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This one’s for you. I hope you enjoy it or this’ll be awkward.






Author's Note

			Dear Reader,

			First and foremost, I want to thank you for choosing to read The Rise of an Heiress and thank you for giving my first couple a chance. 

			As someone who is well-versed in dark mafia romance novels, I felt there was something missing, something I was desperate for. I knew what I wanted, but my searches came up short.

			Actor Dax Shepard once said, “Make the movie you want to see.” And with those words, I made it my own. I set off to the tell the story I wanted to read. 

			I played with the idea of The Triad Series for many years and finally had the courage to take the plunge and here we are. Those words kicked off my journey with The Triad Series. Writing this novel was a deeply personal and emotional experience, and I hope you enjoy the first part to this couple’s story as much as I did writing it. 

			With gratitude,

			P

			






Content Warnings

			Your safety is top priority to me. This content is 18+ and reader discretion is advised.  

			Please see below for potential triggers:

			
					Death of parent(s), spouse(s), child (off page)

					Death and murder (on and off page)

					Graphic depictions of sex

					Graphic depictions of violence, torture, and death

					Explicit language

					Mentions of cancer

					Kidnapping/Attempted Kidnapping

					Use of weapons

					Use of illegal substances








			





Family Trees





			Warning: Potential Spoilers





			Liu Family Tree

			Peter Liu (Dragon Head, deceased) + Nina Violante (formerly Liu, née Li, deceased)

			↓

			Anya Liu (Triad Heiress/Princess)

			(Alias: Natalie Yang)





			Delucci Family Tree

			Giuseppe Delucci (Former Capo, Retired) + Marcella Delucci

			↓

			Sebastiano “Bash” (Capo)

			Niccolo “Nico” (Consigliere)

			Lorenzo “Enzo”





			Violante Family Tree

			Cesare Violante(Capo) + Luciana Violante (deceased)

			↓

			Dominic (Outfit Heir)

			Donatella “Donna”
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Prologue

			Six Years Old

			First, Daddy, and now Mommy’s gone, too, I think as I sit in the living room. Several people are here, at our house. All in black. Everyone looks sad. I’m sad, too.

			I’m all alone. I have no one left.

			“You’ll always have me,” Dom says as he sits next to me on the couch. 

			How could he always read my mind? 

			I look at my blond-haired, blue-eyed, too-tall-to-only-be-eleven-years-old step-brother, “Promise?” 

			He places his hand over mine in my lap. “Sempre.” He kisses my forehead. Always.

			After the funeral, Papa had me come to his office, which he’s never done before. They’re yelling, but I don’t understand what they mean. Papa is arguing with the buff, dark-haired man I had seen earlier. I didn’t see his face. My vision is always blurry with tears now. 

			The day went by in a blur. I’m falling asleep in the chair as I wait. Why won’t he let me go to bed yet? 

			“You have to put her first!” the man yells from the other side of the door.

			“What do you think I’m doing, Bo? You think this is easy! I have to!” Papa yells back.

			They speak in hushed tones. I only hear raspy whispers, then the door springs open. My gaze is focused on the floor when the dark-haired man gives me a hug, but I still don’t look at his face. When the man leaves, only then does Papa’s face soften before he speaks.

			“Let’s go in.” He gestures with his arm for me to walk into the office. I sit on the couch by the fireplace. He follows and bends down to his haunches, giving me a long hug before he grabs my face with both hands and kisses my cheeks. I look at his face, and it looks like his eyes are full of water.

			“Mia dolce bambina.” My sweet little girl, he says. “This is very important. You are going to live with a new family in New York.” 

			I knew it. He was going to send me away. I’m not his daughter. 

			“You don’t want me anymore now that mommy is gone?” I ask him, casting my gaze down as my eyes well up with tears.

			“No, amore mio.” My love. He holds the sides of my arms before he continues. “That’s not why. It’s not safe for you anymore in Chicago.”

			“I don’t want to go. I want to stay here with you and Dom and Donna. I’ll be good, I promise,” I sob.

			“I wish you could, but I need to keep you safe. Do you understand?” he tells me, holding my cheeks, wiping my tears with his thumbs.

			I shake my head. Papa is the only father I’d ever known. Daddy was murdered when I was just a baby. 

			“You must be strong, bambina. Do this for me. You are going to live with your new parents in New York City. It is the only way I can keep you safe. Can you be strong for me?”

			“Will I ever see you again?” I ask, sobbing.

			“Of course.” He chuckled. “We will visit you often, and you’ll still spend summer holiday with us. This breaks my heart, but it is the safest.” He squeezes my hands.

			“Okay.” I nod, taking a deep breath. “I can be strong.” 

			I want to be, at least.

			“That’s my girl. Now, this part is very important. You must listen to me.” He lifts my chin with his finger. “You can never let anyone know who you are. Ever. Under any circumstances.”

			“But—”

			“What did I say about being strong?”

			I nod. “I will be strong.”

			Dom and Donna, my step-siblings, sneak into my room. Dom is five years older than me, my self-appointed protector. Donna’s two years older than me, my best friend. I spend my last night in Chicago, in the only home I’ve known, crying myself to sleep, while Dom holds me close and Donna holds my hand. 

			“This isn’t goodbye, Sister,” Donna whispers with tears in her eyes.“We’ll see each other all the time,” Dom promises. 

			The next morning, I get into the car and walk away from my life.

			


Chapter One

			Natalie—Present Day

			“Are you even listening to me?” Maya asks, breaking through my thoughts. 

			Bringing my gaze back to her, I say, “What? Of course!” 

			I must’ve zoned out. 

			She takes a bite of her salad, rolling her eyes. “No, you’re not!” She laughs. “Hellooo? It’s your birthday! Come on, pay attention!” 

			Maya Villanueva has been my best friend since we met at NYU. I was a freshman, and she was a sophomore. We ran into each other at a mixer and hit it off immediately. We are total opposites. For starters, she’s strikingly gorgeous, with glowing dark golden skin, long curly black hair, curves every woman envies, legs to die for, and extremely extroverted. Honestly, what’s it like being God’s favorite? She’s always in an assortment of colors; her outfits are always bold and bright. She loves yellow, hot pink, emerald-green, royal-blue, and purple, all at once. Somehow, she makes it work. 

			I’m the opposite. Short, petite—but with my training, my body is pretty toned. My long, straight, black hair goes to my butt, and I stick to mostly neutrals—pink is always my go-to color if I need a “pop” of color. I’m not that girly or boring, I just don’t want to—can’t—draw attention to myself. I’m not introverted, but with the way I was raised, I definitely had an acute sense of danger, while Maya doesn’t have a cautious bone in her body. 

			And then there’s the secret. I can’t afford to make a mess. I can’t be myself, whoever she is. Sometimes, I feel like I’m living a half-life, going through the motions but not really experiencing it. 

			“Oh, is your hottie of a best friend—after me, of course—coming into town?” she inquires, as if she’s talking about a stranger and not someone she’s known for years.

			Maya is asking about my step-brother Dominic. She doesn’t know he’s my step-brother. No one does. Everyone just thinks the Violantes are close family friends. 

			“Gross, Maya. I’m eating. He’s not hot. But, yes, he’s never missed a birthday. He’ll be here for two weeks. Donna is coming, too, next week, with Cesare,” I respond, plucking a piece of chicken from her salad.

			“Oh my god, he so is! I wish I had an old family friend,” she says with air quotes, “that stayed in touch with me like he does. You know he’s in love with you, right? When are you gonna tap that?”

			“I’m gonna stop you right there.” I put my hand out to gesture for her to stop talking as my food nearly came back up. “Nobody says ‘tap that’ anymore, and he is certainly not in love with me. I promise you that. He’s like a brother to me.” 

			She throws her head back, laughing. 

			I don’t blame her—or anyone for thinking so. He has a protective streak people, sometimes, mistake for jealousy and romantic feelings. He has quite the temper at times. 

			“I love when Donna comes into town. I’ll have to text her so we can coordinate your big night. Don’t you worry that pretty little head of yours. I have everything planned. And if you’re just friends, then you wouldn’t mind if I took him for a ri—”

			“Don’t! Stop!” I pretend to gag. “And not because I like him. You can have him. I just don’t need the details.” 

			Cringe. 

			Blood couldn’t make us closer. He’s one of the only people who knows the real me, even the darkest parts. He knows all my secrets, mainly because he had witnessed most of them, but he’s as loyal as they come. He’s also terrifying when he wants to be, which works in his favor. As Cesare Violante’s first born, he is going to be the Outfit’s next capo. Boss. Cesare is my stepfather, my Papa, and even though I’m Chinese-American, the Italian mafia raised Dom, Donna, and me. This isn’t even the biggest thing we’re hiding.

			Donatella or Donna—unless you want your fingers chopped off—and I are as close as sisters could be. She’s not your typical mafia princess. She’s not docile by any means; she’s tough, outspoken, and sharp as a tack. She’ll take your eye out without batting a lash, then turn around and bake the best damn cake you’ve ever had. She’s a math and economics genius, which is why she and Maya get along so well. I’m convinced Donna could single-handedly control the stock market if she wanted to. 

			You’d never guess how we were raised by looking at her, though. We never dare speak of our real lives to outsiders, non-mafiosos. 

			So, every day, I pretend. Only three people in the world know the real me: Papa, Dom, and Donna. The only family I’ve ever known. 

			“So, when does Dom land?” Maya asks, breaking me out of my thoughts again, picking up a piece of shrimp off my plate with her fork.

			“He gets in this evening, and we’re going to dinner at—”

			“Ming’s. I know, sweetie. It’s Thursday,” she says with a smile. 

			“You should come with us!”

			“As much as you know I’d love to, I can’t. I still have so much to do with this conference at the university.” She lets out a sigh.

			Even though Maya’s a year older, I had finished in three years, so we finished undergrad at the same time. We both attend Columbia, where I’ll be wrapping up my law degree in a month, while she finishes her Masters in Economics before moving on to her PhD. My dream is to become a criminal lawyer, for criminals, of course.

			“Oh, right. How’s that going?” I ask. 

			“Really well! I know it’s not your thing, but I’d think you’d really enjoy it. We have a lot of trailblazers and business leaders coming to speak. That could help, since you want to work for the Violante family’s businesses.” 

			Right. I told her I wanted to work for them, and she assumed I meant as a corporate lawyer, but I just never corrected her. 

			“I’m going to try. I’ve been so busy looking for fellowships and studying for the bar. I don’t even know which way is up.” 

			“You have nothing to worry about. You’re one of the smartest people I know. Seriously, do you even try?” 

			Before I can get out a syllable, she looks at her watch. “Ugh, well, I have to get going. It was so nice seeing you! Can’t wait for your birthday!”

			“Just a normal night out, Maya,” I say to her as she packs her things.

			Completely ignoring me, she snaps her fingers like she had just come up with an idea and opens her mouth. “Oh, hey, you should invite Jeremy out. He’s totally got the hots for you.” 

			“I told you I’m not interested in Jeremy.” 

			He definitely has a crush. It’s not that he’s not attractive. No, it’s because of who I am—marriage, kids. The whole nine yards were never in the cards for me. I knew that from a young age, so there was never a point in getting attached to anyone. I could never marry a non-mafioso. It would be too dangerous, nor could I marry into the Outfit. I was an outsider to them. The orphan. Marriages outside of the house you belonged to only happened for business purposes and forming alliances. I have no power. I’m nobody.

			“Just think about it. You don’t have to marry the guy. One night won’t kill you!” She winks at me, and with that, she’s off. Maya’s always been a free spirit. She can convince me to do anything. It was hard saying no when I secretly craved adventure and chaos. Papa calls us Trouble One and Trouble Two. I laugh to myself as my phone buzzes.

			Dom: Taking off, see you soon birthday girl!

			Me: FYI Maya’s planning. 

			Dom: Shit, I’ll beef up security.

			Me: I can’t tell if you’re joking.

			Dom: With all the shit you two get into, this is not a joke.

			Me: LOL you mean all the shit she gets me into! 

			Dom: Yeah, I’m pretty sure you both getting stuck on Long Island at 3 a.m. was your doing.

			Me: Omg, that was one time! Whatever, just text me when you land. 

			Dom: She’s going to ask for my credit card isn’t she?

			Me: *shrugging girl emoji*

			Dom: *eye roll emoji* Bring the Porsche when you pick me up, I’m driving.

			As I gather my things, I think about how strange my life is and the circumstances that resulted in this. As a Chinese-American girl brought up by the Italian mafia—strange is an understatement. 

			My real father died when I was a baby—life in the underworld and all—and so did Dom and Donna’s mom—car accident. My mother remarried Cesare, the real love of her life. Life threw another wrench my way when she got cancer.

			Cesare tried to raise me as his own, but it was too dangerous being an outsider. Not because I wasn’t Italian. Anyone who wasn’t born or married into the Outfit was considered an outsider. That’s how it is with all mafia syndicates. With my mother’s passing, most of the Outfit men didn’t see me as one of them anymore, especially since I was, technically, born into another crime organization. I couldn’t go back to my mother’s family. She was labeled a traitor after marrying Papa. So, after she died, Papa thought it’d be safer for me to have a normal life in New York with my adoptive parents. No one knows I was adopted except for Papa, Dom, and Donna. The secrets never end. 

			Nico

			“Can someone explain to me what the fuck happened?” my brother Bash said in his calm voice, which meant he was anything but calm.

			Three of our men stood there silently, looking like Larry, Curly, and fucking Moe. Three goddamn stooges. Their eyes meeting everything but Bash’s, like they were fucking five-year-olds getting ripped into by their mothers. Not made men.

			“Someone better speak now,” I said, my patience wearing thin by the second. 

			How the fuck did these idiots manage to lose $20 million worth of product?

			“It was the Outfit,” Joe blurts. “We had the shipment ready to go, and they ambushed us at the docks.”

			“Why the hell would the Outfit attack our docks if they need access to our harbors for their businesses?” I ask. 

			This doesn’t make any sense. 

			“They wanted the shipment. They made off with most of it and destroyed the rest,” Rafaele chimes in. 

			Fucking hell.

			“You sure it was the Outfit?” Bash asks. 

			It seems he’s thinking what I’m thinking. Once upon a time, the Outfit had been a pain in our ass, but they haven’t been an issue for at least two decades, since shortly after our father became capo. Why now?

			“Had to be. They used their typical M.O.—cyanide bombs and tranquilizers, spoke Italian, which was stupid. Who else is remotely strong enough to think they can take us on?” Joe answers.

			“Did you actually see their faces?” I ask.

			They all shook their heads. 

			“They had ski masks on,” the third guy, whose name I can’t remember, replies.

			“We gotta look into this. We need proof.” Bash looks over at me.

			“I’ll take care of it,” I say as I walk off.

			“Nico, I don’t want you shrugging this off to get laid. This could mean war,” Bash calls after me. 

			I wave my hand without turning around. No shit. I know this is serious.

			And so my work begins. I love my job. Our father recently retired, making Bash the capo of the Cosa Nostra, King of the East Coast. Naturally, the title of consigliere, his right-hand man, fell upon me—Prince of the East Coast—the brains. That was always the plan since we were boys. My brother is a monster and a good talker, which made him good for business and our public image, but he needed me for my skills. I’m a damn good hacker, and I intend to learn everything about the Outfit. Where they sleep, what time they shit, and all their mistresses’ names. 

			My family owns the East Coast, and since we own most of the shipping harbors, it was easy to get a cut from all the other businesses that want to get their products in and out of the country, with our legal global logistics company easily being our main cover and bringing in billions.

			I love this life. Live and breathe it. I thank the Lord every day that I was born into this world. 

			


Chapter Two

			Nico

			“AAAAHH!” the ugly fucker screams as Dante pours water over his head.

			Dante wears a sinister smile on his face as he removes the towel from Ugly’s head.

			“Are you ready to talk?” I ask. 

			He spits in my face. 

			Dante punches him in the face. 

			Okay, the hard way it is. Adrenaline surges through me as I crack my neck. I’m in my element. 

			Staring at the pathetic fucker, who is now tied down to a chair in one of our club basements, I can’t help but snarl. This low-life makes me sick. Did he really think he could rat us out?

			I move over to the table off to the side and examine my options. Pliers, hammer, blow torch, various-sized knives, brass knuckles, and a ton of others to choose from. I grab one of the knives and turn back to Ugly. His eyes grow wide, and he shakes more violently. Another rush of excitement passes through me. 

			Dante walks over to the table and grabs the pliers and brass knuckles. We circle the idiot. Finally, I stop and place the knife over his hand. He can’t move, though he tries. Too bad his arms are strapped down in the chair.

			“Tell me who convinced you to turn on your own brothers, and maybe I’ll let you keep your fingers,” I say as I graze the knife over his fingers.

			“Fuck yo—AAAHH!”

			Before he can even finish, I slice three of his fingers clean off. He lets out a cry, but Dante shoves a towel in his mouth and punches the idiot across the face with the brass knuckles.

			“He thinks he can just narc on us and then disrespect us, Nico?” Dante says to me in mock amusement. 

			I grab some needles lying on the table and make my way back to the ugly rat.

			“They always think they can outsmart us.” I twirl the knife between my fingers. I take the towel out of his mouth, while Dante pulls Ugly’s head back and holds the pliers up to his eyeball. “Tell me, what was more important than the Omertà promise!” I scream in his face.

			Omertà is the promise all our men had committed to and had to recite during their initiation to become a made man of La Cosa Nostra. Our Thing. It’s an oath of silence, an oath to family and brothers that we would never sell out and talk to outsiders. Basically—the first rule about fight club is: you do not talk about fight club. 

			The guy doesn’t say anything. I shove the towel back in.

			“I think you forgot who we are. Who I am!” I slowly push the needles under the nails of the fingers on his good hand one at a time. 

			I may come off as an easygoing man sometimes, but I am not the one you want to cross. Bash was the one who could always compose himself in any situation. Not me. 

			“AAAHHH!” Ugly tries to yell through the towel as Dante springs on him and pries the pliers into his eye.

			I pick the drill up that was sitting by the chair, switching it on and off to test it so the traitor could hear. The rat pisses himself. This shouldn’t take long. Dante pulls the towel from the guy’s mouth.

			“You better start talking.” 

			Before he can respond, I drill into his kneecap with a delicious crunch. His cries are so loud my ears are ringing. When I finally feel satisfied, I turn the drill off, and the idiot spills. 

			Apparently, he had found himself in some debt, and someone approached him with money in exchange for information about our shipment. Fucking coward. He’d been with the Cosa Nostra for twenty-five years. This isn’t new, though. Loyalty is getting harder and harder to come by. We knew it was him; he was the only one who knew which shipping compartment had the product. 

			I drill into his other knee, and it doesn’t take long after that for the idiot to pass out from either the pain or blood loss. I don’t give a shit.

			“Take care of this,” I say to Dante, which is code for: kill the fucker and call clean up. “Meet me in my office when you’re done.” 

			As I head to the showers, I send a quick message to my brother.

			Me: It’s done.

			Bash: Good.

			* * *

			Later that afternoon, I’m sitting in my office, looking at spreadsheets for the clubs, when Dante walks in with a smile on his face like he had won the lottery.

			“What’s gotten into you?” I ask, pulling out two glasses and a bottle of whiskey.

			“It’s just a good day,” he says as he sits. “Got to torture and kill a guy. Been a while.”

			“It’s been a week, Dante.” I laugh at the crazy fuck, handing him a glass.

			“That’s a long time for the enforcer,” he says, like I’m the idiot, and sips his drink. “I think I’ll call up Jamila with the nice tits tonight, you know, to celebrate. Maybe Sophia will be free.” Dante wiggles his eyebrows.

			I cringe at the thought. Sophia is your typical, stuck-up, two-faced Manhattan socialite bitch—entitled, will never work a day in her life, another social climber, desperate to marry to maintain her lifestyle. Considering who my family is, that makes me her type. I’m not a commitment guy. Even if I were, her voice sounds like nails on a chalkboard. Not that it would matter, anyway. I’d never marry an outsider. 

			In this life, you get married for tactical reasons, to start the next generation of Deluccis. Bash has the bigger chip on his shoulder, being capo. But as consigliere, you still have expectations to meet in the Cosa Nostra. Marriage is a duty. In the underworld, they’re rarely a reflection of love and always a display of power. My parents got lucky, as their marriage was arranged. They both wanted it. 

			I’m not holding out. I’m not a romantic. I leave that shit to our youngest brother Enzo, the emotional one. I’ll do what I have to because it’s my job. If it’ll make the family more powerful, then I’m all for it. 

			“I’d rather go find one of the whores we employ than go anywhere near her. Anyway, I need you to look into the Violantes for me.”

			“The Outfit? What did those fuckers do?” He pours himself another glass.

			“We got word that they’re fucking with our shipping harbors. There was an attack earlier, and I want to know who was behind it and why.”

			He nods and takes another sip. “Seems odd. They’re not desperate.”

			“I agree, but we can’t leave any stones unturned, and we gotta start somewhere.” I rub my thumb on the rim of my glass.

			“You got it, sweet pea.” He finishes his second drink and stands to leave.

			I shoot him a glare, and he laughs. The bastard and his nicknames. 

			Later, I’m still in my office when my phone chimes. An image is attached of a tall, built, blond man getting into a white Porsche Cayenne. 

			I know exactly who it is.

			Dante: Nico—check this out, Dominic Violante just landed at JFK.

			What the fuck is a Violante doing in New York for a non-business trip? And it’s Dominic Violante out of all of them. His father is capo of the Chicago Outfit, and he’s next in line to take the throne. They come into New York for business and to get access to our harbors, but they shouldn’t be entering our territory unannounced. 

			The Violantes rule over the Outfit. They’re one of the most powerful Italian families in the U.S. Their influence stretches from the East Coast to the Midwest and in parts of Italy. The Outfit’s involved in the usual underground trades, including gambling, extortion, money laundering, and drug trafficking, cushy nightclubs, shell corps, and art galleries covering them up. But that wasn’t their crown jewel. The Outfit was heavily involved in politics, where they had us all by the balls. We all have one big super power. Policy is theirs, just like global trade is ours. And we all had used each other—or “worked together”—when convenient. The Outfit are the only ones who are close competition. But we’ve been at peace. 

			Nico: Follow him, I’ll catch up. 

			Grabbing the keys to my Range Rover, I head down to the parking garage of the club. 

			Seriously, a Violante in New York? I have to admit: the guy has some fucking balls entering New York so soon after an attack—that or he’s the biggest idiot alive. It doesn’t surprise me. Most men who in our world always feel they need to prove something.

			Violante is lucky I didn’t look into him right away, or he never would’ve made it off the airstrip. 

			I pull up Dante’s location on the monitor and head toward the moving dot on my GPS. A text pops up on the screen.

			Dante: Some girl picked him up. She was practically bursting at the seams. Could be a secret lover.

			Me: Who the fuck says lover?

			Dante: What? Chicks dig it.

			This fucking idiot. Dante’s been my best friend since we were in diapers. Not only that, but he’s one of the Cosa Nostra’s best trackers, which is why he’s our enforcer. It’s his job to hunt anyone who has debts with us, not to mention he’s an expert in hand-to-hand combat and not a bad hacker, either. Instead of texting back, I hit the call button on my steering wheel.

			“Hey, lover,” Dante answers seductively.

			I ignore him but can’t help but laugh. “What do you know?”

			“Not much, except she’s hot as fuck. Long black hair, toned legs, and—”

			“Not the girl,” I say, irritated. Dante was always looking for the next piece of ass. “Did you get anything on Violante?” 

			He chuckles. “Not yet, but they’re close. She all but threw herself at him. She could be useful—might know something. Looks like they’re heading to dinner. Want me to keep watch?”

			“Follow them, and I’ll meet you to take over from there.”

			“Sounds good.”

			“Later, man.” 

			Before I could hang up, Dante spoke again. “Oh, and Nico?”

			“What?”

			“I love you, baby.”

			I laugh. “Fucking hell.”

			“Say it back!” he yells back, feigning anger.

			“Love you, too, jackass.” I hang up but not before I hear him making kissing sounds on the other end. 

			The bastard was so easygoing you’d forget he’d been a made man since we were both sixteen. 

			I pull into a parking spot across the street. Not long after, I spot the white Porsche. Dominic and said woman walk up to the restaurant. 

			Well, fuck. Dante wasn’t lying. She’s a fucking smoke show. She’s shorter than my usual type, maybe five feet flat, with high cheekbones, plump lips, and black hair so long I could wrap it around my fist multiple times. She’s in a short skirt, tight blouse that shows off her curves in all the right places, and heels that showcase her legs. She has a smile plastered on her face, and I can’t help but notice the dimple on the left side of her cheek. I also couldn’t help but notice how she looks at him like he’s her hero. 

			Poor girl. Did she know he was next in line to inherit one of the most powerful mafia syndicates in the states? Sucks when the innocent get sucked into this world.

			I pull out my phone to take pictures so we can run them through my system. I’d know every dirty secret about this mystery woman in no time. I send them off to Dante.

			Natalie

			“I’m so excited you’re here, Dom!” 

			I couldn’t contain my excitement. I love my brother, though you’d never guess he was my brother. 

			He’s a six-foot-three Italian man. Muscular and large, not quite as buff as our Papa, who’s built like a tank, but he’s getting there. Blond hair, blue eyes, his arms covered in intricate tattoos. He’s attractive, but he’s always been just Dom to me. Women constantly check him out and ignore me or give me the death glare, assuming I’m his girlfriend. Gross. He’s never paid them any mind. He’s not into relationships. Romance was uncommon in the underworld, so he didn’t see the point in getting to know women. Typical made man. Although, I do think he secretly hopes to find love one day. He’s mentioned how my mother and Papa used to interact a few times.

			“Me too, sorellina,” he replies, opening the door to Ming’s for me. 

			Ming greets us. You’d never guess he was a chef, since he looks more like an MMA fighter, but who am I to make assumptions? Chefs can be in great shape, too. 

			I’ve been coming to this restaurant with my adoptive parents, since I was seven, and he’s always here to greet me. I come here almost every Thursday, so it’s no surprise. Sometimes, I don’t even come to eat. Ming feels more like family, so sometimes, I’ll drop something off for him or talk to him. He’s more like a surrogate father. I’m closer to him than my adoptive dad.

			“If it isn’t my favorite girl!” Ming grabs me into a bear hug. “Looking good, man!” he says to Dom as he pats him on the back. 

			The server brings our food out immediately. “I already knew Dom would be in town, so I went ahead and made your favorites, so it’d be ready when you got here. It’s your birthday, so no waiting for you.”

			Touched by his gesture, my heart feels full. 

			“Thanks, Ming,” I say as I sit, taking a drink of water. “My birthday isn’t until next week, though, so you better keep this charade on until then!”

			“Please don’t spoil her.” Dom rolls his eyes, and I try to kick him from under the table, but I miss.

			“Shut up, Dom!” I throw a paper towel at him.

			“I think she’s the only person on Earth who can get away with speaking to you like that.” Ming laughs. Dom and I quickly share a look of suspicion. Before we could react, Ming went on. “Besides, you and your father spoil this girl enough.” 

			Dom shakes his head.

			We enjoy the rest of dinner with easy conversation. Dom and Ming talk about getting together to work out while he’s visiting. I tell Ming about school and Maya’s birthday plans for me.

			We leave the restaurant, and I can tell something’s bothering Dom, so I ask, “Okay, what’s going on?”

			“What do you mean?” he answers, acting clueless.

			“Really? We’re going to do this?”

			He opens the car door for me, and I slide in. When he gets into the driver’s side, he’s silent for a moment and doesn’t turn the car on. 

			“Has Papa reached out to you?” he asks tentatively, eyebrows pinched.

			“About my birthday? No, why? And why do you seem so nervous?” 

			Silence lingers as he ponders his thoughts. Then he heads to my apartment. 

			“It’s nothing. We’ve just had some strange things happen in Chicago lately. He’s been meaning to check up on you and make sure everything is okay.”

			“Should I be worried?” 

			“No.” He pauses. “But if you see anything—anything at all, no matter how small—I need you to promise you’ll tell me.”

			“Uhm, okay. I promise.”

			We sat in silence the rest of the way home. 

			Nico

			After the happy couple eats dinner, they head back to what I assume is her penthouse. I know this because I’m on a rooftop across the street with a perfect view into her place. What did this girl do for a living? Was he paying for this? It isn’t unusual for made men to take on outsiders as mistresses. 

			They turn on the TV and watch shit reality television the rest of the evening. They might be happy, but they sure as fuck were boring. All I know is, if I had her alone, we would not be spending the night watching TV. My cock hardens just thinking about what I’d do to her. Fuck. Get it together. She could be the enemy—or worse, an innocent who’s about to get caught in the crossfire.

			When I get home, I hop in the shower. As the hot water soothes my body, all I can think about is the dark-haired beauty. I wrap my hand around my cock, hoping this would help get her out of my system. 

			* * *

			The next day was business as usual. I woke up at six a.m. to get in my daily workout. I had breakfast on my balcony, taking in the New York City skyline I love so much. When I get out of the shower, I see a missed call from Dante. I’ve been waiting for him to get back to me about the mystery woman.

			My phone rings just as I was about to return the call. I tap the answer key, and before I could utter anything, Dante is on the other end. 

			“Excuse me, where have you been?” he says in the worst impression of an angry woman.

			“Sorry, dear. I was in the shower and just about to return your call, but you beat me to it,” I reply. Why do I encourage this?

			“Don’t let it happen again!” he yells in a huff.

			“Dante, you’re getting way too good at this. Is there something you’d like to share with the class?” 

			Cackling on the other end, his voice goes back to normal. 

			“I got the information you wanted on our girl.” 

			Our girl. I don’t like that he called her that. I push that thought and my unexpected feelings aside, not ready to dissect that.

			“And?”

			“Not much, but it could be something. Some of it doesn’t make any sense.”

