazy question is that? The blade at my neck presses even closer, and I do my best not to whimper again. 
 
    “Just out for a drink, husband,” I reply softly.  
 
    “Oh, sorry to interrupt.” He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “I thought we had dinner plans tonight.” 
 
    Is he fucking insane? This is the weirdest conversation I have ever had in my entire existence. 
 
    “Maybe we could reschedule? My friend is adamant about having a drink today.” 
 
    Before Alceu can say another word, the knife is ripped away from my neck. The grip on my hair loosens, and my knees give out. Alceu manages to catch me just before I hit the ground, lifting me into his arms and cradling me against his chest. My gaze moves toward the man who had me in his grasp, but he is already dead. Severu has snapped his neck and is pulling him out of the house. 
 
    Alceu walks up the stairs while still holding me toward his chest. He carries me into the bathroom before setting me down on the counter. Then he turns his back on me and starts to fill the massive tub. When he seems satisfied, he turns back to me.  
 
    “Take a bath. You will feel better.” 
 
    And with that, he leaves. 
 
    **** 
 
    Alceu 
 
      
 
    My blood is boiling. I have never felt pure rage like I felt the moment I saw that man with his hands on Giulia. Who the fuck does Salvador think he is? Sending someone into my home to steal my wife? I will kill him with my bare fucking hands. 
 
    When I reach my office, all three of my brothers are already there waiting for me. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Severu asks. 
 
    I watch him closely for long moments. “She will be fine. But I am glad to see she is growing on you,” I reply. 
 
    “She is your wife,” he says. “It’s my job to protect her.” 
 
    Mancuso snorts beside him. “It’s okay to like her. She is kinda kickass.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Severu says before pouring himself a drink. 
 
    “Any idea who he was?” I ask. 
 
    “He has the Salvador family crest tattooed on his chest, so I’m assuming he was one of his,” Stefano says while taking a seat. “We need to increase security, especially around Giulia.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” I say while rubbing at my temple. “It was the first thing I promised her when she agreed to this.” 
 
    “What?” Mancuso asks. 
 
    “That I would keep her safe.” Not even married a month and already a broken promise. How the hell do normal people do this shit? 
 
    “Don’t worry, brother,” Severu says, drawing me from my thoughts. “No one will get to her again. And I will work with her, teach her how to defend herself.” 
 
    “Thank you, brother,” I reply as they all leave. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Giulia 
 
      
 
    My body is sore in places I didn’t even know existed as I pull my sorry ass out of the tub. Severu has put me through my paces, wanting to make sure that I’m able to defend myself. It has been three days since I was almost taken from our home, and everyone is still a little on edge. 
 
    As the wife of the top mob boss on the south coast, I’m now the most targeted woman in our world. People will see me as a bargaining chip, perhaps as Alceu’s weakness, and they will try to use me against him. His brother is helping me make sure it won’t be easy for any idiot who tries.  
 
    Alceu spends as much time with me as he can, given his position. It’s strange, but the more I get to know about him, the less inclined I am to feel like our marriage was a mistake. We both enjoy reading and cooking, and we even have the same tastes in music. My sass and sarcasm don’t frustrate him but seem to invigorate him. He enjoys spending time with his brothers. And late at night, as we lay in bed, he asks my advice on things I know no other man in his position discusses with his wife.  
 
    He makes sure that I feel safe. He includes me in his daily routine and the family business. Although it confuses the shit out of me that he treats me as an equal, I can’t say that I don’t love every minute of it.  
 
    Standing in our closet, wrapped in only a towel, I survey the rows and rows of clothes, trying to decide what to wear when I hear a sound behind me. Turning quickly, I find Alceu standing in the door, watching me with dark eyes. 
 
    “Your family is on the way,” he says with a growl. “I put it off as long as I can, but your father is a pain in the ass and insists on seeing you himself.” 
 
    “Shit,” I sigh. “Well, let me get dressed, and I’ll meet you downstairs. Where do you want to do this? Your office?” 
 
    “No,” he replies as he stalks closer to me. 
 
    His eyes scan my body, his gaze like a caress to my skin. There has been palpable sexual tension between us since the wedding, but this is the first time either of us has acted on it. 
 
    “Alceu?” My voice comes out in a whisper as I back away from him. 
 
    “I want to revise our agreement,” he says, caging me against the wall with his muscular arms. 
 
    “Revise?” My mind is fried. This man is sex on legs, his smell intoxicating. 
 
    “Yes, revise,” Alceu replies, running his nose up the column of my throat. 
 
    “How?” My entire body is strung tight, feeling ready to snap at any moment. 
 
    “I want to fuck my wife. I can’t stop thinking about parting those milky thighs and burying my cock inside your warm cunt.” He nips at my earlobe. 
 
    A mewling sound escapes me. The dirty talk has my pussy throbbing. It’s my ultimate weakness. Not to mention that I have been thinking of the same thing he has. 
 
    “Will you let me?” Alceu asks, placing a kiss on my neck and rubbing his erection against my stomach. 
 
    I’m not in my right mind, my pussy doing all my thinking as the word slips from my mouth. “Yes.” 
 
    There isn’t a downside to this decision. We are already married, I’m not some stupid virgin who will lose her heart to him because he popped my cherry, and I’m on birth control. We’re both consenting adults, so why not enjoy each other? And from the feel of it, I’m going to be enjoying the hell out of his cock. 
 
    “Good,” Alceu says as he pulls away from me. My lust-addled brain struggles to come to grips with what is happening. “Your father should be here in ten minutes. We’ll meet them in the library.” 
 
    Alceu adjusts his cock in his pants before turning to exit the closet. “Oh, and wear something red. It suits you,” he calls over his shoulder before striding out of sight. 
 
    My hormones rage and my temper spikes. I don’t know if I want to fuck him or shoot him right now. Instead, I get dressed, wearing red as he asked. 
 
    **** 
 
    Exactly ten minutes later, my father, mother, and sister are let into the library where I am seated on Alceu’s lap. I can see the rage written plainly across my father’s face. My mother looks tired and stressed while my sister can’t keep her gaze locked on one thing. 
 
    “Giulia, get off of him,” my father snaps. “Don’t you have any damn respect?” 
 
    I feel Alceu’s grip tighten on my hips, holding me firmly in place.  
 
    “I prefer my wife on my lap,” Alceu responds calmly.  
 
    “And I prefer my daughter to do what the fuck she is told.” My father is already raising his voice. 
 
    I may not have any particular fondness for the man, but I don’t want him to die today. 
 
    “Father,” I say lightly. “Welcome to our home. I would like to ask that you remember who you are talking to. This is a friendly visit, is it not?” 
 
    My father’s face pales at my words, but he doesn’t respond. His temper has gotten him into trouble before and the reminder of exactly who Alceu is and what he is capable of has him reining it in. 
 
    “Please, sit down.” I gesture toward the couch across from us. “Rosa will be in with drinks shortly.” 
 
    Alceu shifts my hair out of the way, placing a kiss on my exposed shoulder. It’s his way of saying thank you for defusing a volatile situation. My father watches the interaction closely, rage flaring in his eyes anew. But he doesn’t say a word, even though I am sure he is choking on them. Instead, he takes a seat, followed by my mother and sister. 
 
    “What has you driving so far to see us today?” Alceu asks as he caresses my thigh lightly. 
 
    “I wanted to see my daughter,” my father replies evenly. “We haven’t seen or spoken to her in over a week, and we were becoming worried.” 
 
    My spine stiffens at his words. Bullshit.  
 
    “But now you have seen that she is fine. Happy even, don’t you think?” The tone of Alceu’s voice has changed. My reaction to my father’s words has put him on edge. 
 
    “Yes, but now it is time for her to return to her home, her rightful place, and the marriage she has promised to be part of.” My father leans forward as he speaks. 
 
    I feel the moment Alceu loses his patience with this conversation. He stands, placing me gently on my feet, one hand holding tightly to my hip. 
 
    “Understand this,” he says slowly and clearly. “Giulia is home, in her rightful place, at my side. She is fulfilling her promise to God to be part of our marriage. ’Til death do us part. I suggest you remember that.” 
 
    Alceu is a scary man. What makes him terrifying is not the fact that he’s powerful or that he is a physically capable man. No, what makes people quake is the fact that he’s utterly calm while he threatens your life.  
 
    “Yes, yes,” my mother interjects, no doubt earning herself a beating at the hands of my father when they get home. “Giulia is absolutely glowing. Marriage suits her so well.” 
 
    She smiles at me and then at Alceu, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.  
 
    “Thank you, Mother.” I smile at her in return as Rosa enters with a tray of drinks. 
 
    Alceu returns to his seat, pulling me back down into his lap. Silence descends on us as everyone sips at the peach iced tea that Rosa has prepared. 
 
    “If you are satisfied that Giulia is okay, we must cut this visit short. We weren't expecting guests today and already have plans for the evening.” Alceu is the first to speak. 
 
    “Are you throwing us out?” my father asks. 
 
    “No,” Alceu replies. “But we cannot break our plans.” 
 
    My father’s eyes spark with interest, clearly trying to gather information. But Alceu isn’t stupid and knows my father isn’t to be trusted. Instead of waiting for him to speak, I interject. 
 
    “Perhaps Andrea would like to visit over the weekend? She can stay in the guest room, and we can go horse riding?” 
 
    It’s a terrible thing to do because I know she loves horses, but I need to get her away from my father before she gets married off to Salvador in my place. I will remind Alceu of our arrangement as soon as my parents leave. 
 
    “Yes.” Andrea claps her hands. “I would love to visit.” 
 
    My father’s face turns a molten red as he tries to get a leash on his rage. He won’t lay a finger on my sister, too afraid he might damage the merchandise he intends to sell off one day soon. 
 
    “Then it is arranged.” Alceu smirks. “I will have a car pick up Andrea on Friday, and she can spend the weekend with her sister. But for now, we must take our leave. Frederico will see you out.” 
 
    Alceu doesn’t wait for a response, as usual, as he strides out of the room, carrying me in his arms. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Alceu 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t lying when I said that we had plans. A reservation has been made at the best French restaurant in town. I’m supposed to be meeting with a governor or some such person. At the moment, I couldn’t care less who is waiting for me. I have only one purpose as I stride from the library. 
 
    Since the moment Giulia said yes to the amendment of our agreement, my cock hasn’t gone down. Having Giulia in my lap and going toe to toe with her father has done nothing to help that situation. But the mention of taking her from me? I want to mark her from the inside out so everyone knows she is mine. And she is mine. 
 
    Since our wedding reception where she threatened to shoot Salvador, I have known that what started as a farce was going to be more. She is the queen my kingdom has always needed. She treats everyone equally and with kindness. The staff loves her and the way she manages the household. She doesn’t expect to have everything handed to her and does things for herself. 
 
    The fact that I almost lost her is just another driving force behind me wanting to cement my claim. We haven’t even consummated our marriage, and it’s time that changes.  
 
    Yesterday, she gave Rosa the day off to spend with her granddaughter for her birthday and instead cooked for us herself. She even fed my brothers. I was pleasantly surprised by the lasagna she made, rich and tasty, reminding me of my mother’s cooking.  
 
    Mancuso and Stefano have quickly fallen under her spell, talking and laughing with her constantly. Even Severu, who barely tolerates people, has taken a liking to her. It helps that she trains with him daily, learning hand-to-hand combat and how to shoot. He seems to admire her tenacity and the fact that even though her body is bruised and in pain, she always goes back for more.  
 
    She is the perfect fit not just for me, but for my family and my empire. I have decided that she will rule by my side, my equal in every way. Now I just need to convince her of that. 
 
    In our bedroom, I set her on her feet before I close the door firmly. Turning back, I slam my lips down on hers, kissing her with a passion that she returns. Her hands are on my chest, and she starts quickly undoing the buttons of my blue dress shirt. Her palms against my skin send an electric charge shooting through me as she pushes my shirt off my shoulders and to the ground.  
 
    Our hands are all over each other, our motions rushed. Both of us know what we want. After walking her toward the bed, I push her down on the mattress. I don’t hesitate to drop to my knees as I push her dress over her hips. I want to worship her. 
 
    “If I had known you weren’t wearing underwear when you were sitting on my lap, I would have shot your father the moment he walked into the room,” I say with a growl before running my tongue through her slit. “We could have been doing this a lot sooner.” 
 
    A husky laugh escapes Giulia before she moans when I suction her clit between my lips. Her taste is already ingrained in me. Musky and clean. Using my fingers, I pull her lips apart and lick with gusto. I have never enjoyed eating out a woman’s cunt, but this is different. I’m learning how to best please my wife, listening to the sounds she makes. As I add a finger, Giulia explodes, screaming. Pre-cum flows down my cock, and I take a deep breath to calm myself down.  
 
    “Damn,” she whispers, an arm covering her face. “We should have revised the agreement a long time ago.” 
 
    Chuckling, I move up from the floor. Picking her up, I position her to the center of the bed before removing the rest of my clothes and situating myself between her spread thighs. Her dress is in the way, obstructing me from seeing her breasts as they heave with every deep breath she takes.  
 
    Reaching into the drawer beside the bed, I remove a knife and insert it between her breast then cut her dress down the middle. A noise escapes her, and I worry I may have scared or hurt her, but one look into her eyes has me grinning like the damn cat that got the cream. 
 
    “Do you like that, Giulia?” I purr. “A little danger?” 
 
    “I didn’t know I would, but I do,” she replies, blushing. 
 
    Dropping the knife to the floor, I push her destroyed dress from her body. Her milky skin is on display for me. Her breasts aren’t large but firm and high on her chest, tipped with dark, pointed nipples I can’t wait to wrap my lips around. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groan, rubbing my throbbing erection against her pussy. “Please tell me you’re not a virgin.” 
 
    Confusion covers her face as I stare down at her. I know that most men want a virgin, but I don’t. “I don’t want to hurt you. I would rather fuck the memory of any man before me from your memory than have to hold back right now,” I explain. 
 
    The siren below me smiles widely before speaking. “I’m not a virgin. And there are only two men you have to fuck from my memory.” 
 
    As the last words leave her beautiful lips, all my control snaps and I shove all eight inches of my cock into her, making her scream. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Giulia 
 
      
 
    My ears are ringing when my scream finally dies out. Perhaps I shouldn’t have baited him. I felt his size and know he is bigger than either of the cocks I have taken before. That’s fucking laughable. He’s huge compared to them.  
 
    But this is what I wanted. If I can’t have love, at least I can have passion. And Alceu is clearly a passionate man. The muscles in his back and shoulders strain as he powers into me again and again, and although the initial entry was uncomfortable, all I feel now is pleasure.  
 
    His hands and lips are everywhere as he keeps thrusting into me. He nips and bites and sucks at my neck, skin, and breasts. I can feel him leaving marks all over my body, and I can’t give enough of a fuck to stop him. Let him mark me, let anyone who looks see that I belong to him. 
 
    Where the hell did that thought come from? I don’t belong to anyone, least of all Alceu Cammareri. My body locks up as I realize where my thoughts were headed, and Alceu stops moving immediately. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” he asks, concerned, scanning my face. 
 
    I need to get my head in the game and keep my heart out of this. If he knew what I was thinking, he would send me right back into Salvador’s arms. He doesn’t need some stupid woman falling over herself to keep him happy. He doesn’t need love. He wants a fuck friend, and that’s exactly what I’m going to be. 
 
    In a move he wasn’t expecting, I thrust my hips up and roll over so that I’m straddling him, impaled on his solid cock. 
 