			“Come over and let’s talk. I don’t want to do this over the—”

			Before I could finish my sentence, my doorbell rang.

			“Already ahead of you, man!” 

			I hang up and make my way to the front door. I key in the code, and it slides open. 

			Dante saunters in, all six-foot-two of him, with coffees in hand. We look alike, but I’m taller, and we both have dark hair and olive skin, except his hair is longer, and his eyes are hazel.

			“What did you find?” I ask as we head into my office. 

			“What, no ‘hello, how are you’ or ‘you look very handsome today?’” He gestures toward his body with our coffees still in hand. Ignoring him, I take a seat. He walks over to the desk and puts them down. 

			“Pft, guess not,” he mumbles, pulling out a flash drive. 

			He plugs the drive into my computer, and an image of the woman I’d just been fantasizing about the night before lights up my screen. A professional headshot. 

			“What am I looking at, Dante?” 

			“Patience, man.” He rolls his eyes.

			“You know that’s not in my vocabulary, so let’s get on with it.” 

			He put his arms up in surrender. “Okay, okay. There’s really not much about her. Natalie Yang, born April 22, 1997 at New York Presbyterian in Brooklyn.” He switches over to a photo of a newborn Natalie in her mother’s arms, while her father holds them both and smiles at the camera. “So, she’ll be twenty-five next Friday. Grew up in the Upper East Side. Parents are Jet and Nora Yang.” 

			When I don’t respond, he takes it as his cue to continue. 

			“She went to private schools, attended NYU, graduated early, and is now at Columbia Law.”

			“Okay, she’s smart. Get to the part where it doesn’t make sense, D.”

			“All right, all right. So, her parents are college professors at NYU, and I know that’s decent money but not private school and Upper East Side money. She went to school debt-free and has had her own penthouse since she turned eighteen.”

			“You think someone is funding her lifestyle?” 

			As I suspected, it could be Dominic.

			“There’s no other way. Plus, I’ve checked her bank statements, and a questionable amount of money gets wired to her from an untraceable account.”

			I roll my eyes. “You should have started with that. Nothing is untraceable. But that is weird.” I make a note to look into it and set up alerts on any movement on her end. “I’ll keep an eye on her. I have some meetings at the clubs today. I’ll catch you later.”

			“All right, man,” Dante says as he heads toward the door, but before he leaves, he turns. “I was right, though, wasn’t I?”

			“About what?”

			“She’s hot.” He wiggles his eyebrows. I flip him off. “Maybe I’ll just go up and talk to her, flirt a little, and see what I can get out of her. I’m sure she won’t be able to resist my charm.” He smirks, adjusting his collar. 

			The cocky asshole.

			“Stay away from her until we know more,” I order, not liking the idea of him talking to her. 

			“You’re no fun,” he says as he exits.

			I sit back in my chair. Mystery amounts of cash. Close with the Violantes. Who are you?

			


Chapter Three

			Natalie

			JAB. JAB. CROSS. KICK. DUCK. HOOK.

			“Nice!” Stephen yells as he lands with a thud. 

			I stand over him, a proud smirk on my face. I reach down to help him up. 

			“Natalie, you’re making a lot of progress,” Stephen says as he catches his breath.

			“I feel like you’re going easy on me,” I say as I walk over to grab my water bottle.

			“I used to, but it’s getting harder and harder to go easy on you. You seriously just took me by surprise there.” He pats me on the back.

			Stephen’s been my trainer for the last five years. I had a few before him, but none are as good. My Papa insists Donna and I learn how to defend ourselves. She can throw a punch, but she’s stopped training when she turned eighteen. 

			I couldn’t stop, though. I get this amazing rush, like I’m on top of the world when I’m fighting. I feel powerful and in control. The killer workout is a plus.

			“We’ll pick this up tomorrow. I’m gonna try some new techniques and exercises with you. Seriously, good job,” he says as he runs off to the front of the training center to greet his next client. 

			After a hot shower, I’m in desperate need of some coffee before I head to class. As I type in my mobile order and make my way to the café right off campus, my thoughts wander to summer before my eighteenth birthday, when we were in Italy, as we were every year.

			* * *

			“You have fifteen minutes to complete this drill. First one to make it to the end wins,” Papa instructs.

			Papa sets up courses, which get harder each year. He wants us to be prepared. This year is different; we’ll be using live ammunition. That explains why one of the soldiers handed us bulletproof vests.

			I stare off into the lush clearing with the ocean gleaming in the background. Making mental notes of the space was now scattered with targets, obstacles, and booby traps about half a mile long. Papa owns acres of the island of Sardinia. His men had set up obstacle courses for us each summer to make sure we’d get practice should we ever need it.

			“Shall we make a bet?” Donna smugly suggests.

			“The two losers have to wire a hundred thousand dollars each to the winner?” I recommend.

			“Nah, we need something priceless. Winner gets to tell the two losers to do anything for the rest of the summer,” Dom challenges, coming up from behind us. 

			Donna and I share a look before I glance back up at Dom. “Deal.”

			“Let’s go!” Papa barks, snapping us out of our laughter. 

			He’s in boss mode. It always amazes me how he can transform from the doting father to the don. The boss.

			My siblings and I get into position and take our marks. Dom snaps his head side to side to crack it, while I stretch my quads out and Donna stretches out her arms. I scan the area once more, noticing opportunities of hidden traps. Several men were instructed to hide behind the barriers and had been ordered to attack at full force. Papa was not messing around. I know there’s a sniper hiding farther down. I wonder if he was instructed to shoot at us and if either Dom or Donna noticed. 

			As I prepare to take off, my ears roar, and my senses spark. I’ve never felt more alive than when I’m in the middle of action. Though I’m not sure how true that is, seeing as I’ve never actually been put in a situation to use these skills. 

			Papa shoots his gun into the air, and Dom and Donna take off. I take another second to see where the soldiers pop out from, finding the best path to the end of the course. Donna is met with resistance while Dom has already taken out two men before I move. I run past Dom and over the haystack. 

			A bomb is planted somewhere. When I finally spot it, I grab it. It’s crazy, but I have a plan. I rush past one of the wooden barrels, and a soldier jumps out. Before he can move, I throw the dummy bomb, and smoke plumes from it, blinding him. I have to keep moving. A gunshot goes off, and the grass by my feet erupts—definitely has a sniper. Thanks, Papa. 

			Ducking, I see an opening. As I take off into a sprint, another soldier barrels at me, knife in hand. Kicking him in the stomach, I block his swing, but the man is huge and barely stumbles. He has a baton on his belt, so I fake a right hook to his face and grab it with my left hand. Before he can process what happened, I whack him over the head with his baton. He’s too big to take down, but while he’s trying to regain his wits, I bolt. The sniper shoots again, and out of irritation, I shoot right back at him. I can’t help but laugh as he falls out of the tree with a grunt.

			Glancing around, I spot Dom battling out with another soldier. I don’t get to watch for long, as strong arms wrap around me. I throw my body forward and use the soldier’s weight to take him with me. I stand over him and point my gun at him, then shoot into his vest-covered chest. 

			Another bomb goes off, and I look over to find Dom is about to reach the end, already doing a victory dance. 

			I have no idea where Donna is.

			Without thinking, I point my gun at my brother and fire two shots, one into his bulletproof vest and another into his arm—just for shits and giggles. He stops his little dance and lets out a cry as he falls backward. He looks for the source as I sprint to the end, eyebrows pinched. 

			Donna comes out of nowhere, rushing to the end of the course after me. Her lip is busted, but she’s wearing a huge grin. I smile from ear to ear. 

			Dom lost.

			“You fuckin’ shot me!” he yells incredulously.

			Before I come up with a comeback, Papa runs in our direction, yelling, “Serves your arrogant ass right! You make a mistake, you get killed!” He beams at me before shaking his head at Dom. Donna and I break out in laughter.

			“Looks like you lose!” I sing-song back at him.

			“Well done.” Papa regards us but shoots daggers at Dom. “You can’t get cocky, or that can be deadly. You’re going to be capo, you need to start acting like it.” He inspects Dom’s arm. “You’ll be fine. It’s a flesh wound. Go get it cleaned up.” 

			And without another word, Papa was off.

			Dom fixes his glare back on me. “You could’ve killed me!”

			“Nonsense, Dom. I’m a better shot than you. If I wanted to kill you, I would have. I grazed your shoulder on purpose. Besides, you’re wearing a vest.” I pat his back with a smug grin before walking away.

			Donna follows suit, and we saunter off laughing. 

			Before we head toward the villa, Donna yells, “I think I’m craving cannoli”—she turns to our brother—“made from scratch.”

			“You didn’t win!” he calls back to Donna.

			* * *

			“Medium cold brew with oat milk and honey!” the barista calls out, breaking me from my trip down memory lane.

			Smiling to myself, I walk up to the counter to grab my much-needed iced coffee and take a sip before sitting. Its coolness rushes down my throat, and my body comes alive. As I move through the cafe, I spot an open table outside. It’s a cool April morning in New York City, just nice enough to sit outside. It’s been a while since we’ve been able to be outside like this in the mornings, so I take full advantage of the empty table.

			I’m scrolling through my phone, catching up on emails and texts, when I hear a male voice call out for me. I redirect my attention up, and green eyes stare back at me.

			“Oh, hey, Jeremy. What’s up?” 

			Maya’s right. He’s attractive. Dimpled smile, dirty blond hair, big green eyes. He looks exactly like an old-money New York City bachelor should. A little too polo and preppy for my taste but handsome nonetheless. 

			“Just seeing how your paper for Milovich is going?” 

			“Ugh, it’s a nightmare. What do you think?” I laugh, covering my eyes with my hand.

			Jeremy laughs. “Same. Shit’s giving me hell.”

			“It’s just busy work. What was yours on again?”

			“Immigration,” he answers lightly. “Yours is on RICO, right?”

			“Yes.” 

			Of course, I chose the topic ironically.

			“That’s cool.” He pauses and rubs the back of his neck. “So, I was thinking maybe we could get together sometime and work on our papers together? I know they’re different, but maybe we can bounce some ideas off of each—” 

			“Excuse me,” says a deep voice from behind me. 

			I turn to the darkest, deepest eyes I’ve ever seen, accompanied by thick black lashes. His jawline and high cheekbones could cut a diamond. The man has gorgeous olive skin with short, dark facial hair contouring his sculpted face. He’s in a long-sleeved shirt, but I can see tattoos peeking up from his collar, and he has some on his hands, too. I wonder if he’s a model; we have no shortage of those in the city. 

			“You dropped this,” he says, handing me my wireless earbuds, standing to his full height. 

			That’s weird. I could’ve sworn they were zipped up in my bag. 

			“Thank you,” I reply breathlessly, reaching for them. 

			We stare at each other, then a cough breaks me from the trance. I look back over at Jeremy. I forgot I’d been talking to him.

			“It’s no problem at all,” the handsome stranger replies as I look back at him. “Have a nice day.” He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. 

			Hello, Mr. Tall and Mysterious. My mind screamed danger, but my body had other thoughts. 

			“I’m sorry. What were you saying, Jeremy?” 

			“Oh, just that we should get together and work on our papers together.” 

			“That sounds great. I have to go, or I’m going to be late.” I stand to gather my things. “But I’ll see you in class this afternoon?”

			“Of course.” He nods with a sweet smile. 

			I speed-walk toward the campus to get to my class on time.

			Nico

			There she is, right in front of me, sipping her morning coffee. Oat milk and honey, what an odd combination. She doesn’t notice me. She’s playing on her phone. I sit at the table next to her, and some preppy douche approaches her. They must know each other. I wonder if I can get her attention. I look down, and her bag is within arm’s reach. I unzip the bag and grab the first thing I can feel. Earbuds. These’ll do.

			Before I can interrupt them, I hear “RICO,” and that piques my interest immediately. She’s writing a paper on The Racketeer-Influenced and Corrupt Organization Act? Interesting.

			Maybe she’s using the Violantes to extract information out of them? Damn, she’s one hell of an actress if that’s the case. I was even sold when I saw them outside of the restaurant the other day.

			Barely listening to their conversation, I can tell Preppy has a crush and is trying to ask her out. It’s kind of painful to watch but amusing. 

			This is my opportunity.

			“Excuse me,” I say to her, her black eyes shooting into mine as she sucks in a breath. “You dropped this.” I hold her earbuds to her, wondering if she felt the jolt of electricity I did.

			She looks at them like there’s a mystery to be solved. I use the moment to take in her features. Her long dark hair and eyelashes that fan over her cheeks, silky skin that’s mostly covered by a long sleeve blouse and jeans, and full lips. 

			Damn, she’s stunning. 

			“Thank you,” she says. 

			The fucker coughs.

			“It’s no problem at all. Have a nice day.”

			I watch her for the next week. So far, I know she wakes up early and goes to a building with no cameras inside. I’m assuming it’s one of those private gyms that doesn’t allow cameras. Which is a shame. She has a killer body. I’d love to see her use it at the gym. Well, I’d actually like to see her use it in other ways, but I’ll take what I can get. Afterward, she goes to class or studies. She owns that Porsche but prefers her Audi e-tron Sportback.

			She spends a lot of time with one of her tall supermodel-looking friends and some other classmates, usually studying on campus or grabbing drinks. I’ve come to learn that Preppy is actually named Jeremy. Jeremy van der Sar. His family is old money. I’ve seen him get handsy with her a few times, and I get this unfamiliar rush of possessiveness I don’t like. 

			She hasn’t spent too much time with Dominic, a quick lunch here and there. She frequents that Chinese restaurant every Thursday, according to her bank statements. Nothing seems unusual, except for the large sum of money that consistently shows up in her account. 

			I’ve had men tailing Dom, too, but he’s been quiet. It’s making me anxious. It’s like he’s genuinely here to see this woman. Hell, he doesn’t even sleep with her. He’s been staying at a hotel all week.

			Are they just friends? I haven’t seen anything sexual yet. I’m oddly pleased by this. But she definitely means something to him. I can tell by the way he looks at her. I need more answers, and I’m tired of waiting. Dominic is a hard no. He’d be too difficult to grab, and even if we were successful, there’d be consequences. We really don’t need a war right now. 

			But her? Her, I can break. I almost feel bad. Almost. But it’s not enough to stop what I’m about to do. 

			It’s Thursday, and I order Joe, Rafaele, and the third guy—whose name, I learn, is Mario—to make a grab for the girl. They have strict orders to wait until she’s leaving the restaurant to make the grab. If she’s a regular and doesn’t show up, I don’t want to draw attention to it. I know Dom will be four hours north for the day—I tapped in on his phone conversation. Son of a bitch is a bitch of a hack. But soon, we’ll have her, and soon, we’ll have answers.

			“Don’t forget to disable the cameras,” I tell them before walking off the club’s empty dance floor and back to my office. 

			These morons better not fuck this up. They’re already on thin ice after what happened at our shipping docks. If they can’t handle a small woman, I’ll have to kill them.

			I spend the day making sure our spreadsheets are up to date. Legal and not so legal. We’ve recently acquired a new nightclub, The KA.RA, and will be using this new location as our new main office. The owner was forced to sell when he owed too much money. We got this place for a steal. Great timing, too. Too many cops sniffing around the old one. A lot of them are on our payroll, but plenty still think they can change and make a difference. Fucking pricks. 

			After compiling a list of names of people who owe us money, I send it to Dante. As our enforcer, it’s his job to ensure we get those payments. It’s also his job to take care of it if they can’t pay us back. 

			In the evening, I finish a late dinner at one of the restaurants that pays us for our protection. I expected confirmation from Rafaele about the job by now. I’ve been checking my phone every ten minutes for the last hour. Nothing.

			


Chapter Four

			Natalie

			The week has gone by in a blur. Between class and studying, I barely have time to breathe. But Maya has plans for my birthday Saturday evening, and I’m ready to let loose. I wonder what trouble we’ll get into this year. I wouldn’t put it past her to have new ideas. It’s Thursday, so I came into Ming’s. I walk in and freeze at the sight.

			“Surprise!” a number of voices yell. 

			Ming stands with the staff and has a giant cake with sparkler candles going off. They sing, “Happy Birthday” to me, and I blow out the candles. I look at the beautifully decorated cake and wish for more out of life. 

			I’d have to unpack that later. 

			I stick around, catching up with the staff who watched me grow up, but I don’t eat anything. I wasn’t in the mood for Chinese, but not going in on my usual day just didn’t feel right. 

			“How’s the birthday girl doing?” Ming asks, coming out from the back.

			“I’m good, Ming. You really didn’t have to do all that, but I’m so touched,” I say, pulling him into a bear hug, even though he’s more bearlike than I am.

			He wraps his big arms around me. “Nonsense. You come here so much you practically pay the bills. Do you have any fun plans this weekend?”

			Hopefully meeting a handsome stranger and having hot birthday sex. It’s time. I had ended things with this guy I’d been seeing six months ago after he expressed his feelings of wanting more. However, I need this dry spell to end, and hopefully, this is the weekend.

			Cutting myself out of my thoughts, I say, “Maya is taking me out Saturday night. She has a whole day planned for us.”

			“That makes me nervous.”

			“You and me both.” I laugh. 

			Maya was trouble—a good time but trouble.

			“But she assured me it’d be low-key. Spa day and dinner with her and Donna, then a club where Dom will meet us. She said she’s getting too old.” I rolled my eyes. 

			We were just heading into our prime, for crying out loud!

			“Well, I hope you meet a nice man soon so you can settle down and stop getting into trouble. You’re too smart to get involved in all that nonsense.”

			“I don’t need a man, Ming. Besides, something tells me, man or no man, trouble will always find me,” I joke. 

			I thought I heard him say “you have no idea,” but it’s so quiet that maybe it was all in my head.

			“Anyway, I’m exhausted, and I have a long day tomorrow, so I’ll see you next week. Thanks for the cake,” I say as I get up and grab my purse.

			“You, too. Happy birthday, Natalie.” 

			He’s always said my name like it was foreign on his tongue or from some inside joke I wasn’t in on. 

			After hailing a taxi, one comes out of nowhere. Thank God. I’m so tired I could fall asleep standing. 

			The taxi driver rolls in the wrong direction before I can give him my address, so I blurt it out. He doesn’t listen.

			“Hey, I said my address is the other way.”

			Unease settled in my stomach.

			He doesn’t respond. Just as I’m about to poke his shoulder, he floors the gas and makes a sharp right turn, whipping me back into the seat.

			“What the hell are you doing?” I yell. “Let me out right now!”

			He swerves through traffic and makes another sharp right turn, then slams on his brakes. 

			We’re in an empty alley. Shit. 

			Tires screech, and I look for the source. Two black SUVs with tinted windows pull up. Chills covered my body. They found me.

			My ears grow foggy, as they always do, when a wave of adrenaline rushes over me. But something new takes over, too. My mind flips a switch. Everything slows as the sound drowns out. I tap my smart watch to alert Dom that something is wrong. He had a panic button installed on my watch and phone in case of an emergency. 

			I snatch my Beretta out of my purse. I usually don’t carry weapons on me, but with the attacks going on, Dom said I need to protect myself. Thank God I listened to him this time. 

			Without thinking twice, I aim and shoot the driver in the head as the door to the back seat opens. I turn to my right, kick the guy in the face as he reaches for me, and shoot him in the forehead, too.

			The door behind me opens, and the third man grabs me by my hair, dragging me out. I let him pull me out of the car so that I could swing my elbow back into him then slam my head back into his. I had to act fast and get him down—if he learns I can actually defend myself, he’ll put his defenses up. That’s the one thing a lot of men do. They underestimate women, but I’m not mad. I’d use it to my advantage.

			As I try getting away, something slams into my head. Next thing I know, strong arms are around me. Fuck. Now I see why Papa and Dom insisted Donna and I take on combat training. I need to make sure he doesn’t get the upper hand, or I’m screwed. 

			When I pretend to give up, he relaxes. Idiot. As he does, I use his arms to pull my legs up with all my core strength and wrap them around his head. I use his own momentum to flip him and slam him to the ground. He wasn’t expecting that. Good. I can practically see the birds chirping around his head as he’s taking in what happened. Before he can gain any composure, I shoot him right in between his eyes.

			I scan the alley, pointing my gun out, looking around for more men.

			“Only three?” I say to myself as I roll my eyes, of course. 

			They assumed I’d be an easy target. Papa made sure people knew little of my existence. No one knew I was an expert shooter and fighter. Not that I’ve had a real opponent until now. As annoyed as I am that they underestimated me, I am grateful because, with any more men, I would’ve been fucked.

			Looking at the dead bodies in front of me, I examine my damage. The adrenaline has my hands shaking as I take photos of their license plates. My phone rings—Dom. I tap the answer button.

			“Fucking shit, Nat. I’ve been worried out of my goddamn mind. What the fuck happened? I’m on my way to your location now.”

			“Sorry,” I say, catching my breath. “I think I’m in shock. I didn’t hear my phone. I was leaving Ming’s and got into a taxi, and two other SUVs showed up, and they tried to—”

			“FUCK!” he screams into the phone, causing me to pull it away. “What did they say? What did they want? Do they know who you are?”

			“The hell, Dom. Do you think we just sat around in a circle trading each other’s secrets while painting each other’s fingernails? I didn’t ask questions. Shoot first, remember?” I rub the sore spot on my head. 

			Seriously, what did he hit me with?

			“You killed them?” He sounds impressed. It never failed to amaze me at how quickly he could calm down.

			“There were only three.” I sigh, scanning bodies again as if expecting they’d come back to life.

			“I’m proud of you, but this isn’t good. Who were they?”

			“First of all, are you coming to get me? Because I have no idea if there’s more of them lurking around, and I’d rather not be here when the cops show up. You don’t seem worried or in a hurry at all. Second, I’m sending you photos of their plates.”

			He laughs. “I’ll be there in two minutes. I’ll have the clean-up crew come deal with them.”

			“No,” I blurt. “I want whoever sent them to find the bodies.”

			“Ice Queen,” he replies. 

			At the time, I didn’t realize how true his words really rang.

			I take a deep breath. “I’ve never actually had to kill for real before, Dom.”

			“Fuck, I know.” He sounds regretful. “I have your location pulled up. I’m a minute out. You’re lucky I came back early. Fuck. You’re lucky.”

			The fog I was just in lifts as Dom pulls into the alley. He’s mad again. So much for calming down. He stares at the photos I’d sent him as I put on my seatbelt. He runs it through some software he had our hacker and his best friend, Franco, develop.

			“Fucking hell.” He hits the steering wheeling.

			“They found me, didn’t they?” 

			I didn’t even want to say the name. Having grown up with the mafia, I know Papa wanted to keep as much of this world away from me as possible. He told me only what I needed to know and made sure I could fight off any potential attackers, but that was it. Of course some things slipped through.

			“Triad?” he asks, looking at me cautiously. He pauses before looking back at his phone. “Not sure I sent the images over to Franco.” 

			“They don’t look like they could be Triad, unless they were hired. Could be Russian or Italian, but I didn’t get a good look,” I say as I run my hands through my hair.

			“Plates come up blank. If it’s not them, the only other people it could be is the Cosa Nostra. It’s possible they know you’re in New York.” 

			“What do you mean, they know I’m in New York? I grew up here.” 

			“Yes, but you grew up as Natalie.” 

			He didn’t need to elaborate. Dread fills me.

			“What would the Cosa Nostra want from me? I thought there’s been peace for decades now? That’s why it was safe to bring me here,” I press.

			“It was until now, apparently. Maybe the Triad hired them. Rumor has it they’re low on manpower right now,” Dom replies with a sigh as he drives us to my penthouse.

			“What could they want from me? I was just a kid back then. I’m nothing now.”

			“That’s the million-dollar question.”

			Before my parents died, they were part of the Triad, a secret Chinese society heavily powered by organized crime, going back thousands of years—according to the legends. The Triad still rules most of Asia, but the U.S. sanction broke off to be independent seventy years ago. At one point, they were known for having the best stock in illegal or banned firearms. They also produced the best assassins. I’m not too sure on what they do now, but over the years, word got around they aren’t as strong. 

			I didn’t grow up around the Triad, so the Cosa Nostra could use me as bait. Papa changed my name when I was little so I could grow up with a normal life, apart from this world. My mother was ruled a traitor, but I had no other connections to the Triad, so getting a hold of me would be useless.

			As I settle into my penthouse, Dom heads into my office to make a few calls. I knew it would be awhile, so I pour wine and take a bath. Dom is getting ready to leave as I enter the living room.

			“You heading out?” I ask him.

			“Yeah.” He nods. “I’m just waiting for Matteo and Tony to get here,” he says as he fixes his jacket. 

			“How did they get here so fast?” 

			Matteo and I’ve had a noncommittal thing for the past few years. We live in different states, so it was just whenever we’d see each other on holidays. He doesn’t have much going on upstairs, but he sure knows to use what’s beneath the belt. 

			“They’ve been here the whole time, just out of sight. I can’t come to the city alone. That would be suicidal. I’ll have them stay with you, and we’re setting up more security in your penthouse, so we know exactly who enters and exits the building. You’ll be safe.”

			“Thank you.” I walk up to him and wrap my arms around him.

			He takes a deep breath as we stand in silence. “Sempre, sorellina.” Always, little sister. Papa made sure I was fluent in Italian. 

			Just then, there’s a knock at the door. Dom looks into the peephole before opening the door. Matteo and Tony walk in, clad in their signature black-on-black ensemble, decorated with their tattoos all over their muscles. Matteo winks at me, and Dom and I roll our eyes. Tony nods, always all business.

			“Tony, I want you up here guarding her door. Matteo, downstairs in the lobby.” 

			Tony agrees, while Matteo smirks. I try to hold back a laugh. Dom knew about Matteo and me, and he didn’t like it one bit. 

			“All right, I’m out, Sis.” He kisses my forehead and turns to his men. “Matteo, Tony, we’ve got some guys coming in tonight to relieve you from your shifts in the morning. Until then, don’t move and don’t let anything happen to Nat, or I’ll have both your balls nailed to the back of a semi with you still attached.”

			Natalie

			“I’m sorry, what?” 

			Maya nearly falls out of her chair as I tell her what happened at lunch. 

			Well—I may have left out the part where they were mobsters and just told her it was a mugging and that there was only one of them, not three. I would rather say nothing, but I can’t not explain the extra security detail following me around. I also don’t mention the bodies I left behind . . . allegedly. So many lies.

			“If you’re too shaken up, we don’t have to go out tomorrow.” She grabs my arm. 

			I look over at her. As always, she’s in a colorful ensemble with bright lipstick. 

			She probably thinks I’m freaking out after I don’t answer her right away. I was shocked when it first happened. But I don’t feel bad about it, and that’s what has me twisted in knots. The blood lust. It’s addicting. I liked killing those men. Not only did I feel strong, I felt a high. I felt more in control of myself than I ever had in my entire life. Sometimes, I wonder what I’d be like if I didn’t have to bury that part of myself.

			I shake myself out of my own thoughts before Maya panics.

			“No way,” I say casually. “After the week I’ve had, I need to get out more than ever. And I need to get drunk.”

			“Oh, good,” she says, clapping, “but only if you’re sure! Seriously, I wouldn’t be mad if you’d rather stay in.” In the same breath, she follows with, “We should totally pregame tonight.”

			I laugh, shaking my head. “I don’t think that’s how pregaming works, Maya.”

			“Sure it does,” she says with a wink.

			“Well, either way, I can’t. Donna and Cesare are flying in today, so I’m having dinner with all of them.”

			“I think it’s so amazing that Cesare takes care of you as if you were his own daughter.” 

			She doesn’t know the irony of that statement. She knew I wasn’t close with my adoptive parents, who she thought were my real parents. They’re good people. They’ve just been through some trauma.

			“The conference starts next week. Are you excited?” I ask, eager to change the subject. 

			It works like a charm. She doesn’t pry any further and goes off about the upcoming conference Columbia was hosting, for which she was on the board. She knew I didn’t like talking about my family. Not that it was bad—it was just hard to keep a story straight if she knew too much, and she definitely couldn’t know the truth. 

			* * *

			Later in the evening, I’m with Donna in the penthouse suite at the hotel she, Dom, and Papa are staying at. We’re rewatching our guilty pleasure, Gossip Girl, a show we could recite by heart. 

			Dom and Papa have been chatting in the office for what feels like hours, and I can’t help but feel like the other shoe is about to drop. Some sort of doom is coming. I’m trying to stay positive, at least for my birthday. Everyone came out for it. 

			“You want to know what the most unrealistic part of this show is?” Donna asks as she shovels popcorn into her mouth.

			“Do tell,” I respond. 

			Neither of us bother to look away from the screen.

			“Not one mafia storyline. I’m genuinely surprised the mob never made an appearance in any episodes with these egotistical billionaire types—you know how many of those people Papa has in his back pocket. You expect me to believe Serena didn’t once get tangled up with one?” Donna huffs.

			I laugh at her assessment. We spend the afternoon catching up on life. We haven’t stopped talking since they got off the plane this afternoon. It’s good to have Donna around. It’s nice to just be myself. 

			I never had that with my adoptive parents. They were kind, never abused me, but there was always the giant elephant in the room. So, when I was eighteen, I moved out. I didn’t see the point of staying; we weren’t a family, and their job was to keep me safe until I was an adult. We still talk now and then, but I’d never actually be their Natalie. 

			Just as I was taking a trip down memory lane, someone knocks and opens Donna’s door, breaking my train of thought. Ronnie, Papa’s right-hand man, comes in. 

			“Natalie, the boss would like a word with you.”

			Donna and I look at each other.

			“Don’t worry, it’s probably just your birthday present!” She pushes me off the couch with an encouraging smile.

			I nod and head into the office. The sinking feeling is back.

			When I walk in, I find Cesare sitting at the desk and Dom sitting on the edge. Definitely not my present. By looking at their expressions, I have a feeling my life would change. I stop at the door, too afraid to step farther.

			Papa gestures to the seat in front of him and Dom. “Mia dolce bambina, please sit.” 

			Suddenly, I’m taken back to the moment Papa told a six-year-old me he was sending me away.

			Dom looks angry, which wasn’t new. But he also looks anxious. That’s what worries me.

			“What’s going on?” I ask as I sit. 

			Papa knows I hate beating around the bush. As if he could read my mind, he spoke again.

			“So direct and to the point.” He laughs. 

			His eyes wrinkle around the corners, emphasizing his age. He’s always been the big, scary, handsome protector. Don’t get me wrong—he still is, but the years are showing on him now. In my mind, I still see a man in his early thirties, not fifties. Dom sighs and rubs his face. I look at him and back at Papa, waiting for someone to speak.

			“What do you remember about your mother, amore?” 

			That was another thing. He’s never addressed me as Natalie, not once in almost twenty years. 

			“She was beautiful. Always laughing. She called me princess. And you two were in love. She was a traitor for marrying you, which is why I can’t go back and had to change my name,” I say.

			“Yes, we were in love,” he said, smiling as if he were recalling a memory. “And a princess, you are.” He pauses. “It’s time you learned the truth. The whole story.”

			“Whole story?” 

			“It is no secret that your mother and father’s marriage was arranged and so was mine to Luciana’s.” 

			Dom and Donna’s mother.

			“What does this have to do with me?” I work on keeping my heart rate down.

			“When your father died, it is true that your mother and I got married because we were in love, but we also got married for tactical reasons. Otherwise, the Outfit wouldn’t have allowed it. We wanted to give you your best chance.”

			“My best chance?”

			“Because of who you are.” He pauses. When I don’t respond, he continues. “Your father was Peter Liu.” 

			My mouth goes dry, and my heart rate jolts. I knew that my birth parents were part of the Triad, but I didn’t realize my parents were the Triad. King and Queen. Peter Liu was the dragon head of the U.S. Triad. He was also known as “The Mad Dragon” because of his sick and twisted mind games. He was a patient man. Could play the long game. A true master at psychological warfare. I didn’t know much of that world, but Peter Liu was infamous. Everyone knew who—what Peter Liu was in the underworld. 

			“You said my father’s name was—”

			“I lied,” Papa says.

			I’m a Liu? What the hell . . . This whole time, I thought my real last name was Cheng.

			“So, if my father was the head of the Triad, then that would make me . . . ?”

			“The heiress,” Papa replies. “Your mother was not a traitor. That’s not why they want you dead. I lied about who you were to protect you. The less you knew, the better, but before Peter died, he knew he wanted you to be his heir.” 

			Now that’s a surprise. 

			“He didn’t care for a boy after you were born. The moment he held you in his arms, he knew you were special,” Papa says, smiling fondly. “Your mother agreed, so after he died, she intended to honor his wish. But you both needed protection—not everyone in the Triad was supportive of a woman becoming the boss. We got married, and the Triad and Outfit formed an alliance. Our main concern was that you were protected at all times so that you could, one day, take your father’s place. But then she got sick.”

			Grief falls over his face before he snaps out of it.

			“And things changed,” I say, void of emotion.

			“Yes. When she died, her brother, your uncle Andrew Li, took it as his chance to take over since Peter had no siblings and no other living relatives. Andrew put out an order for your assassination. He hired the Bratva to do it, so it wouldn’t get back to us, who was responsible. One of our moles, of course, informed me, so I came up with a plan to let Andrew believe he succeeded.” 

			He hired the Russian mafia? 

			All the pieces were falling into place, all the answers to the questions I’ve been too afraid to ask. He always said growing up in the Outfit would have been too dangerous for me, but this made more sense. It’s why he sent me away, why I had to change my name, and why I wasn’t allowed back in Chicago. But everything I knew was a lie to cover up an even bigger lie.

			“That’s why you sent me to live in New York?”

			“Yes.” He nods. 

			“So, why are you telling me all of this now?” 

			“We believe the Cosa Nostra has connected the dots on your identity since Dominic has arrived in town.”

			“But he’s been here hundreds of times?” I asked. 

			“I have word that they believe the attack on their docks a few weeks ago was us.”

			“Okay, but that doesn’t answer what they want from me. Should you even be here, Papa?”

			Dom finally spoke up. “They don’t know he is here. Only me. And we don’t know what they want yet, but we’re looking into it. My guess is, they think if they get their hands on you, they can use you as leverage with the Triad, so they can form their own alliance. The Triad is weak right now. They’re bleeding money and owe a lot of favors. The only thing keeping them afloat was their black-market weapons. If the Cosa Nostra can catch them, they can take over their territories and the trade of illegal arms.”

			“You think they want to take over the drugs and weapons trade?”

			“Those drugs and weapons get shipped worldwide. The Cosa Nostra own most of the harbors. They want to take over internationally,” Cesare answered.

			“The Triad has deep connections in New York and Chicago; it would be a smart move on their part.” Dom added.

			“So, what happens next?” I ask.

			Papa pulls out a folder from the desk drawer. “Nothing yet. But you need to be vigilant.” He places four images on the desk. “You need to memorize their names and faces.”

			“Why can’t you just email this to me?” I ask, looking over the images.

			“Because of this guy.” Dom points at the third image in the row.

			My eyes practically fall out of my head. 

			The text under it says Niccolo ‘Nico’ Delucci—consigliere. 

			My heart does this pitter patter thing. What the hell. It’s Mr. Tall and Mysterious from the café. 

			Fuck. I’ve heard the name, but I had never paid the Deluccis any mind. A simple Google search would’ve saved me a lot of trouble. Everyone in NYC—hell, the East Coast knows who they are. To the outside world, the Deluccis are multi-billionaire business owners. To the underworld, they are the Cosa Nostra, one of the most powerful Italian crime syndicates in the nation.

			They have complete control of the East Coast. It was easy for them to attain, considering they owned all the docks on this side of the states—at least, that was their legal cover. They also owned most of the clubs and had a solid grip on the construction industry. If the Cosa Nostra didn’t own it, someone was paying them for their protection. If you wanted anything in or out, you’d have to go through them. While they have several enemies, only an idiot would go against them. Even Dom—most of the time, when he’d come to visit me—would use the business as a guise, so he wouldn’t raise suspicions. It was too risky to fly under the radar all the time.

			He’s the “consigliere” of the Cosa Nostra, the advisor—meaning, he’s the brains. 

			I study the image. It’s obviously an older one from a few years ago. I can see it in his face, and the tattoos don’t quite go up his neck just yet. He’s still handsome. His whole family is. No wonder they’re always being written about. I shake my head to stop myself. Snap out of it. He’s the enemy.

			“He’s also one of the best hackers out there and probably the one that ordered the grab on you.” 

			Fan-fucking-tastic. Something is definitely wrong with me. Telling them about my encounter with him won’t make a difference and will only set Dom off.

			Papa points to the first image. “Giuseppe Delucci, he just stepped down, and now, his eldest”—he points to the second image—“has taken over as capo.” 

			The name under it read, “Sebastiano ‘Bash’ Delucci.” 

			“This is Dante Borelli, their enforcer.” 

			I take in the images. Luckily, I have an excellent memory; it doesn’t hurt that they’re attractive. Jesus, I’m going to get myself killed. 

			As I’m taking all of the information in, a thought occurs to me, and my heart feels like it’s going to split. My adoptive dad, while kind, didn’t love me, and the only other dad I’ve known is Cesare. 

			“You were only raising me to take over the Triad?” I look at him.

			“No,” he says firmly. “If I had it my way, I would’ve kept it from you forever. But I knew I couldn’t rob you of your birth right. My plan was to tell you after you graduated. I wanted to give you the tools so you have the choice. If you want to claim the Triad, I know for a fact there are still Triad members who are loyal to the rightful heir and that the Outfit will also stand by you. The choice is yours, bambina. But I will tell you, there’s not much of an option anymore if they know who you are.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“If they know you exist, Andrew will stop at nothing to make sure you’re dead. You either die or you take over,” Dom answers.

			“How do I know they won’t kill me when I take over?”

			“You don’t.” They answer at the same time. 

			Well, that’s lovely.

			“And if I don’t want to be the dragon head and just want a normal life?”

			Papa answers this time. “He won’t let this go. You’re a loose end.”

			Dom walks me out of the room as I’m still processing. Once we’re outside of Donna’s door, he stops and grabs my shoulders. 

			“We won’t let anything happen to you. We’ll be there for you. I’ll be there for you.” I nod and look into his eyes. 

			“Sempre,” I whisper. 

			He pulls me into a hug. A real hug. We stand in silence before I join Donna.

			The rest of the evening has me reeling over this new information about my life. Everything I know is a lie. I thought my dad was just a soldier and that I’d been put into hiding because my mother was a traitor. I knew Papa had a reputation, but I’m really starting to see the extent of his true colors. I wasn’t angry; I know he did all of this to protect me.

			What kind of fucked up situation is this? Was I really going to have to take over? If I choose to walk away, what would I do then? Change my name and move again? Would I have to cut all ties from my family? I shoot down the idea the moment it crosses my mind. Absolutely no way am I leaving my family behind. Papa and Dom are right. I don’t have a choice. 


This isn’t something I can run from anymore.

			I have to kill Andrew Li and take over or die. The question is how?


Chapter Five

			Nico

			Three dead bodies. 

			Three dead bodies, all with a single bullet hole in each. 

			Who is this woman?

			“I’m going to fucking kill her,” I say, scanning the scene.

			I’m standing over three fucking dead bodies. Luckily, the cops are on our payroll, so they clear out fast enough. 

			“I want to see the security footage,” I demand, knowing the cameras are disabled. 

			Being so fucking pissed, I’m in the mood to be a dick, so I’m going to be unreasonable. Did I mention the three dead bodies?

			“Pulling up the footage now,” Dante replies, typing on his laptop in hand.

			“Wait, no one disabled the cameras?” I ask.

			“They fucked up. Idiots. No wonder she took them down so easily.” 

			“She did?” 

			I know it was her, but still not willing to accept it. 

			“Take a look.” Dante hands me the laptop.

			I pull up grainy video footage. It looks like the taxi pulled up to the SUV, as planned. Idiots—how hard is it to follow simple instructions? I practically spoon-fed them this mission. I’m glad she took them out.

			I watch the screen, mesmerized by her speed and grace. She shoots Joe, who was in the driver’s seat, before Mario and Rafaele get to the car. Damn, she’s fast. She shoots Mario right in the forehead as he opens the door—no hesitation. I can’t help but be impressed. Rafaele drags her out of the car, and she manages to get the upper hand and takes off. He throws his shoe at her. His fucking shoe. I take a deep breath as I watch this embarrassing encounter continue. As he goes to grab her, she uses her whole body and knocks him on his back, shooting him in the forehead. Damn. For a tiny thing, she’s got some fight in her. She took them out in four minutes flat. And she knows how to use a gun. Rein it in, Nico. She just killed three of your men. Why are you complimenting her?

			I pinch the bridge of my nose. Those fucking ass heads. I’m only glad she killed them, so I don’t have to waste time and energy doing it myself.

			“She’s feisty. A pint-sized goddess of destruction,” Dante says admirably, looking over my shoulder. 

			I look over at him. His eyes are glazed with lust. I don’t like it one bit. 

			“She could be an assassin. That would explain the money,” Dante suggests. 

			Fuck, this is the last thing I need.

			“At this point, I wouldn’t rule out anything. She’s clearly well trained, and we can’t make a mistake like that again,” I say as I take in the scene again. “We’ll keep surveilling her until we know more.” I shove the laptop back at Dante and storm off. “Delete any evidence of this and clear up the bodies.” I head to my car and start the engine. 

			“Done,” Dante says. 

			Natalie

			“Okay, wow . . . I think I look hot?” I say, gazing at myself with my hands on my hips. 

			Swiveling, I check out my attire in my floor-to-ceiling mirror in my closet. 

			“Holy fuck. Nat. I wish I had your legs,” Donna says as she stands next to me, applying her mascara. 

			Even after all these years, my name didn’t sound right coming out of Donna’s mouth. I can’t help but roll my eyes because Donna, much like Maya, is one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. 

			Like Dom, she’s tall, blonde, but has gentler features and literally looks like an angel. Especially tonight. She is wearing a skin-tight, white, strapless jumpsuit that left little to the imagination, with feathers etched across the top, and killer white stilettos. 

			“Donna, you’re like eight inches taller than me?” I look at her like she’s crazy.

			“I should have never stopped training.” 

			Catching her slip up, we pause, locking eyes with each other in the mirror. Thankfully, Maya didn’t pick anything up and quickly interrupts our silence when she pokes her head into my closet. She straightened her hair tonight, so we know she’s serious. 

			“You do not think anything. Natalie, you do look hot. And welcome!” she says as I roll my eyes. 

			Not only is she my best friend, intelligent and gorgeous, but she has a talent for hair and makeup, with the best fashion sense. She also looks amazing tonight in her more colorful attire, compared to Donna and me. Maya is in a very short puff-sleeved orange-and-fuchsia dress that ties at the waist with a plunging neckline and stunning lime green stilettos that would no doubt cause a riot.

			“Shots!” Maya yells like she can’t contain herself anymore, running to the kitchen.

			“Yes!” Donna calls out, following her.

			“I’ll take one!” I yell back, fixing my lipstick. 

			As Maya and Donna make themselves comfortable in my kitchen, I look back at myself in the mirror. I’m wearing a champagne minidress that could pass as a shirt covered in Swarovski crystals. It falls mid-thigh, just under my butt. It has thin straps and a deep neckline and falls loosely around my body, but it’s slightly see-through so you can still see my curves. I have a lace bustier and tiny matching shorts that might as well be underwear. I choose sky-high nude strappy pumps. At five foot even, I need all the height I can get. I remind myself that I’m a normal twenty-something, not some psycho who had just murdered three grown men. Donna hands me my shot and a lime from over my shoulder. The three of us stand in front of the mirror, laughing.

			“Cheers to twenty-five years!” Maya exclaims, raising her shot in the air. 

			Donna follows suit. “Buon compleanno, bella!” Happy birthday, beautiful! 

			We clink our glasses and throw our shots back.

			Natalie

			We pull up to one of the hottest clubs in the city, The KA.RA just half-past eleven p.m. After two more shots of tequila, I feel buzzed.

			“Okay, so Dom got us a table in VIP. It’s all under my name, so we’re all set,” Maya says, walking backward but facing us. 

			We head straight to the doors, ignoring the line.

			“Wait, I thought you planned this?” I ask.

			“I did. But I made him pay for it, duh!” she says, nudging my shoulder. “Besides, I knew if I brought it up, he’d pay for everything.” She smirks.

			“Where is our idiot brother, anyway?” Donna asks, looking around. 

			“He’ll be here later,” I respond as Maya talks to the bouncer. 

			A stunning brunette hostess with the biggest boobs I’ve ever seen leads us up the spiral stairs. The club is live tonight. Colorful lights stream around the room as the DJ blasts music. Our bottle service girl introduces herself to us and pours three glasses of champagne, then opens a bottle of tequila for us. 

			I’m going to regret this in the morning. 

			I look around and find Matteo and Tony already in the VIP section, who are standing at either exit just in case something happens. 

			“Oh, I’ll be right back. I told Max I’d meet her,” Maya yells into my ear, getting up.

			Max’s name is Meixiang. She’s a Chinese-international student who’s finishing her PhD in Chemistry. She’s currently looking for a job to become a pharmaceutical scientist so she can stay in the states under a work visa. She’s a literal genius. 

			“Tell her she can join us!” I yell back.

			“I will, but it’s not really her scene!” Maya runs off. 

			“Let’s dance when Maya gets back!” Donna yells as she pours us each another glass.  

			Two men approach. One looks like he had just graduated high school, while the other wouldn’t even make eye contact with us. The younger-looking one opens his mouth, but before he could utter anything, Donna shoots him the death glare from hell, and they both scramble. 

			We would eat them alive. How did they even get up here? As they make their escape, Maya appears. 

			“You’re totally getting laid tonight,” Maya yells over the music. “You look so hot!” 

			“Oh, yes, please. Let’s find some hot, delicious men whose lives we can ruin.” Donna claps. 

			We finish our champagne and shimmy to the dance floor. As we head down the spiral staircase, Maya hands me a small bag of pills.

			“Where did you get these?” I ask, surprised—though I really shouldn’t be. 

			This is Maya.

			“Max! She’s been making her own special concoction of shit to earn some extra cash,” Maya replies before popping a pill in her mouth. 

			“No thanks!” I hand her back the bag, remembering the conversation I’d had with Papa and Dom earlier. 

			I don’t have any qualms with drugs, but I can’t risk it at a time like this.

			“Suit yourself,” Maya says as she shoves the bag into her clutch. “I can’t believe she hasn’t snatched up a job yet.” 

			“I don’t think you can stroll in and be like, ‘Hey, guys, I have this drug that could be borderline lethal, definitely illegal, but it makes you feel good. Trust me—I’ve tested it on all my friends! Hire me,’” I reply sarcastically, and Maya huffs into a laughing fit.

			As we make our way to the dance floor, a group of men with a table pull us in. Bachelor party. The guys are wasted but a total ball to be with. They offer us shots, and we clink glasses to congratulate the groom. They have a bachelor weekend bucket list, and one of the items is to convince a woman to flash them. Maya, of course, takes them up on the offer. As the group is mingling, I feel a set of eyes on me. I look over to my right, and a very tall handsome man is walking my way. As he gets close to me, I realize who he is.

			“Hi,” he says, nodding.

			“Hi,” I say back. 

			Brushing hair behind my ear, I pretend to be shy, taking in his features. He’s tall, tan, and lean. His long dark hair is pushed back, and he has a gorgeous set of hazel eyes. I’m looking for any visible weapons, but he probably thinks I’m just checking him out. I want to laugh. Men always underestimate women. I can’t let him know I recognize him.

			“Dante,” he says as he sticks his hand out. “Can I get you something to drink?” 

			The enforcer for the Cosa Nostra. This can’t be one of their clubs, can it? 

			Maya’s eyes widen from behind him as she mouths, “He’s cute!” 

			Looking away from her, I stifle a laugh to glance back at him and take his hand. “Natalie.”

			He then looks around and back at me. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.” 

			“What was that about?” Donna asks as he walks away.

			“No idea,” I reply as we look in the direction he jets toward. 

			Nico

			Dante: Spotted.

			Me: What?

			Dante: My future wife.

			Dante sends an attachment with the last text message. It’s an image of the dark-haired menace herself in the flesh. 

			What the fuck, she’s at our club? And what the fuck does he mean his future wife? Another unjustified wave of jealousy courses through me. I leave my office to head to the VIP section so I can see for myself.

			Looking at one of the tables, I see Happy Birthday, Natalie! written on the plaque we have for our guests to spend a certain amount of money. How did I miss this? 

			I call over the hostess. 

			When she arrives, I order, “Let me see a list of the reservations for tonight.” 

			She unlocks her tablet without question. Swiping through, I recognize one of the names. The reservation is under her supermodel-looking friend’s name: Maya Villanueva. 

			After walking to the railing, I look down and spot Dante talking to our mystery woman. Just as I’m about to threaten him, Bash comes over on our head piece. Thank God because I wasn’t sure what I was going to say. I just knew I didn’t like him talking to her. 

			“Dante. You’re needed in the basement,” Bash says. 

			He doesn’t need to explain further. He was capo, and when he says jump, you don’t ask how high—you’re supposed to just know. This usually means there’s either someone who needs to be taken care of or they’re already dead, and their body needs to be taken care of. 

			Natalie

			I’m not sure how long we dance. The music is just right, and I’m having the best time. An attractive man has his arms wrapped around Maya as they “dance” on each other. If I’m not Auntie Natalie in nine months, I’d be shocked. Donna knows better than to let anyone touch her while Matteo and Tony are present. Plus, Dom could show up at any moment if he isn’t already acting as security from VIP. I dance with a few guys, but I send them off when they get too handsy. In the distance, Tony and Matteo look eager to step in, hands on their concealed guns. 

			So dramatic. 

			After having a few drinks on the dance floor, I have to use the restroom. I point back upstairs at the girls, and they nod and join me. We head back up to our table in VIP, where Dom is waiting. He hugs me, picking me up in one of his big bear hugs.

			“Happy birthday, sorellina,” he yells as he spins me.

			“Thank you!” I say, stumbling as he sets me down. 

			Women glare at me and ogle my brother from out of the corner of my eye.

			“Are you having a good time?” he asks.

			“Yes, I’m having so much fun!” 

			“Drink all of it,” he orders as he pours a glass for Donna and Maya. 

			Thirsty—although not drunk—I down the glass. I need to slow down. I don’t want to lose too much control.

			Dom, Maya, and Donna hug and fall into easy conversation. They pour more drinks as I excuse myself to go to the restroom. There’s never a line in the VIP restrooms, and for that, I’m thankful. 

			I wash my hands, then check my phone, responding to some happy birthday texts. As I exit the restroom, I relax after this week’s revelations but then I feel a shift in the air. I halt. A chill whisks through the hallway, alerting the hairs on the back of my neck. I look up from my phone and lock eyes with him. 

			Nico Delucci is standing, tall and sexy as sin, in the dim hallway, leaning against the wall. I should’ve left the minute I saw their enforcer. 

			I’m able to get a better look at him this time. Older than the photo, short facial hair that made him even sexier. He’s also bigger now, if that is possible. If only this man wasn’t trying to kill me. He stands proud, clad in a gray suit and a white button-up that hugs him in all the right places—that also does nothing to hide his protruding muscles. If he flexes, he’ll rip his whole wardrobe off. 

			Admiring his ink, I scan his arms and neck. I’m sure ink covers his torso, too. I lick and bite my lips. Fuck, I hope he didn’t notice. I make eye contact with him. Shit, he totally noticed. 

			What should I do? Don’t panic, for starters. Do what you always do. Pretend to not know anything. I throw on my best smile—if there’s anything I’m good at, it’s a poker face. 

			“Excuse me,” I say, scooting past him. 

			He doesn’t budge. 

			Brushing him as I pass definitely helps. 

			I look up at him, and he just looks me up and down. Twice. 

			What is he, six-foot-four? I’m maybe five-four in these heels. 

			Lust is blown in his eyes. Or maybe desire—the desire to kill me. 

			Fuck. I killed three of his men. Of course he wants to kill me. Now he’s here to personally do the job he’d sent them to do.


Chapter Six

			Nico

			Does she not know who I am? I’ve seen her twice now, and she hasn’t reacted. Her face doesn’t scream panic; it’s screaming for me to take her. Make her mine. 

			Fuck. I only meant to watch her tonight. To see her in person. But that dress. That sad excuse of a dress. I saw Dominic arrive, and he just had his hands on her. He must not know the Cosa Nostra just took over The KA.RA; otherwise, they wouldn’t be here. Regardless, I can’t stay away from her. 

			I take in her whole body. Twice. Our eyes meet, and she’s caught me checking her out. Oh well. She did it first. Possessive rage boils inside me, seeing her out in a dress like this. I didn’t want anyone else looking at her, especially Violante. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her from the moment I saw Dante with her. Neither could every other douchebag in the club. Although trying not to smash every man’s skull into the wall who talked to her or even looked at her, I realize I have no right to feel this way, and I hate her for it. 

			When I saw her talking to Dante after I told him not to, I really thought I was going to shoot my best friend. I told myself it was because he could’ve compromised everything, but I knew that was a lie. I could kill her right now. Girls go missing from clubs all the time.

			She tries to get past me, but I don’t move. She’s blushing. Fuck if that wasn’t cute. She either really has no clue as to who I am and wants me, or she’s one hell of an actress. She could be an assassin. I should let her go, but I can’t.

			“You’re the girl from the coffee shop. What brings you out here tonight?”

			She smiles. Christ. That fucking dimple. 

			“I’m surprised you remembered. It’s my birthday,” she says sweetly. 

			I’m almost convinced she’s as innocent as she looks. Damn, she’s good. 

			Bending forward, I grab her right hand into mine. She gasps as electricity jolts my body. I wonder what she sounds like when she’s gasping for other reasons. I know she feels it, too. Her chest heaves, but I force my eyes to stay on hers. 

			“You’re not easy to forget.” I bring her hand up to my lips and kiss the top of it. “Happy birthday.” I bring her hand back down but don’t let go. 

			She doesn’t pull away, either. 

			God, she smells good. It’s intoxicating. She smells like a sexy mixture of amaretto crème, cherries, something floral, and her own intoxicating scent that is just hers and hers alone.

			“Thank you,” she replies breathlessly before biting her bottom lip and taking in a deep breath, but she doesn’t break eye contact. 

			Moving toward her, I give her a chance to back away, but she doesn’t move. She stiffens her spine as she looks up at me. Is she fucking with me? 

			“You’re so beautiful.” 

			I catch myself leaning into her. Fuck. This is a mistake. But all I can think about is how badly I want to kiss her. 

			Before I know it, that’s exactly what I’m doing. She doesn’t push me off, but she doesn’t kiss me back, not right away. Placing a hand behind her neck and one on her back, I pull her to me, deepening the kiss. 

			Finally, she opens for me, and I let my tongue explore her mouth. She tastes amazing. Now I’m wondering where else she could possibly taste good. My cock strains through my pants.

			Her body relaxes as her arms come up to run her fingers through my hair, and I forget all thoughts of who she is or why I’m here with her. I back her into the speakeasy we use for storage behind us. To my displeasure, she tenses and pulls away. For a second, she looks like she’s about to bolt but then she looks around. I keep my arms firmly around her. 

			“How did you know this was back here?” she asks, breathless. 

			And fuck if that didn’t make me want her more. 

			“I own this club,” I reply, not taking my eyes off of her as she takes in the room. 

			I’m still cautious of her. I don’t know if this is an act and she’s going to pounce at any moment. She’s still holding onto my biceps, and I can’t help but smile. 

			She looks back at me and tilts her head to the side, surprise etched on her face. Maybe she really doesn’t know who I am. I’m too turned on to think. My cock was going to get me killed one day. I pull her into me, not wanting any more distance between us, and force my mouth back onto hers, harder this time. She moans into my mouth as she kisses me, small hands running through my hair. I walk her back into the wall and move my hands just under her ass to pick her up. She immediately wraps her legs around me. Her body feels good against mine, like she was made for me.

			She glides her hands across my back, neck, and chest. I know she is wet. All I had to do was reach down. After snaking my hand up her back, I grab a fistful of her hair, giving me access to her neck. With my other hand, I massage her breasts over her dress, and she moans as I kiss a trail down her neck, taking in her scent. I pull away to look into her eyes. Lust. I move my hands down her body slowly, giving her a chance to stop me. She grinds her hips into mine, and I take that as approval to keep going.

			My mouth is back on hers, and I reach the paradise between her legs. She’s soaking as I push her panties to the side and use two of fingers to spread her wetness to her clit. She moans into my mouth again. I press my fingers inside of her. 

			Fuck, she’s tight. She’s perfect.

			Natalie

			Oh my god. I could kick myself. How did I not know this club belonged to the Cosa Nostra? This had to be a new development. Dom wouldn’t have allowed it otherwise. 

			And what the fuck am I doing? Well, I know what I’m doing, but what am I doing? This could be a setup. But he feels so good with his body pressed against mine. 

			I have a death wish. If I die right now, I absolutely deserve it. 

			He can’t be pretending. You can’t fake a hard-on like this. As if he can read my mind, he presses his length against me. I know he’s hung. I’m making out with the man who’s tried to kill me. The man who’s tried to kill me has his fingers inside of me right now. They feel so good. I’m so hot I can’t even think. How long have I been gone? I hope no one comes looking for me.

			I should tell him to stop and run for dear life. But I don’t want to. He feels and smells so good. Like someone took the deep depths of the ocean and the coastal winds and mixed them with pines and mahogany. 

			I want this. I want him. 

			I thrust against his fingers as they enter me, and his palm rubs my clit. I let out a moan. Thank God no one can hear us over the music.

			“Fuck,” I cry. 

			Needing more, I work my hands down his torso and unzip his pants. He stops what he’s doing and looks down at my hands. I look back up at him. 

			I can tell he’s thinking, To fuck or to kill? He’s making a choice. I can see it in his eyes. I don’t even give him a chance to change his mind. 

			“I want this.” I breathe out and press my lips against his.

			“What is it that you want?” he asks against my mouth, smirking. 

			I bite his bottom lip. “I want you inside of me.” 

			He kisses me again but pulls away too soon.

			“Nico,” he says as he adjusts my legs around him.

			“What?” I blink at him, stupefied. 

			Too much is going on at once.

			“My name. Nico. What’s yours? Since I’m about to be inside you,” he says with a smirk as he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a condom. 

			Oh God, that smirk.

			My whole body is on fire. “Natalie,” I barely whisper. 

			He doesn’t take his eyes off me as he rips open a condom wrapper with his mouth, the other holding me in place. He adjusts his pants, and his cock springs out, ready to play. 

			Holy shit. He’s huge, hard, and beautiful. Did I just call his cock beautiful? As he puts the condom on, I realize there’s no fucking way that’s going to fit inside of me. I stiffen, my eyes wide. 

			As if he could read my mind, he laughs and kisses me. He’s rubbing himself against my wetness now. I let out another moan. His kisses trail up my jaw until he’s at my ear. He lines his cock up at my entrance and pauses. I’m fighting for air at this point it’s so hot. 

			Then he whispers, “You’ll take it.” 

			I become wetter at his words, and he pushes his length into me as he growls.

			“Oh god!” I cry out, grabbing his back, digging my nails and heels into him as I take in his size. 

			He doesn’t move. He looks into my eyes. Our mouths are lined up as we breathe each other in. We stay there for a moment. Then he kisses me, but he still doesn’t move his hips. I kiss him back and wiggle my hips against him. I need more. More movement. More friction.

			“Please, Nico. Move.” He smiles against my mouth and moves slowly. In and out. Stretching me out.