    “No.” I smile at him seductively. “I just want the chance to fuck all the other women from your memory as well.” 
 
    The lie slips easily from my lips as I start to ride his cock. The problem is the moment I say the words, I realize they aren’t a lie. Instead of thinking too hard about that, I close my eyes and throw my head back as I use my body to give my husband pleasure. I can’t look at him, too scared he will be able to see the truth written all over my face. 
 
    I cup my breasts, toying with my nipples as I continue to fuck myself on him. Alceu grabs my hips and holds me still as he pistons his hips, shoving his length even deeper into me.  
 
    “I can promise you I’m not thinking of any other woman with you riding me like a fucking goddess,” he says. 
 
    Goosebumps break out across my body at his words, his voice stealing over me. I fuck him harder, my muscles straining and wanting to send him over the edge. Alceu grabs my chin, forcing me to look at him. He grins devilishly before turning my head to the left. 
 
    “Look at you.”  
 
    I didn’t even think about the mirror against the wall, but it is perfectly positioned to show us on the bed. His hands tighten on my hips, and I know I will be carrying his mark for days to come. He thrusts into me while holding me in place, a moan falling from my lips.  
 
    “Watch me fuck you, wife,” he says. “You are a fucking siren. Warping my mind with your beauty.” 
 
    “Alceu,” I gasp. His words push me closer to the edge. 
 
    “My cock hasn’t been manageable since I kissed you on our wedding day, and now that I know what this pussy feels like, it probably won’t ever go down again.” 
 
    Swiftly, he shifts us again, pinning me beneath him and throwing my legs over his shoulders. His thrusts are deeper as he continues to pump into me. An orgasm rips through me unexpectedly. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” Alceu gasps. “Come all over my cock, baby.” 
 
    He continues to thrust through my orgasm before he finds his release, the muscles in his neck straining as he pumps me full of cum. My muscles are jelly, my throat raw from screaming as I sink deeper into the bed, lost in a post-orgasmic haze. Alceu moves us around until I’m lying on my side with him spooning me from behind. He gently caresses my body until I start to fall asleep.  
 
    I’m not sure if my mind is playing tricks on me or whether I actually heard him, but I could have sworn he whispered in my ear before the darkness overtook me. 
 
    “My wife. My queen. My love.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Alceu 
 
      
 
    While my house is in order and my men are in line, life cannot settle into the rhythm it should. Waiting for Salvador to come through on his threat, to take revenge, not only on me but also on Giulia, has me feeling like I’m constantly walking on eggshells. It doesn’t help that someone was actually in our house with their hands on my wife. Just the mere memory is enough to send rage coursing through my veins again. 
 
    Patience isn’t my strong suit. The fact that Giulia and I have been married for almost a month and Sal has yet to try to retaliate again has my skin feeling too tight and my temper flaring at even the slightest inconvenience. Couple all these factors with the fact I have a rat in my ranks, and I’m likely to shoot first and ask questions never. 
 
    “You need a break, brother,” Mancuso says, watching me closely. 
 
    “No.” I glare at him. “I need Salvador to make a move so I can go to fucking war. And I need you to find the damn rat.” 
 
    “I know that,” he snaps, clearly offended at me telling him how to do his damn job. 
 
    “Then why the fuck are you sitting in my office?” I ask harshly. 
 
    Mancuso leaves without another word. I’m being unfair and that my brothers are doing everything in their power to help me, but it just doesn’t feel like enough. We have known about the rat since before the wedding, and still, that motherfucker is a part of my organization. He is smarter than we give him credit for, and finding his identity is proving to be damn near impossible. 
 
    My wife’s laughter drifts in through the window of my office. Giulia enjoys spending time out by the pool. We have spoken about her being able to go to college, perhaps starting a career, but I’m reluctant to let her out of the house while Sal is still a threat. Surprisingly, when I told her this, she was fine with staying home until the threat had been taken care of, as long as I promised to think about college.  
 
    Her father had forbidden her to go, stating that a woman doesn’t need to know anything else but how to take care of her home and her husband. I barely controlled my rage when she told me this. Giulia is a smart woman and has excellent insights into both business and people. She will be a great asset to our organization when the time comes. When she sits at my side, ruling like the queen she is, I can’t wait to rub her father’s face in it. The old days have passed, and women are worth more than just their looks, cooking skills, and the ability to bear children.  
 
    Just hearing her laugh soothes my soul, and I rise from behind my oak desk, eager to seek her out. Walking outside, I see her sunbathing in a bright green bikini, cell phone glued to her ear. She must be speaking to her sister or her best friend Harper. Her mother and father have not tried to contact her again after our last run-in. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I catch the man tasked with watching her and keeping her safe adjusting his obvious erection in the front of his slacks. Rage colors my vision as I walk up behind the unsuspecting man. My arm wraps around his throat in a chokehold as my gaze connects with Giulia’s, who has already ended her call. The man struggles in my grasp as Giulia watches me closely. 
 
    In the back of my mind, somewhere, my rational self is screaming at me to stop. I can’t just go around ending any man that looks at my wife. She is in her prime. Twenty-one years old, long legs, pert breasts, a fantastic ass. But my jealousy wins out, and I snap the man’s neck, his limp corpse falling to the ground with a thud. 
 
    Turning, I leave Giulia alone on the patio beside the pool. I don’t know how to explain my actions. I don’t know if I can. If she ever realizes the depth of my obsession, she would either run from me or use it against me. After entering my office, I slam the door with so much rage that the windows in the room rattle in their panes. Standing in the center of the room, I breathe harshly, trying to regain my composure. 
 
    My mind is so focused on getting myself under control that I don’t hear Giulia enter the room. Her soft touch on the center of my back has my entire body going rigid. 
 
    “Leave, Giulia,” I say lowly, not turning to face her. 
 
    “Alceu,” she replies softly. 
 
    “I said leave,” I roar, turning to face her. 
 
    She watches me closely before answering. “No.” Her shoulders are thrown back, confidence radiating from her. 
 
    “Woman, don’t push me today. You should be running in the opposite direction. You saw what I just did.” I stare her down. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathes out. “I saw what you did, and I know you must have your reasons.” 
 
    Her reply confuses me. But then it hits me. Giulia doesn’t see what men do when they look at her. She doesn’t realize just how sexy and seductive she is. She doesn’t understand that I just killed a man with my bare hands in broad daylight because I caught him leering at her. 
 
    “He was looking at you,” I say lowly. 
 
    “That’s his job, Alceu,” she says, misunderstanding what I meant. 
 
    “And getting his dick hard? Is that part of his fucking job?” I ask. 
 
    I expect her to flinch, to move away from me, but her reaction floors me. Giulia steps closer, her hands circling my neck. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. There is only one dick I’m interested in,” Giulia whispers in my ear huskily. 
 
    It’s only after she speaks that I see she is aroused. Grabbing her by the ass, I pull her against me, her legs wrapping around my waist. Pushing everything off my desk, I set her on the edge, spreading her thighs wide and positioning myself against her mound. Her chest is flushed, her breasts rising and falling with her breath, hard nipples poking against her bikini top. 
 
    “Are you horny, wife? Does seeing me kill a man get you wet?” I grind my cock against her. 
 
    “Yes,” she gasps. 
 
    Fuck! How perfect is this woman? She doesn’t fear me or my darkness. Doesn’t fear the violence I am easily able to dole out. Instead of running from me, she runs toward me. My cock pulses behind my dress pants, begging to be buried deep inside her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Giulia 
 
      
 
    There must be something wrong with me. I never thought I was cut out to be a mob wife, but the longer I am around Alceu, the more I realize I couldn’t have been more wrong. The strength he radiates pulls me toward him. The violence he is capable of turns me on. And to see him kill a man with his bare hands has my pussy weeping. 
 
    But when he tells me that a man died because he was lusting after me, my knees nearly give out. Alceu watches me, likely trying to find a sign that I may be lying to him. But I’m not, and I need to prove the point to him. Removing my hands from his neck, I reach behind my back and release the string that holds my bikini top to my torso. I discard the scrap of green material to the floor.  
 
    Alceu watches me with hooded eyes as I reach down and undo the ties on my bottoms as well before spreading my thighs even wider. The cool air rushes across my overheated sex, and I moan. I didn’t know someone doing something so violent would trigger me. I have never been hornier in my fucking life. Lying flat on his desk, I wait for him to make the next move. 
 
    Being aroused by the murder of a man may be something Alceu can’t handle. Maybe there is something fundamentally wrong with me. I should seek out psychiatric help.  
 
    I don’t have time to think about how fucked in the head I am when Alceu slams his rigid cock into me, tearing a scream from my lungs. His hips piston into me so hard I know I won’t last long. Looking at him, I see he is still fully dressed. White dress shirt with his burnt-orange tie thrown over his left shoulder, his black dress pants hanging around his thighs.  
 
    Being spread out naked on his desk while he is still fully clothed makes this even more arousing. Alceu wanted me so badly he couldn’t even wait to get his clothes off. His hand circles my throat, applying pressure. 
 
    “Giulia,” he growls, hips still pistoning. “I will kill a million men for you.” 
 
    “Alceu,” I mewl. 
 
    “I am never letting you go. Do you understand?” He stares directly into my eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” I reply. “Please.” 
 
    “Please what, wife?” he asks with a smirk. 
 
    “Make me yours, forever,” I beg loudly, making sure he hears every word.  
 
    Alceu stops abruptly, removing his cock from my heat completely. Have I said something wrong? Isn’t that what he wanted to hear? I couldn’t stop myself. I want to be his forever. Before I can find the words to set this right, Alceu flips me over, pulling my arms tightly behind my back. He doesn’t touch me gently. No, Alceu handles my body with the roughness that he does everything else, and I fucking love it. 
 
    Lifting my torso from the desk, he turns me toward the window and propels me forward until my breasts are squished against the glass pane. Using his other hand, he tilts my hips back and slams into me again. 
 
    “Alceu,” I yell. 
 
    “Look at the man lying beside the pool. I didn’t even know his fucking name, and he lost his life for looking at you in a way I didn’t agree with,” he says into my ear. “No other man will ever touch you, ever feel this tight pussy wrapped around him. I will kill any man who thinks to take what is mine.” 
 
    My pussy contracts around his cock, a moan slipping from his lips. I can’t believe this is turning me on, but it is. His harsh rasp promises the death he will deal, the violence he barely holds back. All these things push me closer and closer to the edge of orgasm. Alceu is just as fucked in the head as I am, and I love it. His thrusts are deep and even, as though knowing I want to be his has calmed his inner beast.  
 
    “I’m going to fuck you so hard, no man will ever doubt who you belong to. And then I’m going to put my child in your womb so you can never leave me.” 
 
    My orgasm slams into me as he speaks those words. My knees give out under me as I scream his name louder than I ever have before. Alceu catches me easily before striding around his desk to sit in his big, leather chair. 
 
    As I straddle his lap, he holds my hips in a bruising grasp, his hips thrusting into me again. My torso is pressed flush with his clothed chest. I can’t handle having something separating us at this moment. I need to be skin to skin with him because even in my orgasm-addled mind, I know this is a turning point for us. After today, nothing will ever be the same again.  
 
    Gripping both sides of his dress shirt, I pull with all my might, sending buttons flying in all directions. Alceu growls before fusing his lips to mine, kissing me passionately, and stealing the breath from my lungs.  
 
    Another orgasm sweeps through me, my body convulsing in his arms. Alceu thrusts into me harshly before growling out lowly as his orgasm rushes through him too. Laying my head against his chest, I try to get my breathing under control. Neither of us speaks or moves for the longest time. 
 
    Someone knocks on his office door, and I try to extract myself from his hold, but Alceu holds me tightly to him. 
 
    “Fuck off, I’m busy,” he calls out. 
 
    “But—” Stefano replies. 
 
    “I don’t care what the fucking problem is. Deal with it. Kill, bribe, or bury someone. Leave me alone,” he replies. 
 
    Looking up at him through my lashes, I chuckle softly. “Business first, Alceu. It could be important.” 
 
    He stares down at me with hunger in his eyes, and I know he wants to go for another round. But he also knows I’m right. So, he gives in. 
 
    “Give me five fucking minutes,” he gripes at Stefano through the door.  
 
    “I don’t think he’s going to wait for five minutes,” comes the reply from Severu. 
 
    “Who?” I ask before Alceu can. 
 
    “Salvador.” Both brothers reply in unison. 
 
    Alceu growls below me, trying to stand up, but I push down with all my might. I know he could have stood up easily, but he’s allowing me to keep him in place, waiting to see what I’m planning.  
 
    “How long has he been here?” I ask. 
 
    “He’s driving up now,” Severu replies. 
 
    “Good. Have him shown to the kitchen. Rosa can make him some coffee while he waits. Tell him Alceu is in a meeting and will be out shortly. He needs ten minutes.” 
 
    No one argues as their footsteps fade down the hallway. 
 
    “What is the plan then, wife?” Alceu asks with curiosity in his gaze. 
 
    “You’re on edge waiting for him to make a move. I don’t know why the fuck he’s here, but I do know this is the perfect opportunity to push him into making a move, maybe even making a mistake.” I roll my hips forward as I speak. 
 
    I can already feel Alceu hardening inside me. 
 
    “And how would you like to accomplish that, Giulia?” Alceu asks as he starts to thrust into me in short strokes. 
 
     “Let me show you.” I smile devilishly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Alceu 
 
      
 
    It takes me a moment to realize my wife has a plan. But if I have learned anything in the last month she has been here, it’s that she can think for herself. A beautiful soul, fair and just, but vindictive when she needs to be. Her mind works a lot like mine, and it’s one of the many reasons I have laid my heart and sanity at her feet without her even knowing it. 
 
    She raises herself off my already hardening cock to sit on my desk again, staring down at me. Smiling wickedly, she places her right hand between her thighs and starts to rub at her little pussy. I have never seen anything more erotic until she pushes two fingers deep into her wetness, the sound of my earlier release and hers loud through the room. My hands itch to take over, to lay her flat on her back and thrust my cock into her. But I grasp the armrests of my chair instead, waiting to see what she will do next. 
 
    “Alceu,” she says softly, drawing my gaze away from the fingers pumping into her pussy and to her face. She looks a little apprehensive, taking a deep breath before speaking again, her hand never stopping. 
 
    “I love you.” She smiles softly. “I accept you for who you are, and I want to be yours forever.” 
 
    “Giulia.” I rise so quickly from my chair that it falls back with a loud clatter. “Really?” 
 
    “God, yes,” she replies. 
 
    My heart is beating so hard that I feel like it may pop out of my chest at any moment like in the cartoons. My lips crash down on hers as I sweep her hand out of the way and push my throbbing cock back into her. I imagined her saying those words one day in the future, perhaps after she has spent more time with me and learned to love me. But to hear those words today? To see the sincerity in her gaze? I have never been surer that a woman was made for me. The fates have crossed our path for a reason. 
 
    “Fuck, woman,” I say with a growl, staring down at her. “I have loved you in some way since our wedding. I have meant every word when I said I was keeping you.” 
 
    “Alceu,” she moans loudly. “Yes! More!” 
 
    “I love you, Giulia. You were made for me.” My thrusts grow harder, moving her body across my desk.  
 
    “I'm so close, Alceu,” she whimpers. 
 
    Grabbing her throat again, I apply pressure as I push her down against the wood.  
 
    “Come for me, love,” I command. “Scream my name.” 
 
    She erupts beautifully, not just screaming my name, but chanting it over and over. Her orgasm triggers me to go off again, burying me to the hilt inside her as I come like I never have before. 
 