			“Fuck, so tight,” he lets out, quickening his pace. 

			“So good,” I breathe out. It’s the best I can do as he fucks me against the wall. I’m so close I can feel it.

			“Come for me,” he whispers in my ear as he wraps a hand around my throat.

			For a second, I think he’s actually about to kill me like this. I can’t think of a better way to go. 

			“Fuck, I’m gonna—” I try to get out.

			“Me, too,” he says with hitching breaths. 

			He speeds up. I’m so close. I can feel myself coming undone. I’m just about—

			BANG. BANG. BANG. 

			Someone knocks at the door. Nico slams into me as he grunts before stopping. Did he just—? 

			“Nico! Bash needs you out back.”

			“Fuck.” He pulls his head away and looks at me, still inside me. 

			For a moment, we still don’t move, panting.

			BANG. BANG. BANG.

			“Nico! Now!”

			He stares at me like I had pissed him off, like it was my fault someone chose this very moment to knock. He pulls out of me, setting me down. I look down. He definitely finished. That made one of us. I’m still adjusting my dress as he’s walking toward the door, zipping himself up. He throws the condom in the trash. I’m still leaning against the wall, processing what had just happened. 

			He reaches for the handle, but before he opens the door, he says, “Have a good night,” without even looking back at me.

			Then he’s gone.

			


Chapter Seven

			Natalie

			I’m so humiliated about what happened with Nico Saturday night that I didn’t even bother telling Donna or Maya what happened. I told them I took forever in the restroom because I got sick. I’d rather die than tell them I had sex with the consigliere of the Cosa Nostra, the man targeting me and my family. 

			The worst part—I’ve been so hot and bothered since that night. It was like having a wet dream only for your alarm to go off right before you finish—only it wasn’t a dream. It was very, very real. 

			Our encounter is all I can think about. I never felt so alive. Was it so hot because I knew who he was and he knew who I was and it was forbidden? God, I was so close to having the best orgasm of my life. Of course it was interrupted. Because I’m me. These things only happen to me.

			I’ve been staring at my final paper for four hours because I can’t concentrate on anything else. I thought our traditional Sunday brunch with Maya and some college friends would distract me but nope. I’m hot, bothered, and hungover. 

			By Tuesday afternoon, I wasn’t any better. I tried taking care of myself, but that only left me feeling more unsatisfied. I can’t even pay attention during lecture. It doesn’t matter if I want him. I can’t have him, and if he did come back, it’d only be to kill me. 

			Shaking my thoughts out of my mind, I try to focus on my paper. School should be my focus, not some guy I met at a club who’s trying to kill me. As if my life weren’t complicated enough, I’m learning the truth about my parentage, and now having to make sure the Triad and Cosa Nostra don’t get me. I cannot get involved in anything emotional.

			Nico

			“Have a good night.” Have a good night? You fucking prick.

			Saturday night is still haunting me. I’m a fucking idiot. I should have stayed away. I don’t know what possessed me to get up to follow her. To talk to her. Kiss her. Fuck her. Actually, I did. It was me envisioning Dante talk to her, flirt with her. And the smile she gave him. I wanted that smile.

			I knew I wasn’t prepared to grab her without any witnesses, and I definitely was not expecting to fuck her in the storage closet. It was her damn long dark hair, the matching dark eyes, those killer legs I had dreamed she’d wrap around me, and her scent. I don’t know why it turned me on to watch her kill our men. But she’d fit right into my world. I wouldn’t have to shield anything, like most of the men do with their wives. I’m a moth, and she’s the flame. I want her. Strictly physical, though, I try to tell myself.

			What has gotten into me? Never had I imagined what kind of woman I wanted. I fucked them, and that was it. If I ever got married, it’d be for tactical reasons. I tried to stay away after Saturday night. That lasted about a day, which is why I’m on a rooftop across from her building, just like I have been every day since Sunday. 

			My phone rings, and I pull it out of my pocket. Dante.

			“Tell me you got something.” I ask as I look into binoculars like a damn stalker.

			“I might have something I’m not sure it’s worth looking into.”

			“Did you find who has been sending her money?”

			“That’s the thing. I’m pretty sure it’s the Violantes. It has to be, but I have no proof. They hid their tracks well, man. So, the question is—”

			“Why are the Violantes so invested in this girl?”

			“Exactly. She could be an assassin for them. She’s not Italian, so it wouldn’t draw any attention.”

			“Maybe. She can’t be a love child. I imagine Cesare’s current offspring wouldn’t be so fond of her,” I say, taking a seat on the roof. 

			Not to mention she’s not half Italian, as far as I can tell. I pause for a moment.

			“It’s worth looking into,” I say into the phone.

			“You got it,” Dante replies. 

			Just as a hang up, my phone dings again. It’s a text from my brother, Bash. I don’t hear from him as much now that he’s taken over as capo. He needed me to finish a job for him on Saturday, the job that interrupted my storage closet hookup. He’s been so busy he hasn’t even followed up.

			Bash: Is it taken care of?

			Me: Can you be less vague? You talking about the girl or the Saturday night?

			My phone lights up with Bash’s name. I answer.

			“What are you doing texting that shit? It’s a simple yes or no,” Bash yells into the phone.

			“Our jammers are impossible to get through, Bash. Calm down. No one can break through my security. And, the girl—well, I’m still working on it.” I omit some details for obvious reasons. “And as far as I’m concerned, Saturday night didn’t happen.” 

			I had to refer to the body I had to dump and not the deadly angel I was with. 

			Fuck. I couldn’t think about her without getting tied up in knots. Never thought I’d see the day. I’m not cocky—scratch that, I know I am. But I’m only cocky about it if I know it’s the truth, and I’ve never had a problem getting a woman off before.

			Fucking Dante had to come knocking on the door right as I came and right as she was about to. I made a mental note to kick his ass during our next training session. I could tell by her face she didn’t finish. And like I goddamn sixteen-year-old, I got my fix and told her to “have a good night.” That’s how she’d remember me. 

			“Are you even listening, Nico?” 

			Shit, Bash is still on the line. This girl is a distraction, to say the least. 

			“Yeah, I’m listening. No one saw me. We’re good. Now I have to go.” I hang up. 

			I’m probably the only person who could get away with hanging up on Bash. Even our little brother, Enzo, wouldn’t dare. 

			Fuck. I’ve been off my game lately. All because of this raven-haired obsession of mine. I let out a deep breath, not realizing I’ve been holding it. Before my mind can wander further, her lights flicker on. 

			Examining her place as she walks in, I notice her penthouse is luxurious. Too nice for a college student. She might be getting a law degree, but she isn’t working. Floor-to-ceiling windows. Neutral tones. Large fireplace in the living room and both bedrooms. 

			She’s dressed in a sexy silk blouse and tight black pants that did wonderful things for her ass. She drops her bag on the counter and stretches her neck out like she’d had a stressful day. I could help with that. Calm the fuck down, Nico. 

			She checks her phone as she pours a glass of wine. I should check her phone again. It’s usually nonsense from her friends, nothing telling. Then she unbuttons her shirt, and my mouth goes dry. 

			My pants suddenly feel tighter. So much for calming down. 

			Her button-up is now completely open, exposing a pink lace bra. I imagine using my knife and cutting it off of her. She reaches behind herself and removes a gun from her back, a knife from her pants, and another knife from her shoe. She takes another sip of wine, finishes the glass, and pours herself another. 

			The fuck? Was she packing the other night? No way. Her outfit hardly covered her, and it was see-through, for crying out loud. She must’ve had security at the club. She very well could be an assassin.

			She takes the gun and wine into her room as she undresses. Smart girl. She takes off her pants, leaving her in just the button-up, bra, and matching underwear. 

			My hard-on is at full mast at the sight of her. I have to adjust my pants. At this point, I have to fight the urge to not rub one off on the roof.

			She strolls to her claw-foot tub and turns the water on. She pours a bottle of what I’m assuming is bubble bath into it. Disappearing into the closet, she leaves the water running. I should definitely look away. Surveilling her is one thing but watching her bathe is another. She reappears in a robe that barely covers anything and grabs a book and her glass before she turns the water off. As she’s about to get in, she stops suddenly and makes her way to the front door.

			Standing at the entrance is one of her guards I’ve seen her with. My blood is boiling. I have no right to be jealous, but I don’t care. What the hell is she doing answering the door dressed like that? I can’t hear what they’re saying, but it looks like he’s trying to make a move on her. She obviously knows him, though she doesn’t seem interested, but I couldn’t give a shit. 

			Goddammit. I should’ve demanded she couldn’t leave the room and told her to wait until I came back so I could devour her pussy and make her come until she lost her voice from screaming my name. But that would have made her run off faster, screaming for the hills. 

			 My boiling blood scalds my veins as he places a hand on her arm. Why’s he so familiar with her? He moves a stray hair behind her ear and looks like he’s about to lean in and kiss her.

			 I think the fuck not. I’ve seen enough.

			Planning to hack into her apartment building’s alarm system, I open my laptop. “Not so fast.” 

			Proud, with a smug smile, I hit a button, and just like that, the fire alarms go off. The whole building will evacuate. But I can’t ward men off of her forever. 

			I need to act—fast. Maybe just one more time. Maybe I’m only thinking about her because we have unfinished business. Is my ego really that sensitive? This woman has me in fucking knots.


Chapter Eight

			Natalie

			My focus is all over the place. Last did not go as expected. I planned to just take a bubble bath and read for enjoyment for a change, but with Matteo showing up unannounced on top of the fire alarm going off and the building having to be evacuated, I’m exhausted. We couldn’t go back into the building for hours—as if my mind wasn’t foggy enough, thanks to the hot Italian psycho after me. Let’s add lack of sleep to the mix. 

			Even though I lost hours of sleep, the alarm going off was a blessing in disguise. I know exactly what Matteo showed up for, and I had zero interest in entertaining any of those ideas. I’m starting to think no one will excite me the same way Nico does. I push the thought out of my mind. 

			Itching for class to be over, I want to throw a pity party in a room when I feel it again. 

			The room stills, and the hairs on my neck stand. I try to resist, but I can’t. I turn and make eye contact with none other than Nico Delucci, who is sitting in the back of my lecture class, staring right back at me. I turn my head back to the front quickly. No one seems to notice he’s walked in.

			Pretending to pay attention to the rest of the lecture, I feel it’s difficult to focus while accepting these are your last moments on Earth. His gaze is burning into the back of my skull. 

			I can’t just get up and leave. I’m at the front of the class, so it will draw too much attention. I’m scared he’ll threaten to take out the whole room. Would he? God, why now? Why didn’t he just off me Saturday night? Dammit. I slept with him, and now he’s come back to kill me. Serves me right for being such a fool. 

			Jeremy’s sitting next to me. Oh god. I hope he can get out of here before this guy takes us all out.

			What feels like hours was actually only fifteen minutes, and class finally ends. As I’m packing up my things, I feel a large warm figure sit next to me. Goosebumps prickle my body, but I keep packing, as if I didn’t notice.

			“Natalie, want to grab a bite?” Jeremy asks, eyeing the man next to me curiously.

			“Stay,” he said quietly into my ear, in a demanding tone

			Like a fucking moron, I listen.

			“Uh, no, you go ahead, Jeremy.” 

			I need to get him as far away from here as possible. He eyes me warily and leaves. 

			Nico waits until the classroom is empty. There goes all my witnesses, probably for the best. He gets up, and his steps drag toward the door. I hear him lock it and pull down the blinds behind me. 

			The lecture hall is small. Suddenly, it feels smaller and hotter. I think the air is dissipating, too. 

			He walks to the front and sits on the teacher’s desk. I need to distract him. He’s obviously attracted to me. 

			Before I could stop myself, I blurt, “Am I in trouble, professor?”

			I could slap myself. I’m about to die, and my go-to tactic is role-playing? I don’t even like role-playing. Well, there’s no going back now. 

			“I know my paper was late. But I really need an A.” 

			God, did I really just say that? I shoot him my sweetest smile. I’ve committed to what I just started, and clearly, he’s caused me to lose brain cells.

			He doesn’t say anything. I can tell he’s making a decision again. To kill me or not to kill me? My breathing becomes frantic with every second he’s silent. Finally, he opens his mouth.

			“What are you willing to do to earn your grade?” he asks, adjusting his cufflinks. 

			Oh my. This, I was not expecting. He’s playing along. I feel like the wind has been sucked right out of my lungs as heat moves to my core.

			“Anything,” I say, breathless.

			“Anything?” He raises his eyebrow, and he somehow gets ten times hotter. 

			“Yes.” I try to come off as seductive, but I’m sure I just sound like a desperate school girl.

			“If I asked you to take your dress off, would you?”

			My core tightens. “Yes.” 

			His eyes narrow. “Yes, professor, you mean.” 

			I have to squeeze my legs together. I can feel myself getting wet, my core aching.

			“Yes, professor.”

			“Stand up,” he demands, getting up from the desk. “Turn around, put your hands on the desk, and bend over.”

			Nico

			My cock hardens at her words. Am I in trouble, professor? I like it. I like it a lot. 

			She’s in a flowy, lacy pink-and-white dress that stops mid-thigh. Damn, she’s beautiful. She’s bent over with her hands on the desk, as I demanded. Something tells me she’s not always this accommodating.

			I’m painfully hard at this point. My pants are about to rip. Everything in my body is telling me to just pull her dress up and fuck her until she’s screaming my name, begging for release, but I want to see how far she’s willing to go.

			“First, I’m going to punish you,” I tell her as I undo my belt and bring my lips to her ear. “Then you’re going to earn your A.” I drag my fingers up her thighs before lifting up her dress and pulling her panties down.

			She swallows. The sight is beautiful. Her pink lace panties are see-through, and her round, perky ass is just asking to be spanked, bitten, and caressed. All of which I intend to do. 

			I press my body into her from behind and pull her hair. My erection rubs her ass. She gasps as I kiss her neck and breathe the sweet scent I’ve already become obsessed with. Amaretto crème, cherries, flowers, and her. It’s addicting.

			“Do you understand?” I ask. Waiting for her consent.

			“Yes,” she replies. 

			SMACK! I whip my belt on her bare ass as she cries out.

			“Yes, what?”

			“Yes, professor,” she replies.

			“Will you be a good girl?” I ask her, rubbing the spot my belt just took. 

			“Yes, professor.” 

			SMACK! She moans, and her breathing picks up. She loves this. SMACK! She moans louder. I love how responsive she is. 

			“Are you going to turn in an assignment late again?”

			“No, professor.” She gasps.

			SMACK! I smooth my hand over the red mark on her ass cheek. “Good girl.”

			“I thought you said you were going to punish me,” she says breathlessly, then looks over her shoulder at me and smirks. “Let me know when you start.” Fuck it all to hell.

			“On your knees,” I tell her as I unzip my pants. 

			She gets on her knees, and there’s something about her at my mercy that made my cock ache even more. I pull out my cock, stroking it in front of her face. She licks her lips, staring at it. I could get used to this sight. 

			“Yes, sir.” 

			“I believe we left some things . . . unfinished the last time we saw each other.” 

			Her eyes widen, and her cheeks flush pink as she looks like she’s pondering our last encounter. I have a lot to make up for.

			“Open your mouth.” 

			She parts her lips.

			I push the tip of my cock into her mouth slowly. She licks and sucks, grabbing onto my thighs for support. I use one hand to guide her head and the other to wrap her hair around my fist. I groan out loud. Fuck me, this is heaven. I watch as her head bobs around my length, her cheeks hollowed out as she sucks, her noises pushing me over the edge. I’m about to explode. 

			“Fuck,” I cry out, “that feels good.” 

			She sucks harder and faster. I almost can’t take it anymore.

			“Stop,” I command. 

			She listens and licks the tip of my cock before pulling back completely. She looks up at me with a triumphant smile, the little minx. 

			I nod to the teacher’s desk. “On the desk, legs spread.” 

			She does as she’s told and sits on the desk, leans back on her elbows, and spreads her legs wide. My mouth is watering at the sight of her glistening pussy, with her dress bunched up at the waist, wet from sucking me off. She is fucking perfect. She pants as I approach her. I stand between her legs and lean over to kiss her. 

			The tip of my cock is now sliding over the wet slit. She wiggles her hips and moans. I pull back and can tell she’s getting frustrated. I get on my knees in front of her, my eyes never leaving hers. I kiss up the inside of her thigh, skip over her pussy, and kiss down the other thigh. She’s squirming now. I can tell she needs more. She wanted a punishment. I’ll give her one.

			“You won’t come until I grant you permission.”

			“Yes, professor.”

			I press my lips on her clit, kissing her before I suck. She moans as her head falls back, her legs wrapping around my head. She looks beautiful when she’s lost in what I’m doing to her. I use my tongue to lick her entrance and slowly move up to her clit. God, she fucking tastes good. She grabs my hair and thrusts her pussy into my mouth. As I devour her pussy like it’s my last meal, she moves faster and moans louder. If anyone is outside of the classroom, they can definitely hear her. I reach up to pull her dress down. Releasing her tits, I palm them. She’s close, and I stop just as she’s about to release. She looks at me incredulously.

			“Not. Yet,” I tell her as I take her nipple into my mouth. She moans as her nails dig into me, begging for more. I work my way back down to her pussy. She jerks as I rub my tongue over her throbbing nub.

			“Remember the rule.” I devour her pussy, licking up every drop of her arousal. “Tell me what it is,” I command.

			“No coming until you give me permission,” she pants. 

			I insert two fingers inside of her, and she tightens around me. My lips never leave her pussy. Her back arches.

			“Oh, fuck!” she cries out, putting her hand over her mouth. 

			I continue to fuck her with my tongue as I reach up to move her hand away. 

			“I want to hear you,” I say to her as she looks down at me.

			“Yes, professor,” she breathes, and I go back to eating her pussy like it was my job. “Oh god, oh fuck!” Her legs quiver.

			“Say my name,” I demand. 

			“Nico!” 

			I like hearing my name on her lips, especially for this reason. 

			“Good girl.” I suck on her clit.

			“Oh my god! Ah!” 

			Her pussy tightens around my fingers. 

			“No. Not yet.” I pull my head back and stop moving my fingers, smirking at her. She huffs out in frustration. “Have you learned your lesson?” I ask, rubbing my hand up and down the outside of her thighs with my lips right at her pussy as I talk. 

			“Yes!” she cries out. 

			I smile and laugh against her pussy, kissing her clit. Slowly, I work my tongue back on her slit. She’s pulling my hair harder now, searching for more friction. She’s getting close again. I edge her more and more. Her legs tremble again as she chases her orgasm. I pull away.

			“Nico!” she whimpers. 

			I look up at her as she looks down at me, eye brows pinched. The sight is beautiful.

			“Beg,” I tell her before grazing her pussy with my lips, stroking her with my tongue.

			“Please. I need to come.” 

			“I’m not sure your punishment has been severe enough,” I tease, not easing up on her pussy.

			“Yes, it has, please. Make me come,” she pleads, nails digging into the edge of the desk.

			I kiss my way up her body that’s still trembling and desperate for an orgasm, stopping on each nipple before I plant my mouth over hers, letting her taste herself off of my lips. 

			“You’re going to let me fuck you now,” I state. 

			Fuck, I want her so badly. 

			I pull out a condom and put it on in record time. I don’t give her a warning as I thrust hard inside of her, and she cries out. 

			“Fuck!” We both yell at the same time. 

			I thought her mouth was heaven; I lied. This is heaven. Her pussy was made for me. I thought if I fucked her out of my system, it’d be easier to kill her when the time comes, but I was wrong. 

			“Nico, I’m going to come, please,” she pants.

			“Your cunt is so tight. And wet,” I say as I pull back and glide back into her.

			“Ah, for you,” she gasps. 

			I move torturously slowly, allowing her to get used to my size. It’s taking everything I have to restrain myself. I want to fuck her so fast and hard. She rocks her hips against mine.

			“Faster,” she pleads. 

			She doesn’t need to ask me twice. Increasing my pace steadily, I fuck her hard and fast, desk shaking and scraping against the tile floors. We’re both cursing and yelling. 

			“Come for me,” I finally tell her. 

			She cries out my name as she comes. I swear I see stars as I explode inside of her. This was how it should have been the first time.

			We lay there, panting for a minute. Me on top of her. I kiss her neck and work my way back up to her mouth. Our tongues clash as our lungs fight for air. 

			What was it about her that made me want to kiss her? I usually didn’t care for it during sex, but with her, I wanted more. I wanted everything. 

			A sexy whimper falls from her mouth when I finally pull out of her to adjust myself and throw the condom into the trash. She doesn’t move right away but follows my movements with her eyes. I motion for her to sit up. Without a word, I pocket her panties and readjust her clothing. She doesn’t fight me. 

			We stand in the silent classroom. She walks over, grabs her school bag, and nods. I stare at her, but I don’t say anything. I watch her as she walks away, like she couldn’t leave fast enough. Something pink on the floor catches my eye.

			


Chapter Nine

			Nico

			“Can you run this for prints?” I ask my Uncle Ricky, walking into the back lounge room of one of our clubs.

			Looping my finger into the pink water bottle’s loop, I hold it up. Won’t want to mess with the fingerprints. 

			My Uncle Ricky is our tech guy, my mother’s brother. He could do anything, and if he didn’t know how, he’d learn. But scanning prints he could do in his sleep. I notice Bash on the lounge chair.

			“What’s that?” my brother asks.

			“Hopefully, that Natalie girl’s prints. I stole her water bottle and want to see what we can pull from them,” I say as I walk over to the table Uncle Ricky is sitting near and set it down. 

			“Great idea,” Bash says as he gets up and walks over.

			“So, you think you can do it?” I ask Uncle Ricky. 

			“Is that a serious question?” Uncle Ricky pipes back, with his thick Long Island accent as he grabs his kit and pulls on gloves. 

			He examines the water bottle. “Give me ten minutes.” 

			I nod. Bash pours me a glass of whiskey, and we sit back down, allowing Uncle Ricky to work.

			“Do I even want to know how you got that thing?” he asks.

			“Nope.” I smile. 

			“You better not do anything stupid, Nico,” he demands. 

			He’s the capo right now, not my brother.

			“Relax, man. She was at a cafe and left it behind.” I lie, definitely not telling him what really went down. 

			My mind immediately drifts back to the last hour, when I had the best sex of my life. I don’t know what it is about this woman that makes my brain short circuit.

			“This is weird,” Uncle Ricky says, breaking my train of thought. 

			And I’m glad he did. Otherwise, I’d have to explain a random boner to my brother.

			“What?” Bash asks, standing. We walk back over to Uncle Ricky. “Her prints are unreadable.”

			“What does that even mean?” I ask.

			“I’ve scanned them a bunch of times. It just says ‘error,’ like the system doesn’t even recognize them as fingerprints.”

			“So, what? She like an alien or something?” I ask sarcastically, irritated. 

			“What prints does she have to get her license?” Bash questions.

			“That’s the other thing I thought of, too. When you look her up, the prints on her files don’t match the one from the water bottle,” Uncle Ricky answers.

			“Are you sure this is hers?” Bash asks, looking at me.

			“Yes. I watched her pick it up and drink out of it and put it back down,” I answer.

			“Then, whose prints is she using?” Uncle Ricky asks.

			“You and Dante, look into her some more. Nothing’s adding up, but there’s bound to be a mistake somewhere. Don’t know why this girl comes with more questions than answers, but we need some soon,” Bash instructs Uncle Ricky. 

			He nods as Bash and I leave the room.

			“You still good to go to the gala this Friday?” Bash asks me.

			“Ah shit, forgot about that. Yeah, I’ll be there,” I reply as we walk outside. 

			He’s talking about the annual Black Rose Gala, the most exclusive event. I don’t want to go, but Bash had already accepted the invitation to meet with one of our new “business associates.” 

			“Good,” he says as he pats my back. “Now, remember, it’s just a low-key ass-kissing event, schmooze the right people, so we can get our construction projects approved and on time. Don’t cause a scene. Most of the men’ll be kissing your ass anyway since they’ll need access to our docks.” 

			“When do I ever cause a scene?” I ask sarcastically. 

			“Bastard,” he laughs, shaking his head as he gets into his Maserati before driving off.

			Natalie

			“I can’t believe you’re going to the party of the year tonight! I’m so jealous.” Maya screams as she beats my face with a beauty sponge. 

			I’m going to the Black Rose Gala tonight, and if you’re a New Yorker, you know it’s bigger than the Met. Hell, Hell’s easier to get into than the Met. 

			Dom blackmailed one of the hosts with images of him participating in the Outfit’s illegal side of business. Dom was then added to the list with a plus one once he heard Sebastiano Delucci was going. Usually Papa would go, but since Dom will be capo soon, Papa thinks this is a good opportunity for him to network. We’re also going to see if there’s any talk of the Cosa Nostra’s plans. Dom didn’t bother letting them know he was going to be in attendance, since they’d make it obvious they already knew he was in New York.

			“You know I don’t care about these things, Maya.” I roll my eyes.

			I really don’t. I try to stay away from high-profile events out of fear of being recognized, which I know is ridiculous, since nobody knows my secret. But a small part of me is actually excited to be attending a party only a select few gets invited to. 

			“I know, which is why I’m going to try to rein in my green monster and not make you look like a clown on purpose,” she says, maneuvering through a rack of dresses my stylist had sent over. 

			She’s helping me with choosing an outfit and with my hair. What can’t this woman do? I could hire someone, but for some reason, I only like the way Maya does my makeup.

			“How very kind of you,” I say sarcastically. 

			Maya puts me in a form-fitting black silk gown with a very low back and high slit. It goes up the length of my leg to my hip bone. I have to be strategic about my underwear placement all night. And my gun. She puts my hair in an intricate, loose updo. I don’t wear makeup every day, but I love when Maya does my makeup. I feel like a queen when she’s done with me.

			* * *

			We’ve been at the ball for about an hour now. Dom is connecting with a lot of people, but we’re not hearing anything useful for our problem. No sign of Sebastiano yet. I’m sort of nervous there’s going to be a brawl. Nevertheless, I play the dumb socialite and get nothing but gossip.

			I try not to cringe when Dom tells people I’m his date. It just feels wrong and sick. I know he feels the same way, too. If you didn’t know him as well as I did, you’d never be able to tell. We’re both pretty convincing to others that there’s something going on between us, especially every time he leans in to kiss my temple. But I can feel his body tighten and jaw flex every time he says the word date. It’s kind of funny at this point. I never thought I’d see him squirm so much. 

			A shiver runs up my spine, and the hairs on my neck stand at attention. Oh god. He’s here. I don’t even have to turn around. My body knows it. I look around, pretending to look for a server. Through my champagne glass, I sip, looking at those dark eyes that lock onto mine from across the room. My mind has been reeling about what happened the other day. Seriously, what the hell was that?

			He looks furious. He must’ve come in his brother’s place tonight. Some blonde is clinging onto him, talking his ear off, but his focus is, unfortunately, on me. Is he going to kill me now? I cannot play this game much longer. 

			I’m still not sure what happened back in that classroom. I thought for sure I was a goner. For a moment, I thought it was a dream, but the ache between my legs proved it was all too real. The only thing I know is that I want him more than I’ve ever wanted anyone before. You don’t even know him.

			“Are you cold?” Dom asks, his arm around my waist. 

			I look at my arms and notice I have goosebumps. “Uh, no.” I look back at Nico. 

			He looks like he’s ready to kill someone, and I follow his gaze. It’s on Dom. Oh, crap. Is he here for Dom? His face goes from angry to something else. Murderous. 

			I can’t breathe. I need air, so I excuse myself and run up the venue’s stairs. There’s an outdoor garden somewhere up here.

			When I finally locate it, I can breathe. I take in a deep breath and admire the night sky. The city’s too bright to see the stars, but the moon is still beautiful. I hear footsteps freeze. I know it’s him behind me. Good. As long as he’s away from Dom, I don’t care what he does to me. 


Nico

			I’ve been talking with some millionaire suit-types all night, and I’m ready to smash my skull into the wall. They see my tattoos and think I’m an idiot, like we don’t have more money than them and like I didn’t just hack into their accounts. I know who’s cheating on their wives, has off-shore accounts, second families, and who’s losing more money than they pretend to make. On top of that, Sophia spotted me the minute I walked into the lobby and hasn’t left my side since. I’d tell her to fuck off, but I can’t risk burning bridges with her father—at least not yet. 

			It’s all the same surface-level conversations, people laughing at each other’s dry jokes and bragging about their accomplishments, trying to one-up the other. I can’t pay them any mind. Nope. I’m too busy watching Dominic fucking Violante grope Natalie, the woman who ruined sex with anyone else for me. I don’t know why I’m raging with jealousy right now, but I am. And seeing that fucker’s hands on her like she belongs to him, I could rip his throat out right now without a second thought. 

			Who is he to her? Can’t be a boyfriend if she just had one of his soldiers over. Unless she makes this a habit of sneaking around. Fuck. How did I get this deep? I’ve compromised everything. My phone rings, pulling me out of my thoughts.

			“What?” I say, not even checking who it is.

			“Black vans just pulled up out back. Plates come up blank. No one’s come out,” Dante tells me.

			“Vans? You think they’re trying to pull something on us?” I ask.

			“No, I don’t think they’re dumb enough to do it here and now with Dominic inside. I think either he’s the target or you are. Maybe even both.”

			“You think?” I ask, irritated.

			“We found some things earlier—can’t get into it now. I’m waiting for Uncle Ricky to confirm. I’m just calling to tell you to be vigilant and don’t fucking do anything impulsive or stupid.” He pauses. “Did you see her?” Dante’s pitch heightens.

			“Who?” 

			I’m officially annoyed.

			“Natalie. She’s a vision.” 

			No, not annoyed. Pissed off. 

			“Yeah, I saw her. Didn’t notice,” I say, lying.

			“Well, I did. I swear, when this is over, I’m go—”

			“Do your job, Dante, and stop drooling over some woman,” I yell before hanging up.