    Both of us are breathing harshly, and she smiles lightly before kissing me so softly I could have almost imagined it. 
 
    “I love you,” Giulia says again. “Now let’s go take care of business.” 
 
    I slip from her, seeing her wince, but say nothing. She loved every second of what we just did, even though I may have been a little rough with her. Giulia enters my en-suite bathroom and emerges moments later holding two of my shirts. Pulling my pants up, I put away my now flaccid cock and accept a shirt from her. Giulia pulls the second shirt over her head without undoing the buttons, the length falling to just above her knees.  
 
    This is her plan, and I’m going to follow her lead. Rounding my desk, I take her in from head to toe. It’s then I notice a string of my cum trickling down the inside of her leg. I doubt she is unaware, but I’m not about to point it out either. Putting my hand on her lower back, I guide her out of my office and toward the kitchen. When we reach the entrance, Giulia turns right toward the stairs. 
 
    “Just give me five minutes to get dressed and I’ll be back down.” She smiles at me before kissing me. “You boys shouldn’t be able to get into too much trouble in that short amount of time.” 
 
    Turning away, she heads up the stairs, her pert ass bouncing with every step. I lightly slap her ass, a squeal escaping as she runs upstairs. Turning toward the kitchen, I see all three of my brothers grinning like fools with Salvador. He has murderous rage written all over his face, fists clenched at his sides. 
 
    “To what do I owe this visit?” I smirk, turning my back on him and retrieving a drink from the fridge.  
 
    “You know why I am here,” Salvador answers lowly. “You can either hand Giulia over or you can go to war with me.”  
 
    For long moments, no one speaks. I take the time to prepare myself a sandwich. I want to wait for Giulia to join us. Half of her plan has already worked. Salvador’s beside himself with rage and jealousy after being forced to listen to us fucking. But I’m sure she has more in store, and I have to admit I’m kind of curious to see it play out. 
 
    “What do you want with Giulia now?” Severu asks from the side. “Aren’t you tired of always having to settle for Alceu’s sloppy seconds?” 
 
    I glare at Severu, but he just smirks and winks at me. He is trying to force Salvador to share his plans with us. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I want with her,” Salvador replies with a smile. He doesn’t see my beautiful bride come down the stairs or enter the kitchen.  
 
    “I will make her my whore.” Salvador smiles maliciously. “Send her out as a prize for my men when they have pleased me. I will use her up and then throw her away.” 
 
    The sound of a slap is heard through the kitchen as Giulia rounds on Salvador. Her handprint blooms on his cheek as he turns back to face her.  
 
    “I would rather beg, on my fucking knees, for Alceu to place a bullet between my eyes before you will ever get your hands on me,” Giulia says.  
 
    Her voice is low and controlled. She is pissed beyond measure, but a calmness has swept over her. For the first time in my life, I fully understand why people fear me. She is strikingly beautiful in her eerie calmness, the threat of true violence just below the surface. 
 
    “I think you should leave, Sal,” I say nonchalantly. “You seem to have upset my wife again.” 
 
    “Does your wife hold your cock so tightly in her grasp that she makes the decisions for this family now?” Salvador tries to bait me. 
 
    Severu rounds the counter before positioning his gun against Salvador’s temple. “She doesn’t need to lead him by the cock. She has proved her worth to this family,” he says. “Should I shoot him now and bury him in your rose garden, Giulia?” He looks directly at her. 
 
    The mutual respect that my brothers and wife have come to share fills my black heart with glee. Giulia walks toward me, wrapping her arm around my back before speaking. 
 
    “No, thank you Severu.” She nods her appreciation before turning to Salvador. “You have invaded my home for the last time. I will not be threatened or made to cower. You have seven days to get your affairs in order. Turn your men over to Alceu and the Cammareri Family and leave the country. If you are still here when your time is up, know this. My husband, the Cammareri family, and all of its power and influence will hunt you down like the dog you are. There will be no war, and no innocent lives will be lost. But you will suffer.” 
 
    I take pride in my wife. She wears the crown well. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Giulia 
 
      
 
    Four days after my proclamation, I wake to a smiling husband. He looks giddy as he sucks my nipple into his mouth. 
 
    “Morning, wife.” He smiles widely after releasing my nipple with a pop. 
 
    “Morning, love.” I smile back. 
 
    We are still waiting for Salvador to make his decision, and it has been quite tense around the house, so seeing him smile like this has my heart overflowing.  
 
    “And what has you smiling like a mad man this morning?” I ask while running my fingers through his onyx hair. 
 
    “Salvador left the country this morning.” His smile widens. “His men have been slowly trickling in, trying to find a place for themselves in the new landscape.” 
 
    Throwing my head back, I laugh freely. “Well damn. I didn’t think he would give up that easily.” 
 
    “Well, you were very convincing, some may even say a little scary,” he goads while tickling my sides. 
 
    “Only a little,” I joke in return.  
 
    The joking quickly turns to moaning as Alceu slides into my body and rocks me to an orgasm with words of love spilling from his lips. 
 
    **** 
 
    To celebrate the fact that Salvador has left the country, Alceu wants to throw a party. He has been on the phone and delegating to anyone he lays eyes on. I have already spoken to Andrea to join me in dress shopping. I haven’t been able to spend any time with her since I moved in with Alceu, and every time I invite her over, my parents think up some excuse. So instead, I have told her to lie about going to a friend’s house and I will pick her up there. 
 
    Even though Salvador has fled the country, Alceu and his brothers are still overprotective. I can’t leave the house without a bodyguard and one of them in tow. Which is how I end up with Stefano and a bodyguard named Antonio accompanying me. We drive in silence toward the home of Andrea’s friend and pick her up outside. She is giddy with excitement, and I feel myself smile as she gets into the car. 
 
    “I’m so happy to finally spend time with you,” Andrea says after hugging me tightly. “I can’t believe Mom and Dad won’t let me see you.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Andrea. Alceu has said that he will talk to Dad,” I say gently. “How has it been at home?” 
 
    Andrea looks toward the front where Antonio and Stefano are seated. Her questioning gaze moves back to me. Understanding settles into me. 
 
    “It’s okay, Andrea. Stefano is Alceu’s youngest brother and will find out what you tell me eventually. And as my bodyguard, Antonio is sworn to secrecy,” I tell her. 
 
    She sighs loudly. “It’s been bad. After we saw you the last time, he beat Mom so badly she couldn’t walk for a week. I thought she was going to die.” Tears fill her eyes as she speaks. “And when I asked him if I could visit you last week, he slapped me. I fell and hit my head and had to go to the ER to get stitches.” 
 
    I should have tried harder to get her out of that godforsaken house. I know my father has a short fuse, and with me gone, he doesn’t have anyone to take his temper out on. He never hurt us where anyone could see, not wanting to have to deal with the inevitable fallout, but getting slapped was a common occurrence growing up. Andrea is also a much softer soul than I am, and his mental torture would have been so much worse for her. 
 
    Stefano’s posture goes rigid as a growl leaves his lips. All the Cammareri brothers are highly protective of women. I have come to see that they cherish women. I asked Alceu why they were so different from other men. He smiled and simply told me that the right woman could fix even the weakest and most broken man. That a strong woman was a better asset than a broken one. It brought tears to my eyes, especially thinking of my mother and what her life could have been if she had ended up with a man like Alceu instead of my father. 
 
    “Oh, Andrea. I am so sorry,” I say, holding her to my chest as she softly cries. “Alceu will sort this all out. Don’t worry about any of that this weekend. This is our time, you and me, having some fun together. How does that sound?” I ask, wiping her tears from her cheeks. 
 
    She nods before giving me a watery smile. Antonio pulls up to the curb, but there isn’t any parking so Andrea, Stefano, and I hop out. 
 
    “I will find some parking in the alley,” Antonio says. “And meet you inside.” 
 
    “Good,” Stefano says as he holds the door to the boutique open and ushers us in. 
 
    Five minutes later, Antonio joins us inside. Andrea and I try on dress after dress, laughing and talking just like we used to. Stefano sits on a chair that looks to be very uncomfortable for his large frame, but he doesn’t complain. Antonio watches the door closely while Stefano watches us. 
 
    When we finally settle on dresses we both like, we pay at the register and exit out the back to where the car has been parked. I wasn’t expecting it, so when I hear the shot go off, I freeze, and Andrea screams. Turning back, I see Stefano slump on the stairs, his back against the door.  
 
    Antonio raises the gun and points it directly at me. 
 
    “Now, unless you want me to shoot your sister, get in the car,” he snarls with malice.  
 
    My gaze strays to Stefano, his gaze pleading with me not to get in the car. Andrea is holding his head in her lap, tears already streaming down her face again. His face has already turned ashen. Knowing I have no other choice, I get into the passenger side of the car without any argument. I need to get Antonio away from them as soon as possible so Andrea can call for help. She needs to call Alceu before Stefano bleeds out in some back alley. 
 
    Antonio turns to me with disgust painted clearly across his features. I see the butt of the gun flying toward my face, but I don’t have enough time to do anything to stop it.  
 
    It hurts like a bitch, and I feel my forehead split. But it’s the second hit that has the blackness taking me under. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Alceu 
 
      
 
    My cell phone rings in my back pocket, and I can’t help but smile before taking it out. The entire time Giulia has been dress shopping, she has been texting me sexy pictures. It started with her in different dresses, then a selection of sexy lingerie, and finally a photo of her topless. My cock is already at half-mast, and I know the moment she walks into this house, I will be fucking her behind the nearest closed door. 
 
    Looking down, I see Stefano’s name flash across the screen and frown. Perhaps Giulia and Andrea want to head to another store before returning. But the moment I raise the device to my ear, I know something is very wrong. Andrea’s terrified voice filters into my ears. 
 
    “Alceu?” 
 
    “Andrea. What’s wrong, sweetie?” I ask hurriedly. 
 
    “You need to come now!” She’s panicked and talking a mile a minute. “He took Giulia.” 
 
    My blood turns to ice in my veins when I hear those words leave her lips. Severu can see that something is up, and he grabs Mancuso before heading my way. 
 
    “Andrea,” I start before she cuts me off. 
 
    “And he shot Stefano. He won’t open his eyes.” Her sobbing becomes louder. 
 
    “Andrea.” I try to sound calm when I feel anything but. She also can’t hear me over her sobbing. “Andrea!” I shout, which finally gets her attention. “Where are you?” 
 
    “In the alley behind Petite Petals Boutique,” she cries softly. “Please hurry.” 
 
    “I’m coming.” I don’t wait for a reply before hanging up. 
 
    I need to get every man I have on this. Fuck the party. Turning to my brothers, I see they are both ready to follow any order I may have. 
 
    “Mancuso, take five of your most trusted men with you. In the alley behind Petite Petals Boutique are Andrea and Stefano. He’s been shot. I don’t know how bad it is, but she is hysterical. Call the hospital while driving. Hurry up,” I order. 
 
    Mancuso doesn’t reply, just nods his head and moves off to comply. If it weren’t for the frown between his eyes, I would doubt he’d even heard that his baby brother had been shot. 
 
    Turning my gaze toward Severu, I continue, “I found out who the rat is. Antonio. And he has Giulia.” 
 
    “Do you think this was all part of Salvador’s plan?” Severu asks as he texts furiously on his phone, already gathering men. “Did he even leave the fucking country?” 
 
    I slide into the driver’s seat and activate my GPS. All the pieces fall into place. Salvador used Antonio to gain information on the inner workings of my family. He slipped us information that he had left the country. Even went as far as to plant someone to use his passport to make it look legit. But he has been waiting for the perfect moment to strike, and now he has my fucking wife. 
 
    Luckily, my wife has a tracker on her. Before I even met her, before I proposed our sham marriage, I had my mother’s wedding ring fitted with a tracking device. The moment I slid the band on her finger at our wedding, she was safe. She doesn’t know about the tracker and will probably have my balls when she finds out, but I have never been more grateful that I’m an overprotective asshole. 
 
    “Yes, this was all part of Salvador’s plan,” I reply. “But he didn’t take into account the fact that I have a tracker on Giulia.” 
 
    My vehicle is already moving down the narrow lane toward the road. The GPS directs me toward the highway and is leading us out of town. Behind us, four more cars follow. My men ready to die at my bidding. We are probably going at this wrong, headfirst and without a plan. But if I know one thing, it’s that Salvador is a sick and twisted man. He will hurt Giulia without blinking an eyelid. I have to stop him. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we pull up to a farmhouse outside of town. I have to check the GPS again just to make sure. The house is pristine. White walls, red shutters, and a wrap-around porch. The garden is immaculate. Grass trimmed short, flower beds in order, and flowers in full bloom. I’m slightly confused because this is the last place I would imagine Salvador bringing Giulia.  
 
    I imagined finding them holed up in some dank warehouse. Never this. Jumping out of the cars, my men surround the entire house. I walk up the wooden steps, waiting for something to happen, but the entire place is silent. Entering the front door, I survey the farmhouse, Severu two steps behind me the entire way.  
 
    The inside of the house is the same as the outside. Decorated in different hues of tan and green. Everything in its place, not a speck of dust to be found. Silence hangs in the air, cloaking everything. Until a piercing scream rends the air. 
 
    Suddenly, the house is packed with bodies as my men all file in, trying to find where the scream came from. There is no one upstairs nor down. But the Severu calls out to me. We couldn’t find a basement in the original sweep, but Severu has found it, the door hidden by a massive bookshelf. 
 
    We move down the stairs slowly, as quietly as possible. I can hear voices speaking, but I can’t make out what they are saying. Turning to Severu, I use hand signals to show him that I suspect there are only two people. I will enter the room first and leave them behind, hoping that Salvador is stupid enough to believe I came alone. His gaze is furious as he takes in what I plan to do, but I know he won’t interfere. We can’t both go rushing in headlong. If something happens to me, Severu will need to take over as head of the family. 
 
    Walking deeper into the basement, my greatest fear is realized. Hanging from a wooden beam is my beautiful Giulia, naked and bleeding. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Giulia 
 
      
 
    Dangling from a beam by my wrists, naked and bleeding, is not my idea of fun. This is where I woke up. I have no idea where I am, how Alceu is going to find me, or if poor Stefano is still alive. Andrea also weighs on my mind as I feel my arms pull. Even though I’m not a big woman, my weight still pulls harshly at the handcuffs, hurting my wrists. 
 
    Salvador walks up to me, carrying a large blade in his hand. His eyes carry madness in them, and I know for certain that if Alceu doesn’t find me soon, he won’t be finding me at all.  
 
    Salvador smiles maliciously. “Ah, beautiful Giulia,” he says softly. “If only you had stuck to the plan, none of this would be happening. We would be happily married, and you would be safe.” 
 
    Instead of replying to his ludicrous notion, I pull back and spit into his face. I don’t know why I antagonize him, but I won’t die as some simpering woman. Being with Alceu these past weeks has opened my eyes to my inner strength. Being with him has made me aware I can do anything, that I’m stronger than I ever believed possible. 
 
    “You bitch!” he roars.  
 
    His fist connects with my face, breaking my nose and splitting my lip. The pain is intense, and I think I may black out again, but it fades into the background. When the ringing in my ear stops, I smile at him with my blood-stained teeth.  
 
    “Is that all you’ve got?” I ask hoarsely. 
 
    “You can stop trying to get me to kill you.” Salvador laughs. “Severu talks about sloppy seconds? I will show him. You should get comfortable. You’re going to be here for a while.”  
 