			At that moment, she takes off in the direction of the garden. I shrug Sophia off, and I follow Natalie. She’s moving quickly. What’s she up to? Are those vans outside hers? I pull out my phone to text Dante.

			Me: Make sure the car is on standby.

			I find her in the courtyard. She’s admiring the garden and the night sky, and I can’t take it anymore. 

			“You make a habit of cheating?” I bark. 

			“What?” Her head shoots in my direction. She looks at me like I’ve grown a second head. 

			I don’t blame her, but I don’t care.

			“Your boyfriend know you fuck other guys in clubs and in between classes?” 

			She jumps back like I had just smacked her. But her shock turns to anger. She stomps right up to me and slaps me. 

			“Don’t you dare question me!” she screams. 

			I wipe my face with my palm before looking back at her. “Who is he to you?” 

			I couldn’t stop myself from asking. This question had been eating at me since the moment I laid eyes on her. 

			“You’re one to talk. Go back to your date. What I do is none of your damn business. We don’t even know each other,” she yells back, crossing her arms, drawing my attention to her breasts. 

			She isn’t wearing a bra, and the cold air isn’t helping. Her nipples were practically begging for attention.

			“I think I know you very well.” I walk closer to her as she backs up. 

			I scan her body up and down. She looks like she wants to slap me again; I like this fire in her. Nothing at all like the good girl in the classroom.

			“It was just sex”—she glares—“it was good, but that’s all it was. You don’t get to come in here and question me so you can—”

			Just sex? Fucking liar. I grab her and bring her mouth to mine. She only resists for a second before relaxing into my embrace, wrapping her arms around me. I kiss her hungrily, taking in her scent, my new obsession. As I walk us behind one of the tall hedges so no one can see us, my lips never leave hers. Lost in her kiss, I cup her ass and lift her. Her legs wrap around my waist. Will I ever fuck her in a bed? That’s if I ever see her again. More and more, I’m realizing this woman is dangerous for me with each encounter.

			Gunshots and screaming interrupt my thoughts, and I pull away. I look around for the source, not setting her down. Shit, what’s going on? C-4 wasn’t the Outfit’s M.O. This was more on track for . . . The Triad. Fuck. I turn back to face her, and instead of finding her eyes, I’m met with the barrel of her gun. Where the fuck was she hiding a gun?

			“I’m going to ask you one time.” I hear the click as she turns off the safety. “Are you playing me?” she asks, stone-faced, eyes devoid of emotion. 

			All innocence washed off of her. 

			There you are.

			


Chapter Ten

			Natalie

			I swear, if anything happens to Dom, I will ruin him. I’m such an idiot! I’m still holding my gun in between his eyes as I think about my next move. 

			He doesn’t budge. 

			“Talk,” I demand through gritted teeth with my legs still wrapped around his waist. When the bloodlust hits, I turn into someone I don’t even recognize. I can feel it now. I love it.

			“So, you do know who I am,” he says, with that stupid, sexy smirk. 

			The bastard is smirking.

			“And you know who I am,” I say, keeping the gun I had strategically hidden dead still.

			“Actually, I don’t,” he answers matter-of-factly. 

			I press the barrel against his forehead.

			“Put the gun down, baby. Before you hurt yourself.” 

			Baby? The smug bastard. 

			He leans back and puts his hand over the barrel, like his hand will stop my bullet from smashing his skull in. 

			Adrenaline is running through me now. The gun feels so right in my hand. I realize how good this feels, so I pull my hand back. I can’t risk shooting him without any witnesses. People are running around like crazy. So, I pistol-whip the side of his face. 

			His head flies back, but he still manages to put me down gently. “Fucking hell, baby!” he yells, holding his head.

			“Not your fucking baby.” I hold my gun back up to him. “Start talking. Did you set me up?” I’m filled with rage, but somehow, I’m calm. 

			“What are you talking about?” he asks, rubbing the side of his face. 

			That’ll definitely leave a mark. 

			I smile to myself before another explosion booms. He looks over to where the sound came from, and I didn’t give him time to think. I squat, kicking my leg out to knock him down on his back. But he’s quick and only stumbles slightly. He grabs and pulls me in, giving me a chance to knee him in the balls. 

			“Fuck!” he screams as he bends over. 

			I turn to run. Someone is shooting, bombs are going off, and I need to find Dom. I need to make sure he isn’t hurt—or worse, dead. 

			Not long after, a pair of arms grab me. I swing my legs back, knocking him down. As I try to get away again, something snags the bottom of my dress, bringing me down. I’m attempting to army crawl now, but he climbs on top of me, flipping me onto my back.

			“If you thought you could fuck me to distract me enough to kill me, baby, you thought wrong!” he says, pinning my hands down. 

			Kill him? Who was shooting if not his men?

			“What are you talking about? You followed me and kissed me, you jackass!” I scream, writhing in his grip.

			“Don’t act like you didn’t like it. You kissed me back,” he says, panting with that stupid smirk still on his face. 

			I push my hips into him, and as expected, he relaxes, and I’m able to push him off enough to knee him in the stomach. 

			Men. I scramble up and run down the hall toward an exit, looking for Dom. 

			As I’m running down the corridor, another explosion erupts, and someone’s firing gunshots at me. 

			Well, fuck. At least I know who the target is now. 

			Someone pulls my body down, and I turn. Nico pulls me down behind a pillar, and I elbow him in the nose. 

			“Get away from me!” I yell, trying to get away.

			His head swings back. “Jesus, fuck! What’d you do that for? I just saved you!” 

			Man, he’s good. I’m almost convinced he’s trying to help me. He grabs my arm and pulls me in so we’re face-to-face.

			“You’re making it really hard not to hurt you,” he says.

			“Fuck off!” I spit in his face and run off. 

			Or at least I try to. I only make it a couple of steps before I look back to see him tailing me. 

			Before he could grab ahold of me, a crash whips through the air, and my body is suspended. Shattered debris and glass from the wall flies. I land hard with a thud, knocking the wind out of me. My vision blurs as the rubble settles on top of me. 

			“Wǒ zhǎo dào tā le.” We found her, I hear a deep, raspy voice say . . . in Mandarin? 

			Papa made sure I learned Mandarin. At the time, he said I needed to know how to speak the language to stay in touch with my roots. Now I know the real reason: in case I ever decide to take over the Triad.

			I try to look around, but everything is spotty. My whole body aches. I can barely hold my head up. Nico is passed out about twenty feet from me, but he’s coming to. He’s starting to move again. Two men appear in masks, standing over me. One slaps me across the face. This motherfucker. 

			“Dāng wǒ men tīng shuō gong zhǔ hái huó zhe de shí hòu, wǒ men dōu bù xiāng xìn.” When we heard the princess could still be alive, we didn’t believe it, the man says, taking off his mask. “Dàn nǐ zài zhè lǐ.” But here you are.

			“What?” 

			This can’t be happening. 

			The second man also removes his mask, and the last thing I see is a gun coming toward my face, and everything goes black. 

			Nico

			A bang goes off, and next thing I know, I’m on the ground. When I realize what happened, I look around for her. Shit, why was she so fucking stubborn? 

			I look to my left, and I see two men standing over her, speaking a language I don’t understand. One of them slaps her across the face and takes off his mask. He’s fucking dead. I reach for my gun as they say something else to her. The second guy takes his mask off, too, and pulls his gun in front of her face. He doesn’t shoot her but connects the butt of his gun to her head twice. I shoot both of them. One in the head and one in the chest. 

			I get up and make my way over to her. She’s out cold. I hear the one I shot in the chest gasping for air. Without looking twice, I shoot him in the head. 

			I pull out my phone to call Dante. “What the fuck are you doing, man? Get the fuck out of the building. What’s taking you so long?” 

			“Call and get the jet ready. We need the doc, too. I’ll be out in a second. We’re going to The Castle.” 

			The Castle, our nickname for one of our safe houses. 

			Fuck, my body was sore. Not to mention I have the worst headache because this fun-sized bundle of terror used me as her personal punching bag. I made a mental note to talk to her about this later. Right now, I need to get us out of here. She’s clearly the target. Nothing is making sense.

			I pick her up and run. Dante is barking orders on the phone, waiting out front in an unmarked SUV. I place her in the back seat and get in with her. Dante takes the passenger seat.

			“Drive! Now! Take us to the airstrip!” I yell at the driver, and he floors it. 

			I’m assessing her damage. She’s pretty banged up but nothing that won’t heal in a few days. At most, it’s a concussion. She’ll be sore and have some bruises to treat. Once I know she’s going to be fine, I take my phone out. 

			“Jet’s ready to go, man. Who’s coming?” Dante asks from the front seat, inspecting the girl beside me.

			“Just us, my brothers and a few soldiers. Call Enzo, I’ll call Bash.”

			We arrive on the strip thirty minutes later. As I enter the jet with the woman in my arms, Bash, Uncle Ricky, and Gerardo, our family doctor, are already sitting on a luxury tan couch across from a large flat screen TV. The minute they spot me with Natalie in my arms, he gets up to join us with an irritated look on his face, but I can see the sliver of curiosity. 

			Dante follows me as I place her in the plush tan seat next to me and buckle her up. She’s still out like a light. Bash and Dante sit in the seats facing ours. I put my jacket over her, not wanting her to get cold or risk any of the other guys checking her out. Again, what the hell am I doing? 

			Gerardo moves to Natalie, shining a flashlight in her eyes, making sure her injuries aren’t too serious. He pulls out a vial and syringe. Before I can stop myself, I grab him by the shirt.

			“What the hell are you doing?” I bark in his face.

			“It’s a mild sedative to keep her asleep until the plane lands. I imagine we don’t want her waking up mid-flight,” he replies, unfazed by my outburst. 

			And he had a point. The last thing we needed was for her to wake up while we’re 30,000 feet in the air.

			“She has a concussion and will have one hell of a headache when she wakes up, but she’ll be fine. The sedative will wear off by the time we land.” I narrow my eyes at him before releasing his shirt and sitting down across from my brothers. 

			Gerardo finishes tending to Natalie before quickly moving to take his seat. Darting my eyes between them, I’m grateful nobody has said anything because I don’t know what to say, either. I could’ve just left her and minded my business. Instead, I dragged the Cosa Nostra into her drama. But we’d have answers, at least that’s what I tell myself.

			Enzo, our youngest brother, and a few others are the last to join us. He scans our seats, his eyes lingering too long on our guest before he plops in the seat across the aisle next to Uncle Ricky. Any time we call for the safe house, we follow a no-questions-asked policy until we know everyone’s safe. I send him a death glare, and he just sends back a crooked smile.

			We stay quiet, but once the plane is in the air for a while, I pick her up and take her to the private bedroom in the back. When I come back out, both of my brothers, Dante, and Uncle Ricky stare at me with a mixture of incredulous and curious looks on their faces, obviously waiting for answers.

			“What?” I ask no one in particular as I take my seat. 

			Bash snaps his fingers, and the flight attendant brings us all glasses and a bottle of whiskey.

			“You gonna tell us why we’re being called to the safe house and why that girl is in your possession”—his gaze shifts to the door and back to me—“unconscious?” Bash asks me as he pours us all a glass. I realize how it looks. I took her, and now I’m on the run. 

			“Yeah, the fuck happened back there, man?” Dante says.

			“It was the Triad. Crashed the Black Rose. Two men came after her, and I think they were speaking Mandarin, but I can’t be sure.” 

			“That makes sense,” Dante states as he shares a look with Uncle Ricky before sipping from his glass.

			“Care to elaborate?” I ask.

			“Dante and Uncle Ricky found some . . . things on her. We weren’t sure at first, but if what you’re saying is true, then the pieces just fell into place.”

			“What the hell is going on?” Enzo piped up. 

			We hadn’t told him the full extent of our assumptions on what went on at our shipping docks. I catch him up to speed about the attacks, our suspicion of the Violantes, and Natalie’s mysterious appearance.

			“Shit,” Enzo says. He takes a drink. “So, why is she on this jet with us? It sounds like she’s the one they wanted. Are we protecting her now?”

			“I’m not sure. We have more questions than answers. Need to make sure she’s not a threat,” I say.

			Enzo looks at me curiously. “So, you bring her on the plane with us?” 

			“Uncle Ricky. Dante. Tell us what you found,” Bash ordered, ignoring Enzo, in capo mode.

			“We think she’s Triad,” Uncle Ricky answered.

			“I figured that much out,” I respond, rolling my eyes.

			“Well, she is, but she also isn’t,” Dante replies cryptically. 

			“Okay, this isn’t confusing at all. So, why are they trying to kill her? Aren’t they on her side?” I ask.

			“I think I know the answer to that. I wasn’t sure, but what you said about what went down tonight pretty much confirmed it,” Dante replied.

			“Go on . . .” 

			My patience is running thin.

			“Did you know that Cesare Violante had a second wife?” Dante asks.

			“No,” Enzo and I say simultaneously.

			Uncle Ricky chimes in. “They kept it hush-hush because it wasn’t too long after his first wife died. Also, his second wife’s husband had just passed, too.”

			“Jesus, guys, just spit it out,” Bash orders. He’s been less patient than me.

			“Cesare’s second wife was Nina Liu. The late Peter Liu’s wife,” Dante states.

			My body stills. We all do. You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. I look up from my glass, making direct eye contact with Dante, then Bash, then Uncle Ricky, and Enzo. All of us going back and forth. Peter Liu was one of the most dangerous, notorious, and infamous leaders the Triad had ever seen. A sick motherfucker. He was the dragon head. The underworld knew him as The Mad Dragon. It shocked everyone when he was murdered. He was found dead in his office. The killer was never caught, and he didn’t have a shortage of enemies.

			When none of us respond, Uncle Ricky continues. “When Peter died, Nina’s brother ensued on a hostile takeover and assumed the role as dragon head of the Triad. Nina and Peter had a little girl, Anya Liu, making Anya Cesare’s step-daughter. After Nina died of illness, Andrew ordered a hit, and Anya Liu was reported to have been murdered at six years old. Cover-up was a car accident.”

			“Okay, a child? That’s sick. But, so what?” Enzo asks.

			“Okay, so . . .” Uncle Ricky answers, annoyed that we haven’t already connected the dots with story time. “That little girl would be twenty-five years old today. Don’t you think it’s a little weird that Dominic Violante has this nonsexual attachment to that,” he says, pointing to the back room, “twenty-five year old woman?” 

			“And she just happens to be the same girl that the Triad is suddenly hunting,” Dante finishes. 

			Fuck me. She couldn’t be. Anya Liu? The dead Triad princess. We were all quiet for a moment. Thinking about what we had just learned, I finish my drink and pour another one before speaking up.

			“That doesn’t make any sense. We saw her file. She’s not adopted. There’s a record of her mother giving birth to her,” I argue. 

			Dante’s face lit up like a little kid on Christmas. “I’m so glad you brought that up. It’s not a coincidence,” he says as he pours himself another drink. 

			“Nineteen years ago, the Yang family received a large sum of money. I’m talkin’ money you’d kill for. They then moved from Brooklyn to Manhattan—” Dante says.

			“Dante was able to access some encrypted files. Turns out, the couple did have a little girl named Natalie. But she died at—you guessed it—the age of six from cancer. Her treatment and death were wiped from the system, and somehow, the little girl is still technically alive,” Uncle Ricky says. 

			None of us say anything.

			“We also found a photo of Natalie when she was four with her parents. We can’t tell if it’s the same woman in that back room or not because she’s . . . well, four.” Uncle Ricky places a tablet on the table with an old image on the screen.

			I know that little girl isn’t the same one on our jet. The parents were holding the little girl in between them. The little girl was smiling, too, but I could tell her eyes were shaped differently, and she didn’t have the slightest hint of a dimple. 

			Not one of us speaks, swigging our drinks.

			Swapping the girls out? It was a genius plan. Heartless. Twisted. But still genius. Cesare Violante is known to be a cunning, manipulative man. One of the smartest bosses. He put a lot of thought into keeping this girl hidden. Right in plain fucking sight. Could the girl laying in our back room right now be Anya Liu? Assuming the identity of a dead six-year-old? I almost couldn’t believe it. But then I remember she killed three of my men. And she put up one hell of a fight tonight. She fucking held a gun to my head just a few hours ago. She’s clearly trained. Suddenly, I’m reminded of the shiner on my face. I rub my left cheek.

			“Did she give that to you?” Enzo asks with a shit-eating grin, then sips his drink. 

			“Fuck off.” I shake my head, laughing. 

			I finish my drink, appreciating the warm liquid, before getting up and heading to the backroom. No one says anything to me. For some reason, I needed eyes on her to stay calm. 

			So, she isn’t an assassin or spy, but that doesn’t mean she’s not an enemy. As I watch her sleep, I contemplate what to do with her. We could keep her as a hostage. We could use her as collateral against the Outfit or as a trade for some territory from the Triad. I wasn’t actually considering any of that. I knew, in the back of my mind, what I wanted to do. Fate’s decided that. And you don’t mess with fate. 

			


Chapter Eleven

			Natalie

			Holy shit, my head hurts. What happened last night? I’ve never had a hangover like this. My head is actually throbbing. Did I do drugs? Or—fuck, was I drugged? I groan. I’m laying on my stomach as I feel around my bed. Why is it so hot? Feeling around some more with my hand, I freeze. Is this a man’s chest? Am I laying on a man’s chest?

			Then the memories assault me. The explosion, Nico, the two men standing over me. Someone speaking Mandarin. Fuck! They got me! I have to get out of here. I try to get up, but my head and body say that’s not an option. Strong arms wrap around me, and I’m pulled into his scent. Deep ocean and mahogany. It’s him. I know it’s him without even seeing him. 

			I’m calm for a second, then I panic again. Shit, he has me as a hostage, and I’m sharing a bed with him. I feel around to make sure I’m not hallucinating. Definitely him. His broad, muscular chest. 

			“Like what you feel?” 

			He finally speaks up, and I can hear his smile. I freeze, pull my hand back, and close my eyes. 

			I open one eye and take in the room. Then the other eye. I try to lift my head up, but the weight of the pain immediately takes me back down, my eyes close again. 

			“Hey, hey,” he says gently, his voice devoid of emotion, “don’t get up too fast. You took a pretty bad hit to the head.”

			“Oh god,” I grumble as I try to lean back to get some distance between the two of us. Once I’m on my back and my head settles on a pillow, I open my eyes and look over beside me. 

			Two dark eyes stare back at me. One of them is swelling as bruising forms around it. I smile a little, knowing it’s from me. My eyes can’t help but wander down his tattooed neck and broad chest, which is, unfortunately, covered by a T-shirt. 

			“What happened? What am I doing here?” I get the words out in a whisper. 

			Everything hurts. 

			He doesn’t answer right away. He just lays there like he’s deep in thought, thinking about his next move or words. 

			I stare back, grimacing. “Am I a hostage?”

			“No, you’re not a hostage,” he answers. 

			That doesn’t reassure me in the slightest. I look down and notice I’m in a T-shirt and boxer shorts.

			“Where are my clothes?” I ask, looking around to take in the large room. 

			A gorgeous fireplace sat in the room with lounge chairs and a coffee table in front of it. 

			“They were ruined,” Nico says, like he’s bored.

			“You undressed me?” 

			Seriously, what the fuck.

			“Relax, it wasn’t like that. I like my women conscious and responsive. Like I said, your clothes were ruined. I had Valentina clean you up.” 

			We’re both quiet for another moment, staring back at each other, before he finally opens his mouth.

			“Who’s Valentina?” 

			“Who are you?” he asks, ignoring my question.

			I look away, covering my eyes with my hands. My head throbbed. The light made it so much worse.

			“The same year you showed up in New York.” He pauses. “A little girl was killed in Chicago by the Triad. Or so they thought.” 

			My body stills. I don’t respond. Well, he certainly doesn’t waste any time. 

			“Then, last night, it was the Triad trying to take you. So, who are you?” 

			I shake my head, which I immediately regret. It causes me to grimace again. I keep my palms over my face to soothe my headache. 

			“No one. Just Natalie,” I whisper. 

			If I talk any louder, my head will explode.

			“So, how do you know Cesare and Dominic Violante?” My heart skips as he mentions Papa and my brother. He grabs my arm, causing me to look at him. “Who are you?” 

			“Natalie,” I insist, voice raised. 

			Desperate to get some distance from this man, I roll over slowly and force myself to sit up and stand. I walk over to the fireplace and press my palm into the wall, steadying myself. I have to get out of here. Wherever here is.

			I can feel his warmth behind me. 

			“I think you’re the dead princess.” He waits for a moment, then turns me around. “And I think it’d be in your best interest if you didn’t lie to me. Now”—he steps closer to me. I have to look up as I back up until I hit a wall—“tell me who you are.” He places both hands on the wall on either side of my head. 

			“I can’t.” I whisper.

			“Do. Not. Test me. Answer my question.”

			Shaking my head, I say, “I can’t. I haven’t been her in a long time.”

			Nico

			Fear is clouding her eyes. She is definitely her. The long-lost Triad princess, who we all thought was dead. The Mad Dragon’s daughter. She was living right under our noses the whole time. And she’s right in front of me now.

			Smart move on Cesare’s part. We’d never given a shit about the Triad. We never would’ve gone looking for her. Why would the Outfit attack us, knowing she was living in our territory? Why’s the Triad after her? That doesn’t sound like Cesare. He’s cunning and calculating. 

			After I convinced her she wasn’t a hostage and could roam freely—as long as she didn’t leave the property—she calmed down. I don’t think she believed me, but I couldn’t have her doing anything stupid while she was still injured. 

			I left her alone so she could shower and have time to herself. I sent the doc to check on her one last time and Valentina, the housekeeper, to bring her food a few hours ago. I’m in the office with Bash, Enzo, and Dante. Cosima, Valentina’s daughter, also a maid, brought us coffee. She looked like she smelled something nasty and was staring daggers into me. What was her problem?

			“Cosima,” I bark.

			“Yes, Mr. Delucci,” she says eagerly, the glare gone, accompanied by a smile. 

			My mind wanders to the dark-haired beauty, and images of her in the classroom resurface. Yes, professor. I shake my head to cut off my thoughts. The last thing I need is to sport a hard-on around my brothers and the fucking maid.

			“I have a list of items for you to grab from the grocery store this afternoon, then I need you to buy a full wardrobe for our houseguest. Valentina will be coming down shortly with her sizes,” I say curtly, and Cosima’s face scrunches back to the snarl.

			“Will do, sir,” she says through gritted teeth before exiting.

			My brothers and I look at each other. I know what they’re thinking. Cosima’s had her sight on me since we were kids. She doesn’t like that Nat—Anya is in the house, and she especially doesn’t like her sharing a bedroom with me. Tough shit. She’s my staff and nothing more. She better not cause any problems. I don’t have any issues killing her, but we’re all really fond of her mother. Valentina has been with us since we were boys, as loyal as they come. We don’t get a lot of that in our world. 

			Once the door is shut, Enzo is the first to speak. “So, the attacks on the harbor?” 

			“My theory? Had to have been the Triad. My hunch says they spoke Italian to throw us off their trail. It’s the only thing that makes sense. If everything we just learned about Nat”—I pause—“her is true, there’s no fucking way Cesare would risk her. I think that’s why the Outfit’s left us alone the last twenty years,” I answer.

			“I think you’re right. But it still doesn’t answer why. Why is the Triad attacking us and framing the Outfit?” Bash asks.

			“I called around this morning. I got word that there have also been some strange attacks in Chicago, too. They lost five men in a shootout, they thought it was us,” Dante says.

			“So what? The Triad is attacking us both and blaming the other?” Enzo questions.

			“It makes sense. If we start a war with the Outfit, The Triad is probably hoping we just take each other out and then they get New York, Chicago, and all our territories combined to themselves,” I answer.

			“Motherfuckers. And how does the girl fit into this?” Enzo asks. 

			“I think finding her was a lucky accident. The current dragon head, Andrew Li, is Anya’s uncle. She’s the only person standing in his way. He will stop at nothing to make sure she’s dead. His ego is probably wounded to find out she’s been alive this whole time. He failed,” Bash explains.

			“Well, what do we care what happens to her? I say we hand her over and stay out of it if we’re not going to use her to bargain with.” Enzo chuckles and gives Bash a cocky smile. “Or better yet, she’s sexy as hell. Before we give her back, at least let me take her for a—” 

			I see nothing but red. Next thing I know, I’m grabbing Enzo by the throat, lifting him into the air. Then his ass is on the floor. I’m on top of him in seconds, with Bash and Dante trying to pull me off.

			“What the hell was that?” Bash shouts over a coughing Enzo, face red as he’s pushing me back, Dante behind me, restraining my arms.

			“Oh, I think your little brother has a crush on the little princess,” Dante taunts over my shoulder. 

			I elbow him, and his grip tightens. Enzo is looking at me furiously but doesn’t say a word, picking himself off the floor.

			“Well?” Bash presses. 

			“Nobody is going to fucking touch her. Nobody is going to take her anywhere,” I try to say as calmly as possible, but my anger is seeping through every syllable. 

			The room was silent. Bash looks into my eyes, and I swear he can see right through my bullshit. Not that I made a huge effort to hide it.

			“Fuck,” Bash sighs as he runs his hand through his hair, taking a deep breath. “Have you fucked her?” He points at me.

			I growl as I make a move toward him, trying to shake Dante off, but he pulls me back, so I let him. I can’t hit our capo. I don’t want him thinking about her or sex at the same time.

			Dante laughs from behind me. “Bro, when did you have time to get into her panties? She was knocked out. Unless”—he pauses—“oh, you sick bastard! You took advantage of—”

			I turn and punch him square in the jaw, gritting my teeth. “Never talk about her clothing again, you fucker.” 

			Dante looks over at Bash. “Capo, your brother’s unhinged,” he teases, unfazed. 

			Bash wipes his hand over his face and turns his gaze back on me. 

			“I’m gonna ask you this once, and you better tell me the truth . . .” He says in the calm, but not I’m-anything-but-calm voice. “Have you been fucking her while you were supposed to be getting intel on her?” 

			Despite being a grown-ass man, I stay quiet. 

			“Looks like he was getting more than intel,” Enzo says, laughing as he elbows Dante and bumps fists. 

			I was going to have to kill my best friend and my brothers if they wouldn’t stop talking about her like this.

			“Dante, Enzo. Out,” Bash orders. 

			Dante lets go of his restraint, and they leave the room. 

			The door clicks, and he says, “What happened, Nico?” He walks behind his desk and adjusts his suit. 

			Why does he insist on always wearing a damn suit? We’re at the safe house, for crying out loud.

			I sigh. “I don’t know. One second I was watching her, doing my job, and the next, I couldn’t stay away.” 

			I answer honestly, unable to look him in the eyes, feeling like I just got caught taking a bite out of the forbidden apple, which was fitting, since that’s exactly what I did.

			“Are you in love with her?” 

			“No,” I answer quickly, looking up. “I don’t know anything about her. Anything we have learned isn’t even true. Her lies have lies.” At least that’s what I’m telling myself. “Plus, she’s not ready to tell us anything.” 

			Bash narrows his eyes and looks like he doesn’t believe me. “Well, you better figure it out soon, because we can’t stay here forever. She’s a liability. So, if you don’t intend on continuing anything serious with her, we don’t have a choice. We have to let her go. This isn’t our war.” 

			Let her go. 

			“You can’t be serious?” I yell.

			“I’m deadly serious, Nico.” He points at me, teeth gritted. “Violante knew you were at that gala. Hell, he probably thinks we ordered the attack and kidnapped her. We have to give her back to the Outfit before they attack us and let them know what we found out. They can deal with the Triad. This has nothing to do with us.”

			“Is that all?” I ask. 

			Bash nods. 

			I walk out and slam the door behind me. 

			* * *

			When I get back into the room, I see she’s eaten. That makes me happy. At least that’s one thing she isn’t going to put up a fight on. I look over onto the bed where she’s laying. She’s freshly showered with another one of my shirts on. And fuck, if I didn’t love the sight of that.

			Her eyes are closed, but I can tell she isn’t sleeping. Her head is probably killing her, though. As I walk closer to her, she opens them, blinking at me with those long lashes, and she catches me checking her out before looking down. 

			“I don’t have any clothes,” she says, adjusting to sit up straighter. 

			I’m well aware she has nothing else on. She must have seen the look on my face because she started blushing.

			“I’ve sent Cosima to buy you a new wardrobe. That’s why Valentina was in here earlier.”

			“Oh”—she perks her head up—“thanks, I’ll pay you back of course. And she doesn’t need to get much. I won’t be here long.” She pauses. “Right?”

			“No need. Your money’s no good to me. And that all depends,” I answer back.

			“On what?” she asks, suddenly angry.

			“On what you tell us,” I say.

			“I don’t know anything other than someone is trying to kill me. I need to get to the Outfit so we can find a way to take him out.” 

			She’s determined. 

			“Someone being your uncle?” 

			She pauses for a moment and straightens her posture. “Yes. It’s either he goes, or I go.”

			“You want to take over the Triad?” 

			“No,” she answers quietly. “But I don’t have a choice. Like I said, it’s either him or me. He won’t stop until I’m dead, whether I want to take over or not. You know how this world works.” Tremors lace her voice. 

			I nod, taking in her confession. It’s really her. The Triad princess. 

			“Can you show me to my room, please?” She winces as she throws her legs over the edge of the bed.

			“Is something wrong with this one?” I cross my arms. 

			She gulps. “No. It’s just . . . Well, it’s yours, isn’t it?” 

			My eyes wander up her legs. I can see her nipples through my white shirt. “What’s your point?” 

			“My point is, I’m not sharing a room with a total stranger.”

			I scoff, trying to hold back a laugh. “But you’d fuck one in a night club?” I raise an eyebrow, and she shoots me the look of death. 

			Damn, she’s cute, even when she’s ready to kill me.