    Salvador runs the blade from my breastbone to my pelvic bone. Not hard enough to cause me to bleed out, but enough to split my skin. Even though I swore to myself the moment I woke that I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of hearing me scream, I can’t stop myself. The bloodcurdling wail that leaves me has my ears ringing all over again. 
 
    Salvador laughs before leaning into me. “I am going to carve you up, remove little pieces of you, let my men use you to their heart’s content. And when your all-powerful Alceu”—he sneers my husband’s name—“has all but given up any hope of finding you, I’m going to drop you off at the front gate to his kingdom. We’ll see just how much he wants you when I’m done with you.” 
 
    Hysterical laughter leaves me. “You forget one thing, Sal.” I spit his name from my lips. “The streets will run red while Alceu searches for me. Have you hidden your family and friends? Because I guarantee he will find them and make them bleed too.” 
 
    Salvador cut me again, across both my thighs, another scream escaping me. Something different is in his eyes now. He has forgotten someone, someone important to him. 
 
    “I need to send you on an errand.” He turns toward Antonio. 
 
    “Do I look like an errand boy?” Antonio asks. 
 
    “You are a fucking errand boy,” Sal says. “I send you and you do whatever the fuck I say.”  
 
    “And if I don’t?” Antonio has balls, stepping into Salvador’s personal space. 
 
    “Then you can take your chances out there with the Cammareri Family. They do know by now that you are the wolf in their hen house,” Salvador says lowly. 
 
    Antonio backs up a step and swallows loudly. He has fear written across his features now. I can’t help but feel some form of joy at the two of them scrambling to get their shit in order. But then I see movement down the hall, and I just know in my heart that Alceu has found me. I don’t know how, and quite frankly I don’t care, but I need to help him. Salvador and Antonio can’t see him yet. 
 
    “Is there dissension in the ranks already?” I chuckle, drawing the attention of both men. “It must be hard working together when both of you want to be in charge and neither of you trusts the other.” 
 
    Both men glare at me. Their focus is entirely on me. I keep my gaze trained on them, trying not to look at Alceu as he makes his way deeper into the room. Without any forethought, he runs a blade across Antonio’s neck from behind. Unfortunately, the gurgling sound coming from his split jugular has alerted Salvador that Alceu is here. 
 
    Alceu isn’t fast enough to draw his weapon before Salvador is behind me, using my straining body as a shield.  
 
    “Alceu,” Salvador purrs behind me. He’s holding his blade against my abdomen while his other hand caresses my breast from behind. An involuntary shudder of revulsion works its way through my frame. 
 
    “Get your hands off my wife,” Alceu says darkly. His gaze moves over my body, and I see the pain in his gaze as he looks at me.  
 
    “Oh, but Giulia and I still have so much to do before she can return home.” 
 
    “I’m going to make you bleed, Sal. And it’s going to be the most painful thing in your pitiful fucking existence,” Alceu says. 
 
    In return, Salvador slides the blade across my abdomen, tearing another scream from me. Alceu looks ready to explode. But I can’t let him. If Salvador kills me, Alceu will never forgive himself. And if Salvador kills Alceu, I won’t survive. Not to mention his brothers and what this would do to them. 
 
    But then I spot Severu, and I know the best way out of this situation. Staring directly at him, I utter the words that will end this mess. 
 
    “Shoot me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Alceu 
 
      
 
    Six months later 
 
    I have never felt fear the way I did when that shot went off. I remember it like it happened this morning. 
 
    The blank basement did nothing but amplify the horrific sound. And then I saw Salvador’s body drop to the ground, a hole in his head, staring up at the beams keeping up the house above our heads. But then I saw that Giulia was bleeding too. A bullet wound in her shoulder. I didn’t even hear her scream. 
 
    My gaze snapped back to Severu, holding his gun steady. I wanted nothing more than to rip his fucking head off. But then I heard her voice. 
 
    “Thanks, Severu,” Giulia said quietly after taking a deep breath. “But don’t do that again. It hurts like a motherfucker.” 
 
    Severu nodded before turning. He started talking to the men in the hallway, directing them outward. I rushed toward Giulia, lifting her legs off the ground. I didn’t know where the key was, but I did know I needed to relieve the pressure off her arms. 
 
    “Severu!” I called out to him. 
 
    He returned within seconds, carrying one of the green blankets from upstairs, and covered my wife with it. Then he removed the keys from Salvador’s pocket and unlocked Giulia.  
 
    Carrying her out of that house was both the hardest and easiest thing I have done in my life. The hardest thing because now I have to look at her every day, knowing I failed her, again. I never wanted her to get hurt. But also the easiest because now I can make sure nothing like this ever happens again. 
 
    Sitting behind my desk, I look out the window and watch Severu and Giulia practicing some hand-to-hand combat beside the pool. Since that day, he hasn’t been the same. Having to shoot her at her request has fucked with his head. He watches her constantly and won’t allow me to assign a new bodyguard. He won’t let her out of the house without him. He watches her like a hawk. 
 
    And then Stefano. He recovered from the gut wound Antonio gave him, but he only came home about a month ago. There were a ton of complications, and I can’t begin to remember how many times we came close to losing him. Andrea is the hawk there. She watches him, feeds him, and takes care of him. Her father has been here a hundred times in the last six months, insisting she return home, but he can’t force her. As an eighteen-year-old, she is officially old enough to make her own decisions.  
 
    It doesn’t help that my wife has done everything in her power to keep her little sister here. Andrea has a wing of the house to herself for privacy but spends most of her time with Stefano in his wing. 
 
    My musings return to my wife, and I gaze outside again to find she’s no longer there. I feel panic start to set in but breathe deeply. She is here and fine. Nothing will happen to her again. But that doesn’t stop me from turning to go out and look for her. But I don’t have to. Standing in the doorway is Giulia, watching me. 
 
    “Hello, wife.” I smile at her. 
 
    “Husband,” she purrs, entering the room and locking the door behind her.  
 
    She has been medically cleared from her injuries and concussion for more than a month. Although I want nothing more than to fuck her against the door, I don’t know how much damage Salvador did to her mind, and I don’t want to pressure her. 
 
    “Am I still your queen?” Giulia asks demurely. 
 
    “Yes!” I exclaim immediately. “What kind…” 
 
    “And do you still love me?” she asks while walking closer. 
 
    “Yes,” I answer immediately. 
 
    “Then I want you to show me,” she whispers in my ear. 
 
    Backing her up, I push her against the door. I slam my lips on hers. Both of us tear at each other’s clothes. Lifting her into the air, I pin her with my torso, my hands beneath her ass as I slam home. Giulia moans loudly, her pussy already rippling along my cock. I don’t know if I am going to last, not having fucked her in so long. I’ve forgotten how good it felt, how tight she is. 
 
    My hips piston into her, both of us heaving for breath. Moving one hand, I stroke her clit harshly, sending her over the edge. I fuck her through the orgasm, my gaze locked on her expression as she comes. When she finally opens her eyes, she smiles at me brightly before whispering in my ear. 
 
    “I’m not on birth control anymore.” Her husky voice washes over me, sending me over the edge and into oblivion. 
 
      
 
    The End
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    Chapter One 
 
    Hadley 
 
      
 
    I hate my job.  
 
    It isn’t something I say to get people to pity me. I genuinely hate working at Mary’s Rib Shack. I hate the mauve one-piece uniform, made of an awful, itchy fabric. I hate that the owner likes us to show off our assets, which means our uniforms are short around the legs and low around the neck. I don’t particularly enjoy showing off my barely-there B cups, especially not to our clientele. I hate that Mary’s is in downtown Gypsy Falls and the people who show up here are sketchy at best, but most are completely creepy. But Mary pays in cash and I need to stay off the grid. 
 
    This isn’t something I’ve done out of choice but more out of necessity. Growing up around an outlaw motorcycle club, which I then managed to piss off—through no fault of my own, might I add—means running and hiding to stay alive. If King were to ever get his hands on me, I wouldn’t survive. Knowing that death chases me daily and could catch up with me at any moment ensures I always keep my head down. 
 
    The area where the diner is located is far from ideal, with drug dealers on every second corner and a nonexistent police response rate. From the linoleum flooring that’s cracked and peeling in places, to the faded leather booth seats, and the god-awful music, there isn’t a single thing about Mary’s Rib Shack that I don’t hate. 
 
    I work the evening shift until closing time, from four in the afternoon until around midnight. I want to be able to work my way out of this hellhole and provide a better life for myself. I have aspirations and being a waitress isn’t one of them.  
 
    One day, I want to be able to open my own tattoo parlor. For as long as I can remember, I’ve loved drawing and through the years, I’ve honed my craft. Add to that the fact I did an apprenticeship at a tattoo parlor, learning from one of the best, and you have my dream. The only thing I want to do for the rest of my life. 
 
    “Hey, can we get some more coffee over here?” the man with the biker’s cut sitting in my section all but yells at me.  
 
    Earlier, I saw them enter and a chill ran right down my spine. My first instinct was to run, to get the hell out of here as quickly as my legs could carry me. After catching a glimpse of their patches and not recognizing their club, I was able to calm myself.  
 
    My hands shake, and my legs feel weak as I make my way to their table. Bikers terrify me. Not some bikers, but all bikers. 
 
    The three other guys with him seem rather normal-looking although anyone with eyes can tell that’s not the case. One blond and two with dark-brown hair, all of them with protruding beer bellies. The fourth man, the one who just spoke and whom I’m assuming is the leader of this merry band of misfits, gives me the straight-up chills.  
 
    He’s large, burly, and bald, with a snake tattoo running down his arm to his wrist. It’s garish and badly done with absolutely no detail. The man looks me over with eyes the color of mud as I refill the cups. There’s no depth to his eyes, just a flat deadness, and I try to avoid eye contact at all costs. I refill all four cups and start to move away when a large hand clamps around my wrist and pulls me back. Again, I feel this crawling sensation running over my skin. It takes everything I have within me not to pull away from his grip. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit down with us for a minute, darling?” the leader drawls at me.  
 
    “I can’t. I’m on shift and have to get back to my customers,” I reply while trying to pull my arm from his grip.  
 
    My breathing becomes shallow and a shiver works its way through my body. The need to get his hands off me is almost overwhelming. 
 
    “Well, now, Mary won’t mind, and the other waitress can see to your customers while you have a seat with us.”  
 
    He uses a tone that’s supposed to be reassuring but simply serves to creep me out even more. He yanks on my arm and I lose my balance, toppling forward and pouring half the remaining coffee down the front of his pants. 
 
    “You stupid fucking whore,” he bellows. 
 
    Before I can react, he backhands me across the face, causing me to fall. My head connects with the counter and then the floor with a resounding thud. Lying on the floor, all I can think is this is it, my last day at Mary’s. I would rather live on the fucking street than work here one more day. Regaining my senses and opening my eyes, I find complete chaos around me. All the guys from the table are on their feet. The two dark-haired men are holding back the guy who just slapped me. He’s doing his best to pull away from their grip and has his eyes trained on the front door to the diner.  
 
    Storm, my best friend, stands in the doorway. She’s a petite Asian woman with long black hair streaked with purple, full sleeve tattoos—courtesy of myself, a small waist, and an awesome set of all-natural C-cup breasts. Storm knows how to defend herself from the time she spent living on the street. She may be a stripper, but she will never let a man get the upper hand again. Apparently, she learned a painful lesson and quickly found someone to teach her how to defend herself.  
 
    In three-inch stilettos with her gun pointed straight at him, she stands her ground in front of this monster of a man.  
 
    “Viper, why don’t you take your little cronies and leave?” She’s deadly calm in the face of this man and for a moment, I envy her confidence. I haven’t moved from my spot on the floor and simply watch their exchange like the coward I have become. 
 
    “You know good and well that your kind isn’t welcome around here. Or do I need to make a call?” She appears calm while taking her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans.  
 
    Viper tries to charge at her again but the blond man steps between them.  
 
    “Time to go,” he says, and the other two men start pulling Viper toward the door on the other side of the diner. 
 
    “I’m gonna get you. You and your little waitress friend. You’re gonna pay. You hear me, Storm? You and that little cock tease!” he bellows as he’s dragged out. “That pussy club ain’t gonna save you.” 
 
    As soon as they are on the motorcycles and roaring into the distance, Storm puts her gun back in her purse and rushes over to me. “Oh, sweetie. Are you okay?” she inquires while pushing my hair from my face to inspect the damage.  
 
    “Hurts like a bitch but I’ll live. Gonna be blue tomorrow and I’ll probably have an egg on my head later, but I’ll be fine,” I assure her as I push up from the floor. “Thanks for the help.” 
 
    Storm looks at me with sympathy in her eyes, something I despise more than I can ever explain. I hate being seen for the weak, broken, scared little girl I become once I am faced with something that triggers my past. My past affects me more than I would like to admit, even to myself. So many things can trigger me and have me turning back in on myself. For years, I have secluded myself from people except for a select few. My friendship with Storm often pushes my boundaries and I feel like she is helping me rejoin the world again, one little push at a time. 
 
    As she opens her mouth to respond, Mary comes shrieking around the corner.  
 
    “You stupid bitches. Do you know what you’ve done?”  
 
    Her face is blood red from the lack of oxygen during her rant and her over-styled, bleach-blonde hair flies all over the place.  
 
    “Those assholes are gonna burn my place to the fucking ground because of the two of you!”  
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Storm turns a glare on her. “One of your staff members was just attacked, and all you can worry about is your business? What kind of person are you?” 
 
    Mary stares daggers at Storm as I pull myself to my feet.  
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” Mary continues shrieking. “Do you know who the fuck those guys were and how bad it can get when you fuck with them?”  
 
    “Yes, I do,” Storm says calmly. “Those are the limp-dick Mongrels MC and ain’t shit gonna happen to anyone. Pope is gonna lose his shit when he hears they were in his territory.”  
 
    Mary pales when she seems to realize Storm actually knows what she’s talking about.  
 
    “Now,” Storm says, looking back at me over her shoulder, “I am gonna take Hadley home and get some ice on her face. You’re gonna cover her tables and still pay her for the hours she’s missing. Because that’s what a good boss would do.” 
 
    “Oh, go choke on a dick, Storm. You won’t be telling me how to run my goddamn business. Why don’t you and Hadley just get her shit and get out because I don’t need to draw any more attention.”  
 
    She calmly turns to me and, looking me in the eyes, says, “You’re fired.” 
 
    Before I can think it through or contemplate my actions, my fist flies out and connects with Mary’s nose.  
 
    She gives an undignified shriek as she cups her nose. “You cunt! You broke my fucking nose.”  
 
    I stare at her before regaining my footing. Today may have been my breaking point. I have never—and I mean never—in my life laid hands on another person. “Oh, bite me, Mary. You’re a fucking bitch and I quit.” 
 
    Between hitting Mary, telling her to piss off, and quitting my job, I feel like I’m on top of the world. For the first time I can remember, I stood up for myself.  
 
    With what I’m sure is a seriously crazy smile on my face, I turn away from her. I head to the back of the diner where my personal effects are in a locker and change out of my shitty uniform. Taking a deep breath, I realize what I have just done. I stood up for myself but in the process, I’ve quit the only job I have. How am I going to pay rent, buy food, or pay for my damn car repairs? I am so fucked.  
 
    Instead of lingering on that, I square my shoulders and walk out to the front. People are crowded around Mary while Storm is smirking from her spot at the front door. Looking back at Mary, I smile. As I walk out of the diner, I give a single finger salute in farewell, light up a smoke, and walk home. 
 
      
 
    End of sample chapter 
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