			“I’m sure you have a room to spare in this mansion,” she replies with no effort to hold back any sass.

			“No can do. They’re all taken,” I retort through a lie. 

			“That’s a lie.” She calls me out quickly. 

			I give her the “try me” look, and she rolls her eyes. “There’re no other rooms, so you’re stuck with me,” I say, leaving no room for an argument. 

			She’s quiet for a moment, but eventually, she sighs. “Fine. But you take the couch and no touching.” 

			“No deal,” I counter.

			“Then, take the floor. I don’t care.”

			“Afraid you won’t be able to keep your hands off of me?” I smirk, teasing her.

			“Please, we both know it’s you who can’t stay away from me.” 

			She isn’t wrong. 

			I laugh. “Fine, but I still sleep in the bed.” 

			She thinks about it for a moment. “Fine.” 

			“Fine,” I repeat.

			“Okay,” she pipes back.

			“For now.” I pause. “But trust me when I tell you, you’ll be begging for my cock again in no time.” 

			She pushes me off of her grunt, and I can’t help but laugh. I could get used to being around her. I move over to the fireplace, where the bar cart stands, to pour us both a drink.

			“Where are we, anyway?” she asks, changing the subject, looking anywhere but at me.

			“A safe house” is all I give her as I turn around.

			“But, where?” she presses. 

			“Somewhere safe,” I answer, handing her the glass. Her eyes widen like she just remembered something. 

			“I need to call Dom!” 

			She looks worried. “He’s probably worried sick. This is going to be bad.”

			Shit, I forgot about her step-brother. 

			“You can’t call him yet.” I down the rest of my drink, and she slams her glass down on the table.

			“And why the hell not?” she asks angrily. “They already think you’re the ones who wanted to sell me out to my uncle. I’m sure they’re furious. I need to get back home. And I have school. I literally have less than a month left before I’m finished. I thought I wasn’t a hostage?” 

			Is she seriously thinking about school right now?

			“You’re not. You need to meet my brothers first. We’ll talk. Then we’ll decide,” I tell her, heading toward the door. 

			“Dinner is in two hours. Cosima will be back with clothes before then. Don’t be late,” I call back, not bothering to turn as I slam the door shut before she has time to argue. 


Chapter Twelve

			Natalie

			As promised, Cosima showed up about an hour later with an assortment of clothes. Valentina told me Cosima was her daughter. I saw it instantly. Cosima looked exactly like her mother but younger, and Valentina has some grays coming in. They were both medium built, and I couldn’t help but notice how nice their breasts were and be a little envious of that. Both had light brown hair and gorgeous, smooth olive skin. Valentina went on about how her daughter was so sweet and docile. That was not the woman standing in front of me. If Cosima could shoot needles out of her eyes, I’d be a living voodoo doll right now. What was her problem? She throws the bags carelessly to the ground. 

			“You won’t be here long, so I didn’t go crazy,” she says with a snarl.

			As I walk over to pick them up, she crosses her arms, giving me the death glare. If she doesn’t stop, I won’t hesitate to put her on her ass. I didn’t do anything to her.

			“Thanks. I can take it from here.” I muster up the kindest voice I can. 

			Another second with her attitude, and I was going to have to put her head through the glass coffee table. Where did that come from? I take a deep breath, trying to relax. Dom always had the anger issues, but the more and more I get sucked into this world, the less patience I have. I usually don’t have violent thoughts. Natalie didn’t but maybe Anya does. 

			I shake my thoughts and look into the bags she bought. The clothes were hideous, but I’d make do the best I can with them. Something told me she did it on purpose. Whatever. If Maya taught me anything, it was that “you rock the clothes, the clothes don’t rock you.” I don’t plan on staying here for very long anyway, so it’s just temporary. I’ll be rocking the Little House on the Prairie wardrobe. Nothing a pair of scissors couldn’t fix. The thought of my friend had me worried for her. I have a lot of explaining to do when I get home. If I ever get home.

			I choose the blue dress with daisies on them. It’s not a completely unfortunate-looking dress. You’ll have to do. I rip off the puff sleeves and cut out the extra layers in the skirt. It was floor length, so I cut it to mid-thigh. It’s actually cute now. 

			I brush my hair, and I don’t have makeup, so that’s the best I can do. Nico was wearing sweatpants, so I don’t think the dinner was anything formal, but I was going to be meeting the capo of the Cosa Nostra for the first time, so I had to look somewhat pulled together. 

			After taking a good look at my handiwork, I make my way downstairs. I smile at the sight. The brothers are gathered around, laughing and teasing each other. They look almost normal. As I walk up to the table, the man sitting at the head of a table, who I assume is Bash, gestures to the seat next to him.

			“Join me,” he says kindly, with a warm smile on his face. 

			I can’t tell if it’s just an act. 

			I slowly make my way over, my body still sore. “Thank you.” I look around the table.

			“I am Sebastiano, but you can call me Bash. You already know Nico.” He points at the man across from me. 

			I don’t miss the way he said his brother’s name with his teeth gritted. Shit, did he know? My cheeks feel hot. 

			“And to his right is our youngest brother, Lorenzo.”

			I smile at him, and he nods his head. “Call me Enzo,” he replies with a sweet smile. 

			Oh, this one was trouble. 

			“Can we get you anything? Ice? My brother here tells me you took quite a hit,” Bash says. 

			He sounds genuine. 

			I look directly at Nico, admiring the black eye and bruising on the side of this face, and smile.

			“He looks worse. But not at the moment, thank you. Maybe after dinner,” I say. Bash and Enzo chuckle, while Nico’s gaze doesn’t leave mine. Cosima saunters in and hovers over Nico. 

			“Can I get you anything?” she asks him, giving him her best puppy dog eyes, puffing out her chest, giving him a show of her perfect boobs. 

			She even ignores the capo. She’s fixed her hair and put on makeup since earlier, too. It hits me why she was so hostile. She likes Nico. I wonder if they were ever a thing. I lick the top of my teeth, trying to rein in my . . . annoyance. 

			Nico looks over at me, and as if he can read my thoughts, he leans in, grabs Cosima’s hand, and whispers something to her that makes her blush. I fake a smile at their interaction. I know he’s only doing it to piss me off. Why the hell is it working? I won’t show it, though. 

			As if my prayers were answered, a familiar, tall handsome force with dark hair, hazel eyes, and tan skin walks into the room. Casanova himself. He looks fresh off the runway. He was only in sweatpants and a T-shirt, but it was his attitude. All the brothers were in sweats or casual attire, except for Bash, who sported a navy three-piece suit.

			“Party’s here,” he exclaims. 

			We make eye contact, and he gives me a wink. I push my hair behind my ear like a goddamn school girl and give him my sweetest smile. 

			He heads straight to me, grabs my hand, and kisses it. “Dante Borelli. But I believe we already met.” 

			I see the look he gives Nico. He wants to mess with him, too. I think we’re going to get along great.

			“Dante, it’s nice to meet you again.” I pull the chair out to my left. I can see Nico’s glare out of the corner of my eye. Two could play this game. “Why don’t you sit next to me? You owe me a drink, after all.” 

			Dante’s eyebrows raise to the ceiling, and he gives me a shit-eating grin. “I’d love to, sweetheart.” He plops down, and I swear I hear Nico growl from across the table. Dante leans close to my ear. “I know what you’re doing.” He’s wearing a devious grin.

			I lean back into him and whisper, “And I know what you’re doing. I see right through you, Dante Borelli.” 

			We both laugh, but Nico looks like he’s going to flip the table over, his fist in such a tight grip, his knuckles turning white. Cosima is completely unaware, still trying to keep his attention. He dismisses her with a wave, not even bothering to look up at her. She gives me one last glare before exiting, and I make a mental note to keep an eye out for poison.

			Dante leans back in his chair. “So, what should we call you, sweetheart? Actually, don’t answer that. I like sweetheart.”  He winks. 

			Realizing the room is silent, I roll my eyes, and all four men stare at me. I don’t know what to say. What should they call me?

			Bash broke the silence. “You do have a name, don’t you?” He stares me straight in the eyes. Right at that moment, Valentina and Cosima appear with large dishes of pasta, bruschetta, and bottles of wine, buying me some time. The men’s shoulders relax, and I think about my answer while they’re distracted.

			Thinking back to what Nico asked me this morning, I ask myself, Who are you, really? I wasn’t lying. I hadn’t been her in a long time, but I could feel her breaking through the surface. 

			When I killed their men, when the Black Rose was bombed, and just now, when I’d imagined Cosima’s head detached from her body. She was always there. I made the choice to own it. I am who I am, and whether I like it, the underworld is about to know about her. Once Valentina and Cosima head back to the kitchen, I sit up straight and take a deep breath. I hold my head up to address the men in front of me, but I don’t make eye contact with any of them. 

			Four sets of eyes are still trained on me.

			“Anya. My name is Anya.”

			


Chapter Thirteen

			Anya

			The room is silent again. You could slice through the tension.

			After a moment, I break the silence.

			“I only just found out who I really am. I thought my name was Anya Cheng until I learned about my . . . parentage.” 

			“Anya Liu, huh?” Nico replies, as if he’s testing it out. 

			The first person to use my real name in twenty years.

			I begin to tell them everything. It didn’t matter—they already knew the truth, they just needed me to confirm all of it. They even fill in some of the gaps. The words poured out like they had been bottled up. I guess they had. Twenty years is a long time. I recall the conversation I had with Cesare—after their failed attempted kidnapping, I remind them. I explain to them about my mother’s marriage to Cesare, how my adoptive parents came to be, and how I ended up in New York. The real Natalie Yang. They didn’t even act surprised by any of it.

			Bash explains that the Triad have been sanctioning attacks on the Cosa Nostra and Outfit and framing the other so that the Italians can take each other out without the Triad having to get too involved. We all sit in silence again, waiting for Bash to decide. 

			Dante stares at his phone but then cuts in. “I just got word that, after the attack at the Black Rose, Andrew Li went into hiding. Anya is definitely the target. No one knows how he found out about her, though. He thinks the Outfit is going to come after him.”

			“How do you know? Is there a rat?” I ask.

			“Yeah, and where are you getting this information?” Nico asks.

			“I made some connections. Don’t worry about it. Dominic probably got caught visiting you—it’s not hard to put two and two together,” Dante says.

			“Connections?” Bash asks, raising an eyebrow.

			“Yep,” Dante says, offering no further explanation. 

			“How do we know they’re not setting us up?” Nico asks again. My head ping-pongs between them.

			“It’s not a trap. I need you to trust me. Let me do what I do best.” Dante shoves another spoonful into his mouth. 

			I remember Papa saying Dante was the enforcer. A people hunter.

			“If he’s been attacking the Outfit and the Cosa Nostra the whole time, why is he just going into hiding now?” I ask.

			“My guess is, because neither of us knew it was him. We thought it was the Outfit and vice versa. The men he sent to get you at the Black Rose failed, so their cover’s blown. Now he doesn’t want any smoke,” Dante answers. 

			This is a lot to take in.

			“But Dom knows you were at the gala,” I say to Nico. “They still think you’re behind the attacks, and now they probably think you’re holding me against my will.” I look at Bash. “I need to call Pa—Cesare to let them know what I just found out and so I can get home.”

			“We’ll help you,” Bash finally says. 

			What? I don’t remember asking for help. I just want to go home. 

			Dante and Enzo look up at him with their eyebrows sky-high, looking surprised by his decision. Nico didn’t take his eyes off me. 

			“You’ll help me get home?” 

			I need him to be clear.

			“No. You’ll stay here under our protection, and we’ll help the Outfit locate Andrew Li. Once we find him, you can return to your family.”

			“Does this mean I can call them?” I perk up.

			Bash nods, picking up his fork. “Nico and I will be in the room. We need to make sure Cesare and Dominic understand the conditions.” 

			I nod, and to lighten the mood, I hold my drink up in agreement. The rest of dinner held lighter conversation. Mostly Bash updating the guys on the legal side of their business.

			After we finish eating, Bash, Nico, and I head into Bash’s office so I can call my family. Bash doesn’t go to his desk. He gestures to the love seat, sitting on a leather chair by a giant fireplace. I bet they have one in every room. I sit on the love seat, and Nico sits by me.

			“Why are you helping me?” I ask as Bash pours three glasses of whiskey.

			Bash shrugs. “The Triad has been a pain in my ass these last few months. We’ve lost millions because of them. If there’s anything I can do to get Li out of my hair faster, I’ll do it. He won’t leave you alone—that’s trouble for all of us.” 

			Nico and Bash share a look I don’t understand. For some reason, I don’t believe him.

			Nico 

			Someone knocks on the door, and Uncle Ricky comes in with a burner phone, hands it to Bash, and leaves with a nod.

			Bash hands Anya the phone before he says, “Keep it short.” 

			She takes the phone and nods. She dials a number, and someone picks up almost immediately.

			“Violante.” 

			He sounds like he’s trying to keep his voice calm. Anyone else would be fooled, but not me. He’s panicking. 

			“Dom!”

			“Nat! Where the fuck are you? Are you okay? I swear to God if those Delucci bastards lay a hand on you—” 

			I snort at his statement, and I can hear commotion in the background. “Dom, listen to me.”

			“Bambina?” another voice comes on the line.

			“Papa,” she whispers. 

			I can hear the love in her voice. A part of me imagined what it would be like to be on the receiving end of that. I shake my head out of my thoughts.

			“We’re both here. You’re on speaker,” Dom replies.

			“Are you hurt? Where are you?” Cesare’s voice comes through the phone.

			“Listen, I don’t have a lot of time, but I’m safe. It wasn’t the Cosa Nostra behind everything. Andrew knows I’m still alive,” she whispers.

			Dom lets out a string of curses in Italian.

			“Amore,” Papa says, “are you sure you’re all right?”

			“Oui, quand on rougit, ça signifie ‘oui,’ n’est-ce pas?” Yes, when someone blushes, it means ‘yes,’ doesn’t it? she replies back in French. 

			Where have I heard that? I wonder if she knows I’m fluent in French, too. That must be their code so she can signal to them she’s safe. Smart girl. Or she just used the code to say that she is in danger.

			“Tell me everything,” Dom demands. 

			She explains to him how she ended up at our safe house. The two men that came after her. That the Cosa Nostra is willing to help.

			“Where are you? We’re coming to get you,” Dom says. 

			She looks at Bash and me, and we nod. She knows what to say.

			“Dom,” she whispers, “their capo has agreed to let me stay here with them until Andrew is found.”

			“LIKE FUCKING HELL YOU ARE!” Dom screams so loud my eardrums could have busted.

			“You don’t have a choice,” I say. “She is safer with us, and you know it. The Triad doesn’t know she has any ties to us.”

			“Ties to you? The fuck do you mean? She still doesn’t,” Dom spits back, annoyed.

			“He’s right, Dom,” she responds, probably not wanting him to ask any more questions on how we met. “Andrew won’t think to check out the Cosa Nostra for my whereabouts.”

			“We’ll help you find him. Then we’ll hand her over, and he’s all yours. Our only condition is that you take him out,” Bash says to the phone.

			Dom sighs. “Why do I feel like there’s a catch?”

			“There isn’t one. We want Andrew off our asses. He cost us money, tried to manipulate us and almost sent us into a war. We’ll help you find him, but you take him out. Consider this an act of goodwill,” Bash answers. 

			Dom scoffs but is quiet for a moment as he thinks it over.

			“If anything happens to her under your watch,” Dom finally says, “I will hunt every single one of you down, kill your loved ones one day at a time until there’s no one left, right before I kill you myself.”

			“I’d like to see you try,” I pipe back, holding back a laugh. 

			She shoots me an exasperated look, and I can’t help but smile. She’s so damn cute.

			“She’ll be safe with us. We’ll do the east, you guys take the west,” I say before he can argue any further. 

			“Don’t fucking tell me what to do,” Dom barks.

			“As soon as we locate him, you bring her to us,” Cesare adds.

			“Agreed,” Bash says. 

			I feel something strange in my chest. The thought of taking her back doesn’t sit well with me. I push it to the back of my mind.

			“We’ll keep you updated, and we expect the same courtesy,” Bash says. He’s just about to hang up when she swipes the phone out of his hand.

			“Papa, Dom. We’ll talk soon, I promise,” she says to them.

			“Good night, sorellina,” Dom says.

			“You get some rest now, amore.” Cesare replies right after.

			“Oh.” She pauses. “You can call me Anya now.” 

			“Welcome back,” Cesare says. 

			You can hear the pride in his voice just before the line goes dead. It amazes me that even Cesare Violante is soft toward her. She definitely isn’t as sweet or as innocent as she looks, but they both speak to her like she was the most delicate thing on the planet. I imagine that’s why the conversation went so well. To outsiders, it might seem like there is a lot of hostility, but as made men, this was about as good a meeting could get. Anya heads off to bed—my bed—as Bash and I hang back in his office to discuss some business. 

			After a few hours, I’m ready to crash for the day. I walk into my room and find Anya has already snuggled up, reading, coincidentally, The Art of War. She doesn’t even look up, as if me coming to our bedroom is an everyday occurrence. I can get used to this. She’s in one of those white granny nightgowns. I shake my head and laugh as I make my way to the bathroom to take a shower. No doubt Cosima bought her hideous clothes out of spite. Her mission failed because this woman could pull off a trash bag. I shoot a text to Valentina to go buy a new wardrobe. 

			When I come back out, she’s still reading but looks up at me with a smirk on her face. I look at the bed and see the reason for her expression. She’s taken every single throw pillow within a fifty-mile radius and created a wall in the center of the Alaskan king bed. 

			She closes the book, turns off the lamp on her side of the bed, and lays down, turning her back toward my side as I eagerly get dressed and hop into bed with her. I pull back the sheets and turn off the lights.

			“No funny business,” she says to the dark. 

			I smile, laying with my hands behind my head.

			“Wouldn’t even dream of it, princess.” 

			I’m lying. I will most definitely be dreaming about this goddess laying next to me.

			


Chapter Fourteen

			Anya

			It’s been a couple of days, and I’m realizing Nico isn’t anything like I’d thought he’d be. I heard about the Delucci’s growing up; they were as ruthless as they come. No one was safe if you got in the way of their business. Which is why I’m skeptical of their help. 

			Bash told me at dinner what the Triad did at the docks, costing them twenty million. I can’t believe any Triads are still breathing. Nico could’ve killed me himself—or worse, let me get taken by the Triad. But he brought me here instead. Something tells me there’s more to that hard, inked exterior. 

			Needing to move and get my blood flowing, I opt for a walk in the back yard after breakfast. I was a little too sore to do much of anything else. Taking in the landscaping, I notice the property is quite gorgeous, spacious, and full of greenery. I’d like to explore it more, but there’s a lot of forest surrounding the area, so it doesn’t seem safe to wander off on my own. Finding a gorgeous clearing with the sun peaking through the trees, I plop myself down and take in the fresh spring smell. Birds chirp and leaves rustle. I take several deep breaths.

			Am I really about to do this? Can I? Lead the Triad? Just because you don’t have a choice doesn’t mean you can’t contemplate the matter. So many questions whirl through my mind. Yes, I’m tired of being Natalie. Bored, even. Yes, I’ve been craving excitement. Although, I should’ve specified with the wish-granting genies that I was thinking something along the lines of steamy nights in Greece during Yacht Week or following some popular DJ around on their world tour. I’m not entirely sure I can be Anya. Anya is the heir. Anya has had people gunning for her since she was six years old. 

			Then there was my tall, dark, and handsome roommate who came barreling into my life. Nico is . . . thrilling, sexy, intelligent, dangerous. Nico is everything. But I can’t have him. I knew being Natalie was going to be a lonely path. I just didn’t realize being Anya was going to be an even lonelier one. But if I choose one, my new life will have more perks. At a steep price, but there’d be no more hiding and no more pretending. I can’t lie, the thought of taking my power back and having agency over my own life. The prideful part of me wants to make my siblings, and even Peter and Nina proud.

			After wallowing in self pity for half an hour, I hike back up to the mansion. When I get back, Valentina is in the kitchen preparing dinner. I don’t see any signs of Cosima. I was not in the mood for a throw down with her.

			“Where’s Cosima?” I ask Valentina, grabbing an apple off of the counter.

			“I sent her home. She’s been in a terrible mood these last few days, I don’t know what’s going on in that girl’s head!” she responds, exasperated, kneading what I’m assuming is pasta dough. 

			I can think of one thing.

			I’d really have to get back to the gym if she was cooking like this every day. I wasn’t vain, but I trained really hard to be strong. People always look at me and see a petite girl, nothing that exudes strength.

			“Is there anything I can help with?” I ask her. 

			“Oh, no. You relax, Miss Anya.” 

			Anya. That is going to take some getting used to.

			“No, seriously, I don’t mind. I have no idea what to do with myself right now,” I insist.

			She looks at me hesitantly. 

			“Okay, you can peel and mince the garlic.” I hustle over to the counter, and she shows me how to handle the knife. 

			I only lasted about fifteen minutes before she sent me off. I moved too slowly, and it didn’t help that the garlic kept flying off of my cutting board and onto the floor.

			“Dinner smells amazing!” Dante says as we gather around the dining table. 

			Cosima comes back. She’s laying the last dish down as I walk to my seat, not bothering to hide her glare when she sees me.

			“No thanks to Miss Anya,” Valentina jokes, patting me on the back.

			“I just need a little practice,” I say to the table, laughing as I take my seat. 

			I don’t miss Dante making his way to the chair next to me, only for Nico to growl and shoot him a look from across the table. Enzo sweeps in to take the seat. 

			


Chapter Fifteen

			Nico

			Dante and I are sitting in our security room, working on finding any underground chatter about Li’s whereabouts. I’ve hacked his and his known associates’ bank accounts. He should know better than to use them. I try anyway, just in case. But, as expected, it was a dead-end. 

			“Man, she’s something,” Dante breathes out in awe as I look up to see what he’s referring to. 

			His eyes are on one of the monitors, and I look to find Anya reading outside on the library balcony. She’s in a crop top and what are supposed to be shorts. Dammit, Valentina.

			“Focus, Dante, we’re not here to meet women.” I growl at him, not liking that his eyes glaze with hunger and lust every time he looks at her.

			“Says the man who already fucked her and tricked her to sharing his bedroom. What did you tell her, anyway? You ran out of rooms? She has to know you’re full of shit.” 

			When I don’t answer, his eyebrows shoot up to his hairline, and he shakes his head. “You did, didn’t you? Fuck, man, you’ve got it bad.” 

			“Fuck off. It’s not like that.” 

			I have no interest in divulging my sex life with my bastard of a best friend—or lack there of, since Anya enforced the unfortunate no-touching rule. 

			“So, you wouldn’t mind, then, if I invited her to stay in my room instead?” He raises an eyebrow. I squeeze my fists so hard, whitening my knuckles and popping them through our silence. “Thought so.” 

			Dante is finding this situation hilarious. I fail to see what he finds so funny. 

			“She obviously doesn’t mind sharing a room with you, or I imagine she would’ve put up more of a fight.” 

			I’m done with this conversation.

			After a few hours of hitting one dead-end after the other, I give my eyes a break and head to our gym to release some tension. I work out every morning, but lately, I’ve been needing to do more these last couple of days. 

			As I’m heading down the hall to my room to change, I notice Anya has moved to the library’s big oak desk, who’s writing something as she reads. She’s so entranced with her work she doesn’t even notice I walk up to the opposite side of the desk. I knock on the desk three times to grab her attention. She jumps as her head shoots up.

			“I didn’t see you there,” she says, surprised.

			“Yeah, you looked really into your work.” 

			“I hope it’s okay that I’m in here. You only had The Art of War and Hacking for Dummies in your room. I didn’t have much else to do since you won’t give me a phone.” 

			I don’t miss the sass in her tone at that last part. 

			“Bash got me that as a joke for Christmas,” I tell her, recalling the funny memory. “You can use the library whenever you want.” 

			I ignore the phone comment. She knows we don’t trust her yet.

			“Isn’t it ironic that you guys keep this in your library?” She laughs and holds up a book. Rico - How Politicians, Prosecutors, and the Mob Destroyed One of the FBI’s Finest Special Agents. 

			I fight back a smile, but I still let out a small chuckle. “Why are you reading it?”

			“I found some helpful stuff in it. The plan was to be a criminal lawyer. That’s if I even get to finish school. I only have a couple of weeks left. Not that it matters, I could be dead any day—”

			“You’re not going to die.” 

			“Not even the all-powerful Deluccis can make a call like that,” she sasses. “Besides, we agreed that you’d help us find my uncle, and that’s it. I’ll be out of your hair soon enough. At least until Bash hits me up one day to call in a favor. Probably to ask for my first-born child,” she jokes.

			I didn’t like the unexpected feeling her comment gave me. I didn’t want to think about her having someone’s children. I shake my head to stop my thoughts immediately. Something I found myself doing more and more. She’s right. We find the son of a bitch, Li, and I get back to the way my life was before this raven-haired, dimple-having pain in my ass came storming into my life.

			“Bash would never take your child from you.” I pause. “He’d send me to do it,” I joke. That got a laugh out of her. A real laugh.

			“Guess that means we’ll get to see each other again someday,” she says once she’s calmed down. 

			Get to. Not have to. 

			I give her a small smile. “I suppose so. Good luck with that.” I nod toward the open book. 

			I don’t give her a chance to respond. I book it out of the library to get to the gym. I have even more tension to release than before. I never should have gone in there. The more time I spend with her, the more I need to know. Just as I’m whipping around the corner, my body collides with another. My arms instinctively go to grab it, and I notice it’s Cosima.

			Once she gets her footing, she adjusts her clothing and mutters, “Sorry, Nico,” through gritted teeth. What now?

			Cosima was always jealous. Sure, we flirted growing up, but she was never anything more than a social climber. She thought being a housekeeper like her mother was something to be ashamed of. I respect Valentina more than any other woman, aside from my own mother. She’s respectful, works her ass off, and we make sure her paychecks reflect it.

			“Do we have a problem, Cosima?” I ask her, trying not to lose my patience.

			“Why did you have to bring her here?” She snickers and crosses her arms.

			“Anya? Because she’s valuable and needs our help. I don’t owe you an explanation, but I am telling you this so you don’t do anything to fuck this up.”

			“Valuable,” she repeats the word like its poison, rolling her eyes. 

			I walk toward her slowly, and she backs into the wall. “Listen to me very carefully, Cosima.” I whisper it, but I’m practically still yelling. “The only and I mean only reason my family hasn’t kicked you out on your ass yet is because of your mother. But make no mistake, we have our limits. You don’t get to question us, and you sure as fuck don’t get an opinion on who we allow into our home and do business with. Do you understand me?” 

			I left her there with tears in her eyes and her jaw to the floor. 

			Ask me if I give two shits. 

			Anya

			The next couple of days were uneventful. Nico and Dante pretty much spent all their time in the security room, hacking whatever they can to locate my uncle. Enzo is in charge of the soldiers staying nearby and running perimeter checks. Men are constantly coming and going. Not sure how a safe house works, but they didn’t seem to be doing anything safe. Nico assured me they’re being smart about it, so I suppose I just have to take his word for it. Bash pretty much stays in his office all day. After all, he still has legal businesses to run.

			I miss Maya and Donna, so I’ve been distracting myself by spending my days in the library, reading. Bash caught me in there one time, and I woke up with a Kindle from him one day. He assured me no one could trace us from it. Bash has been very thoughtful. Come to think of it, they all had. I’m getting more and more comfortable with the men. We share almost every meal together. 

			Nico surprised me the most. He knows how I like my coffee. I overheard him telling Valentina to make sure we never run out of oat milk or honey. I’d never told any of them that out loud. I smile at the memory. He always makes sure my favorite snacks are in the library ever since he’s found me there. I have a whole new wardrobe as well, one I definitely approve of, along with some skincare products I’ve requested. Men and their 9-in-1 products. Cosima has also steered clear of me. I have a feeling Nico had some words with her.

			Thoughtful. 

			My body always comes to life whenever he was near. I can’t explain it. I’ve never reacted this way to a person before. It’s only been a week since I woke up here, and I never thought I’d say this in a million years, but I can see myself falling for him if I’m not careful. Which is why I’m hell-bent on sticking to my no-touching rule. A rule I regretted the same day I made it. Hence, the pillow wall to keep me in line.

			I still don’t know where we are, but I know we’re up north. It’s May, and the temperature stays pretty mild. I’d say the highs are in the 80s. So much green surrounds us, I don’t ever want to leave. I explore the mansion and all its glory. It’s massive and modern. It’s either a new building or it’s been highly renovated. Everything was cream and brown with hints of red. There were a number of paintings hanging around that I’m sure cost a fortune. Now I know for a fact Nico was lying. There are definitely more bedrooms, but it’s not like I put up a huge fight.

			This afternoon, I had grown tired of reading but have been feeling so much better physically. My body wasn’t sore anymore. I still had some bruising but nothing too bad. I worked out and trained again. This is the longest I’ve gone without at least getting a workout in. Feeling restless and full of energy, I set my book down and head to the room to change my clothes.

			The mansion had a huge state-of-the-art gym in the basement next to the security room. It had rows of machines, punching bags, and a ring to spar in. Music seeps from Dante’s room. Oh, what the hell, I think, knocking on the door.

			He answers the door, and it takes him a second to notice me. He has to look down. When he sees me, a smile lights up his face, and he looks at his watch.

			“I knew this day would come.” He leans against the doorway, letting his shirt rise. He makes a show of checking me out. “Midday quickie?” He winks, followed by a head tilt toward his bed. “Shirt. Off.” 

			I roll my eyes. “Dream on. I was actually seeing if you wanted to train with me. I could use a partner right now.” 

			“Oh, right,” he says as he heads back into his room, stripping his clothes off in front of me. I’m too stunned to move. He starts to put workout clothes on. Oh, thank God. “I almost forgot you aren’t just hot but deadly, too.” He walks past me.

			“You’d do well to remember that,” I joke, following him down to the basement.

			The gym is empty when we walk in, and I head over to the treadmill. 

			“I’m just gonna warm up for a bit.” 

			We warm up in silence. Once I’m done with the treadmill, I stretch. It feels good to move again. My muscles have been so stiff from sitting in a chair, hunched over, reading all day. Eventually, I make my way to the punching bags. Running a series of combos, I feel Dante come up behind me.

			“Pull back faster when you punch, like this”—he grabs my wrist—“squeeze your abs.” We get in a few jabs. “You’re tiny. Use speed as your advantage.”

			“You do remember the footage, right?” I say, rolling my eyes. 

			“I did, and you had a gun on you. That won’t always be the case,” he replies. “Get into the ring.” He gestures with his head. 

			I step in, and I’m actually excited. Dante was right, though, I’ve always been on the defense when I fight, I know my opponents will always be bigger than me, so my job is to make sure they never get their arms around me or the upper hand in any way.

			“Let’s make a wager,” he says with a smirk. 

			He really is handsome. Tall, muscular, dark hair with hazel eyes and olive skin. There was only one dark-haired man on my mind, though.

			“Go on.” I put my hands on my hips. 

			I had no intention of making one, but I was curious.

			“If I win, you give me a kiss. If you win, I give you a kiss.” He smirks.

			“And how does this benefit me?” I say, crossing my arms. 

			He gestures down his body as if that alone held all the answers. I roll my eyes so hard I swear they almost got stuck.

			“Okay, okay. If I win, you let me take you out when we get back to New York.” 

			“You’re serious?” I ask.

			“Deadly,” he replies, wiggling his eyebrows.

			“Not a chance,” I reply.

			“Scared you’re going to lose?” he goads.

			“How about no wager, and we just train,” I say.

			“Your loss,” he says, taking his fight stance.

			We run through some drills and combinations. Dante’s actually a good trainer. I knew he could fight, but training and coaching’s a whole different ball game. I like learning from him. He hasn’t said or done anything inappropriate since I shut down his wager, much to my surprise.

			I’m really into it, and he’s stopped going easy on me. We pant and sweat. This is the best I’ve felt in days. I kick him in the stomach, but he grabs my leg. I use the momentum to kick him off of me with my other leg, but we fall to the ground, grunting in pain. I let out a string of curses. So much for not being sore anymore. This’ll do it. I’m flat on my stomach, breaking Dante’s fall with my own body. Lucky for him. He lies on top of me, his stomach to my back as I practically eat the mat.

			“What’s going on here?” a loud voice echoes into the room. 

			I don’t even have to look up to know it’s Nico. Dante crawls off of me, groaning, before lying on his back, panting. We look over at Nico in the doorway with his arms crossed. He does not look happy. His eyes are glazed over; he looks almost possessive and jealous?

			“Combat training,” Dante says, catching his breath and hopping back on his feet. He holds his arm out to help me up, and I take it. “She’s getting better, thanks to me.” Dante smirks at Nico, who is still wearing the same expression. 

			I roll my eyes, but he’s right. I’ve learned a lot in the last hour. I’m used to my old trainers. I know all their moves. 

			“She’s fast,” Dante continues, when Nico doesn’t respond. “Which is good. Anyone can pick you up with one arm.” He elbows me. 

			Nico uncrosses his arms and walks—no, struts—into the ring.

			As he takes off his shirt, I can’t help but admire the pure muscle that surrounds his arms, shoulders, and abs. Every hard inch is covered in ink. He stands directly in front of me. My eyes meet his, and he’s wearing a smirk on his face. He totally just caught me checking him out. 

			“Let’s see, then.” He gestures with his arms to attack him. Is he serious? I’m tired, but I didn’t want to back down. I narrow my eyes.

			“Let’s go.” I give him a teasing smile. 

			We circle around for a moment. I notice soldiers are beginning to trickle into the gym as well as Enzo. He’s looking at me like a hunter would stalk its prey. I won’t make the first move. He takes a swing at me, and I duck quickly. I try to get him behind the knee, but he’s too quick and grabs my leg. I’m able to twist out of it, but he swipes my other leg with his, and he knocks me on my ass. Fuck. He puts his arm out to help me back up, and I take it. The first time he’s touched me since I woke up in his arms, and it’s because we’re fighting. He grabs my waist and turns me around. 

			“Next time, move your hips this way.” 

			He’s behind me now, and fuck if my body doesn’t come to life. He grabs my waist with his big hands and repositions my hips into the right position. 

			“Take your supporting leg and pivot that heel so you don’t lose balance and don’t hurt your knee.” 

			I nod. I don’t have words. I’m not sure I’m even still breathing. 

			Just as I gather my thoughts, Nico points to a soldier and gestures for him to move into the ring. “You.”

			The soldier rubs his palms together, looking at me with a shit-eating grin on his face. I want to wipe the smile off his face. He comes at me, but I’m faster. He loses his balance from his momentum. He tries to grab me, but I use the weight to knock him to the ground and put him into an arm bar. He struggles as I hang on for dear life until he taps out. 

			Dante and Enzo clap proudly. The soldier stands, but he won’t make eye contact with anyone and stalks away. 

			“You keep embarrassing my men. Good work, I guess.” Nico looks like he’s hiding a smile.

			“Good? You mean great!” Dante says as he picks me up and spins me in a circle. 

			I can’t help but laugh and throw my head back. How’s this guy so laid back?

			As he sets me down, Nico grabs Dante by his collar. 

			“Get your hands off of her,” he demands through gritted teeth. 

			My eyes are wide as I watch the interaction. Enzo just shakes his head, laughing. 

			I could’ve sworn I heard him say, “This will be interesting,” under his breath. 

			Bash comes in, and Nico releases Dante. I wipe my forehead with a towel and drink from a water bottle as Bash examines the room. Enzo runs up to him and pats him on the back.

			“’Sup, boss?” he asks to Bash, making his way to the door.

			“You need a pool,” I say to Bash, only half joking. I love swimming after a good workout.

			“Great idea,” he replies. Enzo freezes and spins.

			Nico and Dante throw their heads back in surprise, looking at him as if he’d grown another head.

			“What?” Bash asks them. 

			“You wouldn’t even let me get a pool table, and she gets a whole pool?” Enzo says. 

			Dante laughs. “Looks like Bash can’t say no to the princess.” He saunters out of the gym. 

			Bash is behind him, and he slaps the back of Dante’s head as they exit. 

			“Looks like my brother is taking a liking to you,” Enzo says as we both leave. Nico grunts like a caveman, not too far behind. 

			


Chapter Sixteen

			Nico

			I came down to the basement to get some work done in the security room. When I heard her and Dante in the gym, my mind went there. 

			To say I was relieved they were just fighting would be an understatement. I’ve never been jealous like this before. Ever. And we’re not even hooking up. A part of me needed to find Andrew ASAP so she could be off on her way, but the other part of me wanted to stall to keep her close longer. 

			Fighting her was every bit exhilarating as I thought it’d be. It was quick but so worth it. I just wanted a reason to touch her. I can’t wait to do it again.

			After dinner, I ask Anya to take a walk around the property with me. She agrees tentatively, but I think she’s been itching to take a look around. She hasn’t strayed too far out. The property is several acres, though, and easy to get lost in, so she was wise to not go off on her own. 

			“The property is surrounded by smaller cabins the soldiers live in. There are eight total that make a circle around the mansion. Well, they’re more like houses; each has four or five bedrooms, but we’ve always called them cabins.”

			“It’s stunning,” she says and stops to look around. 

			She closes her eyes and breathes in deeply. I can’t help but admire her. We stop underneath a large tree centered in a clearing just outside of where all the cabins are. It fans out, looking like one of those picturesque ones you’d see in a pop-up book. Surrounded by tall trees, it allows for some privacy. 

			This is new for me. I never just talked to a girl. Ever. Hell, Anya and I barely spoke the first time I took her. 

			“We also have an area fenced off for target practice. You can shoot whenever you want, just not alone,” I tell her, and she nods, eyes still closed. 

			“I don’t want you to train with anyone else unless it’s me, one of my brothers, or Dante.” 

			She opens one eye. She looks at me and raises an eyebrow. 

			“You didn’t look too happy today when I was training with Dante,” she teases, opening her other eye. 

			“If it were up to me, I wouldn’t let anyone touch you,” I answer honestly. “But I’m compromising.”

			“It’s cute that you think you get a say.” She narrows her eyes at me. 

			“I’m only going to tell you this one time, princess. If anyone else touches you, I will chop off his fingers right before feeding them to his family and drowning him in acid,” I promise. 

			She pauses, then crosses her arms. 

			“Fine. But just so you know I’m only agreeing because I don’t want a bunch of random men touching me, not because you said so or because you threatened to kill someone. I couldn’t care less if you take out your own men.” She lifts her chin in defiance. 

			She is so damn cute.

			I walk up to her, and she slowly backs up until her back hits the tree. Damn, she’s tiny. Leaning down, I grab her waist, and I want to kiss her. I can tell she wants to kiss me, too, with the way she’s breathing and staring back at me. 

			“I wasn’t just talking about my men,” I say, making it very clear the rules still apply when we leave here. What am I even saying?

			“Are you really not mad I killed your men?” she asks, surprising me with the change of subject.

			“They didn’t disable the cameras. I would have had to kill them myself.” I let out a sigh.

			“Would you have enjoyed it?” she asks, eyebrows coming together.

			“Yes,” I say shamelessly. I’m a killer, and I don’t need her approval.

			“I think I enjoy it, too.”

			“You like killing people?”

			“Only when they deserve it.” She shrugs. “At least I think I do. When your men came after me, that was the first and only time I’ve killed anyone. My ears felt foggy, and all my other senses were heightened. It felt good. I know it shouldn’t.”

			My hands are still on her waist. I could kiss her. Something about her confession makes me feel closer to her. 

			“It was either them or you. Don’t feel bad.” 

			I accept her. And she accepts me. 

			“When I found out who my real father was, it started to all make sense. Why I like it so much, why I get a rush from killing those men. Now I can’t help but wonder if one day I’ll be like him,” she confesses.

			Peter Liu was a sick son of a bitch. Everyone knew it. 

			“That’s up to you, if you let it consume you or not.” 

			She’s quiet for a moment. 

			“Nico?” She’s still whispering. 

			“Yeah?” I breathe out, still face-to-face with her. 

			“What happens after we find Andrew?” 

			I have to send you back. You’re not mine to keep. 

			We both know the Cosa Nostra would never allow it, neither would the Triad. Hell, not even the Outfit. I am so fucked. Yet, just as the thoughts escape me, I know it’s a lie. Again—fate. Not even the mafia could stand in the way of fate.

			“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. 

			She nods as she breaks away and heads back to the house. Fuck.


Nico

			A whole week since she asked me what was going to happen after we found her uncle. Lying in bed next to her every night without touching her was killing me. We spent our days training, going on walks and eating every meal together when I wasn’t hunting Andrew. I had to train twice a day, and my cold showers lasted twice as long if I wanted to get a good night’s sleep.

			When I did perimeter checks, she’d join me. When she read in the library, sometimes I’d work in there with her in comfortable silence, or she’d join me in the security room, helping with the search. 

			She’s been spending time with Valentina, trying to learn to cook to avoid boredom. She’s the worst cook ever, and Valentina is about one more fire away from banning her from the kitchen all together. I didn’t care if she knew how to cook. I love that she can fight and shoot and is easy to talk to.

			We made a habit of going on walks after dinner. I wouldn’t make a move on her, but I’d find reasons to touch her. I’d graze her hand when she passed me something at dinner, walk too close to her when trying to get past her, grab something from the fridge over her shoulder while she had it open. I want to get her hooked on my touch as much as I am to hers. We talk—a lot. I have never talked like this with a woman. Not only talked but laughed. I enjoy spending time with her. 

			I told her what it was like growing up with Bash and Enzo. 

			She told me Cesare would read The Little Prince to her every night when she spent summers with them. I had a hard time imagining him reading a children’s book. He was a beast of a man. 

			She told me about the time she and Donna left a frog in Dom’s bed. 

			I told her how we convinced Enzo to stick a marble up his nose when he was three and how Ma tanned mine and Bash’s asses afterward. 

			Her middle name is Meilin. 

			My middle name is Amadeo.

			I told her if I wasn’t a Delucci, I’d probably still be a hacker but maybe for the government. She laughed at that. God, I love her laugh. 

			She thinks she’d still be a lawyer, just maybe not a criminal lawyer. 

			She’s been teaching me Mandarin. I didn’t think I was half bad; I speak Italian, French, and Russian, so I’m pretty good at picking up languages. Her face when I repeated after her told me she didn’t agree with the sentiment, but she encouraged me anyway. She’s brilliant. 

			“What was it like growing up apart from the Violantes?” I ask, still taking myself by surprise every time I show interest. 

			She thinks for a moment. “It was lonely, honestly. Being an outsider. They tried really hard to make sure I didn’t feel isolated, but it didn’t always work. But we’d spend the whole summer around parts of Italy every year. Papa has several properties out there. I always had the best time, but every year leaving got harder. I used to cry at the end of every summer. Eventually, I just stopped myself from feeling too much happiness, so I wouldn’t feel so sad all the time. Our summers were more like boot camps, so that helped.” 

			Tightness engorged my chest. I imagined a younger version of her feeling lost, craving affection, and feeling like she didn’t belong.

			“I would love to only be around my brothers part-time,” I joke.

			She laughs. “Yeah, I imagine it’s different with three boys. Especially violent ones like yourselves.” She sighs. “It wasn’t all that bad, though. I love Manhattan, and I have friends. Have you ever been to Italy?”

			“A few times. Don’t remember the scenery much, though. I was more concerned with other things.”

			“Other things being women,” she teases, bumping my shoulder.

			“What can I say?” I shrug, teasing her back. 

			I like that she’s jealous. 

			“I got my first kiss in Naples,” she says, cutting me out of my thoughts. I knew what she was doing, and I was tempted to take the bait. “By one of the boys in the village we’d see every year.” 

			“Yeah, we don’t have to talk about Italy that much,” I mumble, half joking but half serious. I knew she’d been with men before me, but still, I didn’t want to hear about it. Be cool, Nico.

			She laughs. “What about your brothers?” 

			“What about them?”

			“Has Bash always been so . . . Broody? And Enzo, so charming? Classic older and younger child syndrome. You also have middle child syndrome,” she says.

			“First of all, Enzo isn’t charming. He’s spoiled rotten, never struggled a day in his life, and has always been a pain in the ass. Bash was always going to be capo, so he had to be more disciplined.” She looks at me as if she’s saying point made. “And I don’t have middle child syndrome,” I say, trying not to pout.

			“Sure you don’t,” she says, smirking.

			


Chapter Seventeen

			Anya

			The clock ticks with each passing second. Staring at the ceiling, I can’t sleep. I’m not even sure I’m breathing. If I breathe, I’ll smell his erotic scent. I don’t dare move, either. I know he’s still awake. I can tell by the way he’s breathing. I can tell he feels the tension, too. I want him. And there he is. Less than an inch away from me. If I even coughed, we’d be touching. I regret giving up on my pillow walls. 

			We’re both lying on our backs, staring at the ceiling, our hands on our stomachs like two virgins at church camp. Not that I would know, but it’s what I’d imagined they’d be like. He hasn’t made a move, but I haven’t missed how he’s found ways to get close to me and touch me. He wants me. Right now, it’s in the tension in his shoulders and the way he’s breathing.

			It’s been two weeks since our almost-kiss, after my first day of training. Resisting him is getting so much harder. I think having sex with him would’ve been easier than talking and getting to know him. A part of me is hoping they never find Andrew, so we can stay here forever. I know this won’t last, but I can’t help but wonder. Is it just sex? You can’t ever be together.

			Fuck it. I want this. I not-so-subtlety drop my left arm, so now it’s touching his. Your move, Nico. Before I can even finish my next thought, he grips my upper thigh. My body comes to life from the heat of his skin. It’s not a soft hold, not rough, either. But firm and confident. 

			Neither of us dare move. We sit still for what feels like forever, but it was probably three minutes. We’ve had sex before, so why am I so nervous now? 

			I feel a rush of bravery run through me. I slowly move and pick up his hand that was still on my leg and gently move it over my now aching core. Painfully slow, I move, giving him a chance to pull his hand back if he wants to, but I was praying he wouldn’t. I don’t think my self-esteem could handle his rejection. Taking control of his hand, I graze his middle finger along my slit over my thin cotton panties, the touch light as a feather and torturously slow. I let out a sigh. He doesn’t stop me, and I can hear his breathing becoming more ragged and desperate. My skin feels like it’s on fire, and I start moving his finger in circles around my slit, still not applying any pressure.

			My core is pleading—no, begging—for more. My panties are embarrassingly soaked, and his chest rises and falls with each labored breath. His eyes are closed. I stop the movement, wanting to see what he’ll do next.

			Nico

			I’m so hard right now I could hit a baseball. Right out of the park. 

			My hand is on her pussy. She fucking put it there. If that wasn’t the hottest thing I’d ever witnessed. She’s waiting for me to make the next move. I know if I take her now, I’ll never be able to let her go. Do I want to let her go? Let another man touch her someday? Fuck no. 

			We sit, motionless, and next thing I know, I’m grunting a string of curses and taking the same hand she just used to touch herself with and pull her underwear to the side. I use two of my fingers into her wetness. And fuck is she wet. She gasps as I let out a moan, spreading her legs slightly for me. I move between her entrance and clit, working up her arousal.

			Drenched. I already know. I could feel it over the fabric, but touching her skin directly sent a shock through my system. She lets out another moan and circles her hips. That encourages me more. I stroke her slit with my fingers, applying more pressure this time. 

			“Nico,” she moans.

			“Fuck” is all I could manage. 

			Her moans only make me want to take it further. I slip two fingers inside of her and fuck her with them, my palm massaging her clit. She’s writhing beneath my hand, and all I can think about is how badly I want her under me. We’re still laying side by side; she thrusts her hips into my hand, grabbing onto the sheets.

			“I fucking love your cunt, Anya. It’s so tight. I want it around my cock.” 

			Taking me by surprise, she rubs her small hand gently down my stomach before stroking my cock over my briefs.

			I had no control over my mouth. “I need you.”

			It was out before realizing I even said anything. Fuck, this woman is making me crazy. She reaches into my briefs, takes my cock in her hand, and strokes painfully slow, barely touching me. I am going to lose my mind; I need more. She pants as I work my fingers.

			“Harder,” I bark. 

			When I look over, she’s biting her gorgeous bottom lip. But she doesn’t listen. I grab her hand from my cock and stroke myself. 

			“Listen to me, or I won’t let you come,” I tell her. 

			She strokes me as she thrusts her pussy into my palm. Her eyes are closed. I couldn’t take much more of it. I need to be inside her. 

			“Oh, fuck, Nico. Yes!” 

			Her moans grow louder. I could tell she was close, just on the edge, and that’s when I take my hand away.

			“Why did you stop?” she yells breathlessly, lifting her head and opening her eyes. I return a smirk, getting up to kneel over her. I take off my boxer briefs. 

			“Because if you’re going to come, princess, you’re going to do it on my cock, not my hands.” I kiss her neck. “At least not this time.”

			“What makes you so sure there will be a next time?” she asks, as I climb on top of her, settling myself between her legs. A teasing smirk on her face.

			I don’t respond right away. I rub my erection against her slick core as her back arches, and I block her moans with a painful kiss. I don’t stop; I keep teasing her, not letting go of her lips. I push my tongue into her mouth, and she takes everything I’m giving her. Her hands grab my ass, pulling me closer to her, and I grab behind her knees to wrap her legs around my waist. She needs this just as much as I do. She thrusts against me, begging to be fucked.

			“This right here”—I palm her pussy, which is somehow wetter than before—“is what makes me certain we will fuck again.” 

			She presses herself against me and kisses me again. I devour her mouth and pull her panties off.

			I kiss a trail down her neck, inhaling her scent. As I exhale, I can’t help but groan. “Mm, you always smell so good.” 

			I lift her shirt and take one of her perfectly hard nipples into my mouth, taking my time on each one. I work my way down, kissing her belly and work my way back up to take the other nipple in before taking off her shirt. I kiss her again hard, and my hand works its way down her body.

			“Fuck, Anya, you’re so wet.” I play with her pussy. 

			“Please,” she begs, “I need you inside me.” 

			I didn’t need her to ask me twice. I line my cock up at her entrance, gauging her response. She tenses and places her palms on my chest. She looks up at me questioningly, and I just smile.

			“I don’t want anything between us when I fuck you.”

			“Are you clean?”

			“Yes. I’ve never fucked a woman without a condom before. Are you?”

			“Yes, I’m clean.” 

			She was breathless. 

			“I’m going to fuck you now. Hard. You’ll come when I tell you to. And I’m going to come inside you.” 

			I know she has an IUD. I made damn sure to work that into a conversation.

			Her consent channels through her actions as she grabs my head with her hands and slams my lips into hers. I thrust inside her. She broke our kiss to let out a scream, adjusting to my size, and fuck if that didn’t turn me on more. I kiss down her neck as a fuck her hard and relentlessly. 

			“Fuck, Anya, your cunt is so tight.” I pull back, worried that I’m actually hurting her. 

			What the fuck? I’d never checked on a woman before. I always fucked hard—the women knew that.

			“Don’t stop! Fuck,” she cries. 

			I speed up. I fuck her so hard her head makes its way to the headboard. 

			“You take it so good,” I grunt into her ear. 

			She lets out another string of curses as I take her, and I can feel how close she is. I grab her arms and place them above her head and press them against the headboard. 

			“Keep your hands there,” I demand, looking into her eyes as they glaze over in pleasure. 

			Wrapping one arm behind her back, I take her waist to hold her in place. I thrust into her mercilessly, kissing her to block out her cries. She bites my lips. I bite hers back. She screams, and I bite into her neck to stop my own cries. Fuck, she felt so good.

			“Ah, fuck! Oh, god! Fuck! Nico, please!” she screams over and over breathlessly. 

			Her pussy tightens around my cock, and I’m so fucking close, but I need her to come first. I move faster. I move my hand to circle two fingers over her clit.

			“That’s right. Let go, baby. Say my name as you come,” I encourage. 

			She releases, screaming my name. 

			I continue to thrust inside her to find my release. Her moans don’t stop as she rides out her orgasm. 

			“Nico—”

			“You’ll come again,” I tell her as a pound relentlessly into her. 

			Her nails dig into my back as she lets out an unintelligible string of words. 

			“That’s right, baby. You’ll take it how I tell you to.” 

			My balls are tightening. I can’t think straight. 

			“You ready to come for me, baby?”

			“Oh god, yes, please!” she cries, squeezing her eyes shut. 

			“Eyes on me when you come.” Her eyes shoot open as she releases for a second time. I don’t slow down.

			“Come for me, Nico! Vieni dentro di me!” Come inside me! she cries. 

			Fuck. It was all too much. The Italian, the way she said my name, her begging, the sounds of our bodies meeting. I taste colors as I join her in ecstasy and explode into her. Her pussy tightens around my cock like a vise. I pump into her until there’s nothing left.

			There was no going back. I will never get enough of this. Of her. 

			


Chapter Eighteen

			Anya

			The sunlight kisses my face as I wake. The delicious ache between my legs reminds me last night wasn’t a dream. Strong arms hold me in place. Nico’s spooning me from behind. His warmth surrounds me. His scent mixed with our sex. All I had to do was wiggle my ass against his cock. His erection grew almost immediately. He responds, letting out a sleepy groan, moving his hand from one of my boobs to in between my legs. He strokes my already wet core and circles my clit as a let out a pathetic whimper.

			“Mm, does your pussy miss my cock so soon?” he says in the sexiest sleepy voice I’ve ever heard, his breath grazing the back of my neck and sending shivers up my spine.

			“Yes,” I whisper, rocking my hips into his palm. 

			“Are you sore?” 

			“I don’t care. I want you.”

			I didn’t need to say more. He lifts my leg up and pulls it behind me to wrap around him and fucks me. Twice. And another time in the shower—for good measure.

			We’re late to breakfast, and everyone seems to know what we were up to by the looks on their faces. Fuck. Did they hear us? We didn’t exactly try to keep it down. I just assumed the walls were soundproof. I feel like I was a toddler who got caught with her hand in the cookie jar. I try not to walk straight, but I really am sore. His cock is huge. Nico looks at me with that stupid, smug face as he saunters over to the table.

			Cosima looks like she’s about to explode. Her face is so red, and her eyes are practically bulging out of her skull. Valentina makes the sign of the cross, like Lucifer and his whore are in her presence. I take my seat, and to my surprise, Nico sits next to me.

			I lean over to him and whisper. “Your walls are soundproof, right?”

			The sexiest and biggest smile flashes across his face. He brings his lips to my ears, “Yes, but when your face went beet-red and the fact that we were late, not to mention the way you walked in”—he nodded his head down toward my legs, smug bastard—“you all but screamed it from the rooftop.” I roll my eyes. 

			“Much like you did last night and this morning,” he added before taking a gulp of his coffee. 

			We eat in silence. A phone goes off, and Dante pulls one out of his pocket. He scans what I’m assuming is a message before he puts it back. 

			“I just got a lead that Andrew was spotted in Kansas City. Apparently, he has a secret warehouse out there. We should be getting confirmation in the next week or two.”

			Of course, the day after I give into my sexual hunger, we find my uncle. Damn him. I realize I’ve made a big mistake. I shouldn’t have slept with Nico. Nothing could ever come from this. I’ll be leaving soon. Back to New York and back to our lives. I did a Google search on him after I found out who he was, and he’s always photographed with a different woman. All of them tall and blonde, much like the woman he was with at the Black Rose. He definitely had a type—not me. I didn’t pay much attention to the tabloids before, but now, I’ll actively avoid them. We cannot have sex again. 

			If there is one thing the Cosa Nostra and Outfit have in common, it’s how adamant they are about tradition. Cosa Nostra would never let Nico marry an outsider. I was Triad-born. It wouldn’t surprise me if all three of their wives have already been chosen. The thought of him already engaged made my blood boil. I don’t even realize I’m gripping my knife until I hear someone speak. 

			“Is everything okay?” Bash asks me, breaking my train of thought. I look up and shake my head.

			“Everything’s fine. I just can’t believe he wants me dead.” I lie.

			“We won’t let anything happen to you,” Bash says firmly, surprising everyone at the table. 

			Later this afternoon, in the library, I pick out a new book. Cosima walks in with a tray of food and slams it on the table. I don’t flinch or turn. This isn’t anything new with her. 

			“Thank you,” I say, still not bothering to turn around as I pull a book out and inspect its cover. Usually, she can’t get away from me faster, but I can feel her still standing in the room. I flip through the pages, pretending I have no idea. 

			“It’s not going to last, you know,” she finally says. I close the book, turn around, and cross my arms. I don’t respond. I just stare at her. 

			She lifts her chin and opens her mouth to speak again. “You and Nico. He’ll get tired of you soon. He always does this.” 

			I stroll toward her, and she backs up slightly, her nose in the air. 

			I walk right past her when I call back, “Then, I guess you don’t have anything to worry about.” 

			I have a change of heart. Walking away silently is something Natalie would’ve done. But I’m not her. I’m Anya Liu, the Triad princess, soon-to-be queen—if I don’t get myself killed first. No one should ever speak to me like that. I can’t kill her, not that I was considering it. I’m not quite there yet, but I can still put her in her place. I’ll probably never see her again, even if the Cosa Nostra continues to do business with the Triad.  I have nothing to lose. Fuck it. 

			“Cosima”—I stop in the doorway and turn to look at her—“if you ever come at me like that again, I will smash your head into the concrete before I shoot it off that pretty little body. The Deluccis might hold back on behalf of your sweet mother, but I sure as hell won’t. I’ll take you apart and mail what’s left of you to her.” There, that should do it. Or was that too much? Well, too late now.

			Her mouth falls open in shock, but I walk away before it escalates. I wanted to crack her skull open right then and there. I’m not sure where all this suppressed rage has come from, but she didn’t seem like a bad choice to practice it on. However, I force myself to rein in my anger because the last thing I’m going to do is fight over a man. 

			Nico

			Anya’s been different since Dante informed us about Andrew’s whereabouts. She hasn’t looked at me since breakfast, and when I found her in the gym, she made an excuse to leave and ran as if her ass was on fire. She’s freaking out. Well, so am I, and she doesn’t just get to run away. After dinner, relieved she didn’t make an excuse, she agrees to go on our nightly walk. She was reluctant, though; I saw the hesitation, but I’ll take what I can get.

			“Something on your mind?” I ask as we sit under the tree that I’ve come to call Our Spot in my head.

			“No,” she says too quickly and looks like she’s lost in thought. 

			I raise my eyebrows and tilt my head down, like I’m looking out of sunglasses, showing her I don’t believe her. 

			“It’s just happening so fast. Last month, I was a law student.” She pauses, looking like she’s deep in thought. “And now I have to kill my uncle and take over the Triad. And there’s no guarantee I’ll even survive either way.” 

			She laughs, but there’s no humor in it.

			There’s a pregnant pause as I don’t reply, waiting for her to go on. I know that’s not the only thing that’s bothering her. As if she can read my mind, she opens her mouth.

			“And then there’s . . .” She pauses. 

			“What?” I press. I want her to say it. I want her to admit there’s something going on between us. 

			“It’s stupid,” she answers, shaking her head.

			“Tell me,” I demand a little more harshly than I intended.

			She lets out a sigh. “Look, I’m not trying to sound like some crazy girl just because we just slept with each other, but we did and I just thought . . .” She pauses again. 

			I’m beginning to see that opening up is not her forte.

			“You just thought what?” 

			I’m not going to let this go. 

			She takes a deep breath. “I don’t know. I thought we’d have more time,” she says, looking down. 

			Me, too.

			“We don’t know anything yet. In the meantime, let’s not worry about it yet. Not much we can do right now until we find him. Don’t know how long it’ll be, so might as well have fun while we’re at it.”

			Her face falls at my words, but she recovers quickly, then she nods. Fuck. I made it sound like she was just a fuck until it was time to leave. I took her hands into mine. She won’t look up at me, so I force her head up by nudging her chin with my finger.

			“I didn’t mean it like that. I want you, and I don’t think we should stop what we’re doing because Dante may or may not have a lead. If you want to stop, I’ll respect that, but I want you to talk to me about it instead of pulling away. Two people who’re having sex should be able to communicate.”

			She was looking at me like I told her she was a wizard, and I’d come to take her to Hogwarts. 

			“That was a very . . . mature and responsible response,” she answers. 

			No doubt the question was on my face. I laugh at that.

			“I have my moments.” I kiss her forehead.

			“I have one more thing I want to ask you,” she says, looking up at me.

			“Ask away.” 

			“Has anything happened between you and Cosima? I think she’s under the impression you two are supposed to be an item.”

			Fucking Cosima. 

			“No,” I reply. 

			Now it’s her turn to shoot me a look that tells me she doesn’t believe me. 

			I sigh. “We used to flirt with each other growing up, but I never acted on it. I knew better than to cross that line. Her mother works for us, and we knew she would, too, once she turned eighteen. Cosima probably thought, if she batted her eyelashes enough, one of us would marry her. It’s not about love for her, it’s about rank,” I tell her, hoping it’s a satisfactory response. I didn’t want to talk or think about Cosima. When she doesn’t respond, I ask her, “Is she causing problems?”

			A devilish smile takes over Anya’s face as she looks to the side. “I took care of it.”

			“I’m not even going to ask.” I chuckle. 

			“She’s in the Cosa Nostra,” Anya says matter-of-factly. 

			“She is,” I say in the same tone.

			“I’m not.” 

			I know what she’s thinking. She doesn’t belong in our world. 

			“No, you’re not.”

			She thinks for a moment. “You knew better to cross that line with her, but not with me?” she teases.

			“Let me show you just how far I’m willing to cross that line,” I say back to her, directing her back into the mansion.

			I’ve been holding back on her but not anymore. If she knew how much mental real estate she took up. she’d stop doubting what this is. The want—no, need—to consume her grows every day I spent with her. Maybe it’s selfish, unreasonable, demented even, but I want to ruin her for all other men. 

			Anya

			Nico leads me back into the bedroom we’re sharing but doesn’t stop at the bed. Instead, he grabs something out of his dresser and takes me over to the French doors that lead to his balcony. The sunbed is my favorite place to read, but I think the reasons are about to change.

			He picks me up, and I wrap my legs around his waist instinctively. He walks us over to the sunbed as predicted, throws me down. A yelp escapes my lips. I can already feel myself getting wet. I didn’t think I could enjoy getting manhandled this much. I look up at him, biting my lip. All muscle and control.

			“I’m going to fuck you,” he says, his voice gravelly, tone firm. He crawls between my legs and tears off my clothes. “And there’s not going to be anything gentle about it.” Kneeling over me as I lay on my back, legs spread to him, he demands, “Say you understand.” 

			“I understand,” I reply breathlessly, feeling needy. I love that he was so different in bed than he was outside. He’s always so calm and collected, but this man right now, this man was controlling, possessive, and hungry for me.

			“Good girl. You will beg for your pleasure,” he says as he grabs the ties he pulled from the dresser. “Give your body to me fully.”

			I nod. “Yes.” My mind is blank. It was the best I could do. 

			My core was already throbbing. He gives me his sexy smirk that I’ve already grown attached to as he ties my wrists together to the bars of the sunbed. He climbs back over me and starts leaving gentle kisses over my body, working his way up. I’m panting with anticipation. He sucks on my neck, massaging my breast before he plants his mouth over my nipple. My chest rises as I whimper as his lips make their way to the other one. 

			His palm slowly works down my torso, and he gently rubs my slit. Not enough to give me any friction. I move against him in an attempt to get more.

			“You’re already so fucking wet. Your pussy is begging for me,” he says against my neck.

			“Please, Nico.” 

			“Are you going to be a good girl?” he asks, teasing me as his lips still work around one of my nipples, his hand still teasing my slit.

			“Yes.”

			“Say it.”

			“I’ll be good. I want you inside me,” I tell him as he works his lips down to my belly button and lower.

			“Not yet. I want my dessert first.” 

			Before I could reply, his tongue makes a dive for my entrance, and he slowly runs up to my clit. I’m already so close. Fuck. 

			As if he could read my mind, he asks, “Do you want my tongue?”

			“Yes, Nico.”

			“You don’t get to come until I tell you to.” 

			And with that, he devours my pussy, and I cry out. I’m sure anyone outside right now can hear me. He slaps my ass as he moves his tongue around my slit, as if he’s starving. 

			“Do not come yet. Or you will be punished.” 

			“Fuck, Nico!” I cry. “Please, please. I’m so close.” 

			I can’t hold off anymore. Just as I’m about to release, he stops, and I let out a cry in frustration. My wrists are starting to sting from all the pulling.

			“Good girl,” he says, looking up at me with a smile. “And because you were such a good girl, I’m going to fuck you until you can’t walk. Is that what you want?”

			“Please,” I cry. His mouth is back on my pussy, and he inserts two fingers inside of me. My wrists strain against the rope, my back arched. Working his fingers in and out of me, he attacks my pussy with his tongue. He looks up and makes eye contact with me. 

			“Such a good girl, not coming yet.” He continues to fuck me with his fingers. 

			My whole body is writhing. 

			“Nico—” I’m about to release, and he stops again. “Fuck!” I yell back at him.

			“You want to come now?” he asks, kissing his way up my body.

			“Yes, please,” I beg.

			He grabs me by the throat. “I am in control of your pleasure. Not you.” 

			The look in his eyes are of hunger and power. Before me is the made man, not the lover.

			“Yes” is all I can get out as his lips leave trails down my body. 

			He strokes my clit with his fingers before his lips are back on me. I wrap my legs around his head, arching my back not wanting him to go anywhere. He puts two fingers back inside me and sucks. I cry out, writhing beneath him. 

			Just as I’m on the edge, he pulls back and looks directly at me before saying, “Come for me,” as he slaps my clit with his palm before his lips are back on me. 

			I cry out my release, my legs shaking. I don’t know how long it lasts, but I don’t have time to recover. 

			He plunges himself inside of me, and we both cry out.

			Nico

			“Fuck! Nico—” she says as her pussy greedily welcomes my cock. 

			I slam into her over and over. She cries out my name over and over again, wrapping her legs tighter around my waist. I love that I can make her like this. As stubborn as she is, even if she doesn’t want to admit it, she loves being dominated when I fuck her.

			“Oh my god, Nico!” she screams. 

			Anyone on the property can hear us, and that makes me even harder. I keep thrusting.

			Her arms are pulling against the restraints, jet black hair fanning across the sunbed. Her skin is flushed as her mouth forms an O-shape. Fucking beautiful. And mine.

			“You gonna come for me again like the good girl you are?” I thrust into her hard.

			“Yes, Nico,” she says breathlessly. “I’m so close.” 

			Good because she’s going to come again before I come inside of her. I keep pulsing into her, harder and harder. The sounds of our bodies and cries fill the air. Her body tenses as she searches for release. I place my palm and apply light pressure to her lower belly. The sight of her eyes widening makes my cock harder, if that’s even possible.

			“Nico, I—” She throws her head back.

			“Come on my dick, princess.” Adding more pressure, I feel her pussy tighten, and she lets out another release. But I don’t stop slamming into her. Her legs are shaking—her whole body is shaking. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. 

			“Nico!” 

			She’s still coming as I quickly flip her over onto her stomach, so she’s forced to cross her arms, and it tightens the ties even more and I plunge into her, not giving her time to recover. I wasn’t done yet. I pick her up by her hips, so she’s on her knees, and slam back into her.

			“Fuck!” she screams into the bed as I have my way with her. 

			I keep slamming into her relentlessly, fast and hard.

			“Nico,” she breathes out, “It’s too much, it’s too much. I don’t think I can—” 

			“Do you want me to stop?” I ask her.

			“No!” she screams. 

			I smile as I slap her ass. “Then, take it.”

			“Yes,” she says into the mattress. 

			Her dark hair a wild mess and contrast to the white sunbed, her perfect ass in the air, face down as my cock fucks her. I feel her shaking again.

			“Talk to me, baby,” I say to her, knowing full well she can’t think right now.

			“Don’t stop, Nico,” she says through gritted teeth.

			“You like when I fuck you like this?” I’m hitting her so deep, our bodies slap with every thrust. 

			“Yes,” she says.

			“I want to hear you say it.” 

			I love when she talks to me. 

			“Fuck, Nico. I love how your cock feels inside me. Fuck, I’m close. Please come, Nico. I want to feel you fill me as you fuck my pussy.”

			I lean forward and move my hand to her clit. Her body jumps at the sensation she’s so sensitive right now.

			“I’m gonna come in this sweet little pussy.” I speed up as she lets out the sexiest moan. “Come for me. Do as you’re told,” I tell her.

			Releasing, she yells out a string of words, probably not in English, her whole body jerking and quivering.

			I bite down on her shoulder as I let out my release, filling her up. I keep pumping into her until the last drop of my come is inside of her. Her thighs are drenched with both our arousal dripping down. 

			Her body goes limp as her knees give out. I lay on top of her for a minute, careful not to put all my weight on her. I leave a trail of kisses down her spine before I get up to untie her. She whimpers as I pull out of her. Kissing the marks left on her wrists, she turns to lay on her back with a dazed look on her face blinking in disbelief, cheeks flushed, sexy as ever. 

			I grab my T-shirt to clean her off. When I get to her pussy, she winces, and I can’t help but smile. She’s so sensitive after what we did. After I get done wiping both of us off, I lay back down beside her on the bed and pull her into me. 

			We lay only for God knows how long. She tries to pull away from me, but I hang on tighter. I notice she is always quick to pull away, too. Now that I think about it, I’m usually the one that initiates any sort of contact.

			“Do you not like being touched?” I ask her, which was a weird question after what we just did, but her walls are usually up outside of sex.

			She’s quiet for a moment but then turns around to face me, her eyes sleepy, looking gorgeous as ever. I keep one arm wrapped around her as I use my other hand to take her wrist that’s on my chest and kiss the marks again.

			“I guess I’m just not used to this much of it,” she says.

			“What do you mean?” 

			“Well, I’m not exactly the relationship type. And I didn’t grow up receiving much affection, either,” she answers, looking up at me.

			Hell, I didn’t date either or cuddle, but with her, it was different. I never want to let her go. I like feeling her body pressed against mine. No, I love it. 

			“Your parents didn’t show you affection?” I ask her, and she takes a deep breath.

			“I imagine your parents—despite your father being the don of one of the most powerful mafias in the country—love you very much, and they weren’t afraid to show it,” she replies.

			I gave it some thought and realized she was right. My family’s love language is definitely touching. When my father was capo, I’d see him rip his men a new asshole, only to embrace them and kiss them on both cheeks in the next second before parting ways after meetings. It’s how we do things.

			“Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”

			“Well, my parents—my adoptive parents—were never like that with me. Cesare, Dom, and Donna are, but we only saw each other during the summers growing up. You know that.” 

			“Did your adoptive parents abuse you?” 

			I try not to get heated, but she can hear it in my voice.

			“No!” she says quickly. “Jet and Nora were always kind. But I was always just a job to them. They made sure I was warm, fed, and went to school, but that was the extent of our relationship. I didn’t even call them mom and dad unless we were in public. Nannies are probably more affectionate.” 

			It’s as if she were telling me about something she had heard on the news. She doesn’t seem beat up about it. 

			It all made sense. She had a softness and a warmth to her, but she didn’t seem comfortable with it yet, like she didn’t know what to make of it. I felt pride spread through me. I know, besides her family, I’m one of the few people that gets to see that side. But I could see why it was easier for her to be cold. 

			“That must’ve been hard,” I tell her as I move a stray lock of hair behind her ear, thinking about earlier when she mentioned how lonely being an outsider can be. 

			This is new territory for me—personal shit. But I want to know everything about this woman.

			“It was at times. When I was younger, I was confused when I’d see how other parents were with their kids. But I also didn’t look at them as my parents. And I don’t blame them for not wanting to replace their daughter, the real Natalie. I didn’t even realize how twisted and sick it was until I was a teenager.”

			“No offense, but Cesare is a messed up motherf—” 

			She covers my mouth and slaps my chest, laughing.

			“Don’t call him that. Yes, it’s fucked up. But there was nothing that could’ve been done for Natalie. His plan kept me alive.”

			I remove her hand from my mouth and kiss it as she rolls her eyes. We’d need to work on this touching thing because I plan on doing it to her any chance I can get. I lean in to kiss her, holding her head in place. We stay like that, and not too long after, we both fall asleep after staring at the night sky. 

			


Chapter Nineteen

			Anya

			Nico’s been everything. Does that even make sense? He leaves this overwhelming, powerful rush of emotions I’m not sure how to process. I’ve become engrossed by him. His smile, his smell, and his thoughtfulness.

			Him telling me he wants me, being so firm about it, and going out of his way to show me. Things are easy with Nico, no lies or pretending. I feel liberated with him. Not to mention, the sex is mind-blowing—explosive, and they do say actions speak louder than words. There was no question this man wanted me. 

			He fucked me everywhere he could, in any way. And I let him. 

			In the library.

			Under our tree.

			On Bash’s desk. 

			The kitchen pantry.

			My belly is all in knots over this man. I was falling, hard and fast, and I needed to get a handle on it before it turns to something I’ll never recover from. Could I love him? Could he love me? Could we be together?

			Tense and anxious, I head to the gym to let out some steam and frustration. I’m warming up at the punching bags as Nico walks in. I stop to admire his physique, and he made no attempt to hide he also likes what he sees. He’s so handsome. I purposely wore the tightest and tiniest spandex shorts and only a sports bra. You know, because it gets hot during a workout. Wouldn’t want to have a heat stroke. 

			He smirks and nods toward the ring. As I walk over, he’s jumping and doing a half-ass stretch. He really should warm up better. 

			“We’re going to work on overpowering your opponent. You’re fast, but you need to be prepared in case they get the upper hand.”

			We go through a couple of exercises that last for about three minutes. I can’t fight him seriously right now. I’m too horny, so every time he makes a move, I melt into him like a teenager with her first crush. He doesn’t seem upset about it. Not wanting him to think it’d be that easy, I lean into him as he tries to wrap his arms around me, causing him to relax, giving me the upper hand. This move always works. When will they learn?

			Before he can figure out my plan, I’m able to flip him onto the ground. His back hits the mat with a thud, and I quickly straddle his neck, kneeling over him, holding him in place. I know he could easily flip me over, but he doesn’t. He grins up at me proudly, grabbing onto my thighs. I squeeze them tighter around his neck as I bite my bottom lip, looking down at him. 

			“Tap out, Nico,” I say panting. 

			He licks his lips. His hands move from my legs to my ass, and he squeezes. I lean forward, placing my hands on the mat, so my breasts are now on his face. “Come on, Nico. Just tap out, and it’s yours,” I whisper.

			He lifts his head up into the valley between my breasts and inhales just before he lands two firm pats on my ass. Relaxing my body, I squeal as he quickly flips me onto my back. I wrap my legs around his waist and his lips land painfully on mine. His erection already pressing against my throbbing core as we explore each other’s mouths. Not missing a beat, he moves his hands up to grab my breasts as he yanks my sports bra off like he’s offended by it. Then he removes his own shirt and leans forward to suck on my nipple and bite down on it. I yelp as he moves on to the next one, giving it just as much attention.

			“Nico, someone can walk in at any moment,” I say breathlessly.

			“You started this,” he says as he pulls my workout shorts off and kisses down my stomach. God, I love the way he kisses me. 

			He kisses up my inner thigh, and as he gets to my center, he takes a deep inhale. It’s so primal. Fuck, he’s so hot. I’m so turned on.

			“Mm. You smell as good as you taste, babe.” 

			He licks my clit slowly as my back arches, and I brush my hands through his hair.

			He alternates his tongue between fast and slow as I moan out in pleasure. He inserts two fingers in me, and I cry out at the intrusion.

			“So fucking tight and so fucking wet.” 

			“For you,” I breathe out.

			He fucks me with his fingers and sucks on my clit until I’m nothing but a trembling mess.

			“Come on my lips. Fuck, you taste so good.” I let out my release with a cry as he sucks harder. 

			Once I’m able to gain some sort of rationale, I push him onto his back, work his shorts down quickly, and take him in my hand. 

			“So eager for my cock,” he smiles, looking down at me.

			I smile back at him as I lick the tip of his cock, tasting the saltiness of his pre-cum.

			“Mm.” I can’t help but moan. 

			I swirl my tongue around the tip, teasing it. I lick from the base to the tip. I don’t take him into my mouth right away. I repeat this motion until he’s panting. I want him at my mercy, begging for me to take him.

			“Babe, I need to feel your lips around me.”

			“Do you?” I say, looking up at him as I work my tongue underneath his tip. This move always drives him wild.

			“Yes. Fuck,” he warns as he grabs my hair. 

			I chuckle. “Like this?”

			Covering his cock with my mouth, I take him as deep as I can. Then I start sucking, pulling back slowly and continuing to repeat the motion.

			“Fuck yes, Anya, just like that.” He growls.

			I release his cock, causing a popping sound as it leaves my lips.

			“Or how about this?” I loosen the grip my mouth has on his cock and just barely surround my mouth over his cock as I move up and down his length, not applying any pressure or sucking as I take his length. 

			“Oh fuck, fuck, fuck, babe. I need more. Suck harder.” 

			I listen to his command and suck down harder as my head bobs, and I use my hand to pump his cock. I look up at him, my breasts grazing his thighs, the sensations making me wetter. I speed up, and you can hear the sounds echoing around the gym. His hands are in my hair, guiding my head as we don’t break eye contact. I’m so close just from sucking him off. 

			I release his cock with another popping sound, and he protests until he sees me climbing on top of him with my back to him before straddling his hips. He has a nice view of my ass.

			He groans and smacks my ass. The impact causes me to cry out as I line his cock up to my entrance and slowly lower myself until my body tenses at his size. I love the way he stretches me. Just enough pain with my pleasure.

			“Fuck,” he growls through gritted teeth, grabbing my hips. 

			I let out a string of curses as my pussy tightens around him. I feel so full.

			“Fuck, Nico, you’re so big it hurts,” I whisper, throwing my head back as he grabs my hips and guides me up and down. “But all I think about is you inside of me.”

			Nico

			My brain short circuits I’m so fucking hard. Her perfect, perky ass is on full display as she takes my cock and rides me in reverse. She’s moving up and down slowly, so fucking wet I can feel her arousal dripping down her thighs.

			“You like when my cock fills up your tight pussy.” 

			“Yes,” she answers breathlessly, throwing her head back, her silky black hair cascading down her back. She’s still moving slowly on top of me. 

			“Show me how much you like it, baby. Fuck my cock like a good little girl.” 

			“I don’t think you want me to be a good girl,” she says teasingly, keeping her tortuous pace.

			I slap her ass. “Then, fuck me like a whore.” 

			My vision goes blurry, but that is all the encouragement she needs. She leans forward, resting on her hands on the mat, and she pops her ass up and down on my cock, slowly upping her pace. I thrust my hips up to meet hers, and she cries out every time. I’m railing her fast and hard. The sounds of our bodies meeting made my dick harder, if that was even possible. The sight of her ass. God, her ass. 

			“Fuck, Anya. Keep going. Fuck, you feel amazing.” 

			I watch as her pussy takes my cock, ass bouncing, making me lose any restraint I had left. 

			“Oh. My. God. Fuck. Ah. So. Deep. Fuck. Nico,” she whimpers with every thrust. 

			I’m fucking her so hard and deep, I can’t tell where one of us ends and the other begins. She turns her head back toward me, biting her lips, her eyes hooded and completely lost in ecstasy. She makes eye contact with me.

			“Vieni dentro di me,” Come inside me, she calls back to me. 

			I love when she speaks Italian as I fuck her. 

			“You first, baby,” I say through gritted teeth. She’s trembling, and her thrusts are getting more and more uncoordinated. She’s fucking close. 

			“Oh god!” she screams out, her pussy clenching my cock tighter, and she rides out her orgasm as I slam into her.

			“Fuck, Anya,” I follow shortly after her, releasing inside of her. 

			It crosses my mind that I wouldn’t be mad if I got her pregnant. She’s on birth control, and call me a caveman, but the image of her carrying my baby turns me on again. 

			We’re both a pile of panting messes. Once her breathing is under control, she leans forward, leaving just my tip in her pussy as she wiggles her ass letting me watch my semen drip out of her and down my cock. She turns back and looks at me with that smile. Fuck me. This is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. 

			“You look so sexy right now,” I tell her, stroking myself, rubbing my semen in, then massaging her ass with it. She climbs off of me, and we lay on the mats for a moment.

			I finally sit up, deciding I’m going to fuck her into oblivion but not when anyone could walk in. We’d risked it this time, but I wasn’t going to take any chances again. No one is seeing her naked.

			“Get dressed,” I say to her as I toss her sorry excuse for workout attire toward her. She was trying to kill me. 

			“I have more plans for you.” I grin at her while I put my own clothes on.

			We barely make it to the bedroom door when I take her again from behind on the floor. On the bathroom sink. One more time in the shower against the wall. When we’re done with our sex marathon, we lay in bed in comfortable silence. She lies on my chest, stroking my tattoos with her finger, eyes hooded. I hear her breathing even. She passes out quickly, thoroughly and properly fucked.

			Anya

			Two weeks of bliss. Exploring each other’s bodies and getting to know each other. Nico thinks he’s this big scary-ass hacker and killer—I mean, he is, don’t get me wrong—but that’s not all he is. Underneath is a thoughtful, protective, loyal, sexy man. I love the way he interacts with his brothers and how he treats Valentina. The way a man treats his staff says a lot about him. Cosima’s a different story. She’s obsessed with him, but I still find it sexy when he tries not to lose his patience. He’d rub his hand over his face, taking in a deep breath, messing up his hair with his jaw flexed. Even angry Nico is still sexy. 

			Could you love someone after knowing them for a short period? We’re in isolation with no outside factors. Back in New York, Nico’s family are public figures—I was the exact opposite. I avoided any and all attention. 

			We’re in a bubble. A bubble I didn’t ever want to leave. 

			We’re having dinner when Dante strolls in late, looking excited as ever. He pauses, standing at the edge of the table while we all stare up at him.

			“Come on! Is no one going to ask?” he taunts.

			“Finally lose your virginity?” Enzo asks with his mouth full.

			Nico and Enzo high five, laughing, while Bash rolls his eyes.

			At that exact moment, Uncle Ricky walks in behind Dante. “We got his location.” 

			Pop goes that bubble. Thanks, Dante and Uncle Ricky. Come on. I thought we’d be great friends.

			My eyes immediately connect with Nico’s. I can’t read his expression. My heart takes a dive. 

			“Way to ruin the dramatic effect.” Dante pretends to be offended as he sits. 

			Uncle Ricky hands Bash a folder.

			“He’s holed up at one of their facilities. It looks like a normal warehouse on the outside but there’s two underground floors. Security is tight around the perimeter and the building itself. Blueprints and exact location are all in there. We still need to study them up,” Uncle Ricky explains.

			Bash looks through the folders while I eye them curiously. 

			“So, what happens next?” I ask. 

			I’m not sure if I want to hear the answer.

			“We need the Outfit’s cooperation,” Bash replies. 

			I can’t hide my shock. The brothers look equally as surprised.

			“We?” Nico asks.

			“Cooperation?” I follow.

			“Yes. We. Cooperate,” Bash says, sounding annoyed that we made him repeat himself. 

			“I thought once he’s located, you’re out and I go home.” 

			I need to hear him say it; otherwise, I’d think I hallucinated this whole conversation. Am I not going back? 

			“Change of plans. I’ll set up a video call with the Outfit,” Bash says as he wipes his mouth with a napkin, indicating he’s finished with his meal and this conversation. 

			Then a thought occurs to me. The Natalie part of me would hang back in the shadows, not because I was submissive but because I couldn’t draw attention to myself. However, now, as Anya, I can’t just sit around and let not only the Cosa Nostra and the Outfit call the shots for me but anyone for that matter.

			Before he leaves, I call out to him. “I’ll be there.”

			He stops and turns around to look at me as we silently communicate. I’m scared as shit, but I need to take agency over my own life, and the time is now. I can’t keep letting these men run things. The Triad is mine. Mine to build and mine to rule.

			Bash nods and leaves. I grab the folder from where Bash left them and look over at Dante. “I want these blueprints blown up so I can study them.”

			“You got it.” He grins.

			I couldn’t help but smile to myself. I look over at Nico, who is smiling proudly at me, and my heart strings tug. I can’t let him go.

			This gives me time to consider my options. Whatever they may be, leaving Nico isn’t one of them. I swear I’ll call my uncle himself and leave an anonymous tip that his location has been uncovered, so he can find somewhere else to hide. Shit, I don’t even know if Nico wants me long-term. 

			


Chapter Twenty

			Nico

			She’s smiling, her dimple appearing. I love that smile. Actually, I love so much more than that. I shake my head to cut off my thoughts, but it’s no use. There’s no getting Anya Liu out of my system. Was a man like me capable of love? Worthy of it?

			Ten minutes after Bash leaves, I get a text from him saying our meeting is in an hour. We all sit in Bash’s office. Anya, my brothers, Dante, Uncle Ricky, and a few of our captains. Cesare, Dominic, and a room full of men I’m assuming are also their captains appear on the screen. I spot the Matteo fucker to the left of Dominic. Anya jumps up like a firecracker with the biggest smile spread across her face. Fuck, it’s kind of hard to hate the two men that can make her smile like that. Then again, I want to be the reason she smiles like that.

			“Cesare! Dominic!” 

			She sounds more like a boss than she does family, but the warmth in her tone isn’t missed. 

			“You look well, bambina.” Cesare smiles, looking younger than his age. 

			He was still buff and just as scary looking as the stories we heard when we were little. Dom doesn’t say anything, he knows better. He’s not capo yet. Anya can get away with it because she is technically a boss, which is why no one says anything to her. We all recognize it. The shift that is happening. Although I’m convinced, even if she wasn’t, Bash would never tell her otherwise. If my brother wasn’t already a killer, he’d let that girl get away with murder. But hey, so would I. 

			“I am, Papa. The Deluccis are taking very good care of me.” 

			I snicker, and she shoots me a death glare. I give her my cockiest grin.

			“Thank you for looking after my daughter,” Cesare says to my brother.

			“She’s been a pleasure to have. You raised quite a woman.” Bash smiles at Cesare.

			This isn’t normal by any mafia standards. Two—or, in this case, three—bosses never hold a meeting like this with so much informality and pleasantries. It’s usually tense and silent, and any sudden movement is a death wish. It’s rare for someone to not make a bloody statement by the end of it. But I guess that’s the effect Anya has. I have no doubt she’ll be able to rein in the Triad. 

			“Of course I did. Now onto business.” Cesare directs the conversation straight to the point. 

			Uncle Ricky and Dante retell the Outfit men their discoveries. We agreed to meet here at the safe house in two weeks. The Outfit isn’t happy about waiting but tough shit. We can’t have twenty Outfit soldiers traveling simultaneously to the same location. We finally reveal to the Outfit and Anya that we’re in Poquoson, Virginia. It’s a shame we’re going to have to get rid of this place after we’re done with the Triad. Too many people know about it now.

			Anya will spearhead the mission’s plans with Bash and soon-to-be capo Dominic. Both Cesare and Dominic try to argue, but she insists since this was her mission, it was essential for her to be involved. And the fact that she was to be the leader of the Triad is her right. She made a fair argument even the Violantes couldn’t argue.

			Anya’s plan was brilliant. I don’t think we could have planned it better ourselves. The Outfit will send the hackers and security experts here first to assist Dom, Uncle Ricky, and me to figure out how to break into Li’s security measures. We’ll need several men to break the firewalls and lock codes of the building. 

			The snipers and arms experts will come next to join ours, to plan our physical attack, and also to make sure our shipment of weapons arrives on time. 

			Lastly, Cesare, Dominic, and their higher-ranking soldiers will come out to solidify the plan. My father, mother, and some of his men will also be arriving at that time. This means I have two weeks to convince Anya to stay with me after we take down Li. I don’t care if she’s the Triad Queen or not. I want her by my side, and I need her to know that. I just pray she wants the same thing.

			Anya

			Nico and I had to postpone our post-dinner walk until after the meeting, but the sun was just setting, thanks to it being summer. We’re making out under our usual tree, which Nico confessed he started calling it “Our Spot,” with a blanket laid out under us. We have a delicious spread of charcuterie, jams, cheeses, fruit, bread, and white wine. Nico learned I didn’t like red very much. I don’t know why he insisted on bringing snacks. I’m still stuffed from dinner, but it was still sweet and thoughtful, so very like Nico. 

			The kiss is wild, passionate but not sexual, though his erection might disagree. He feels so good on top of me, my legs around him like he belonged with me. When he finally pulls away, allowing me to catch some air, I smile up at him.

			“This is nice,” I say. “I like just making out with you.” 

			He chuckles into my neck, then looks into my eyes. “What do you mean?”

			“Don’t get me wrong, I like the other things, too, but sometimes a good make-out session is what a girl needs.” 

			I hold his head in both my hands. I love running my fingers through his hair. 

			His eyes narrow. “And just how many guys have you just made out with? Actually, don’t answer that.” He brushes my hair out of my face and cups my chin. “I’ll have to murder someone.” 

			I laugh, even though I know he means it. He swallows it in a kiss but pulls away too soon. “Is Matteo coming?” he asks. He says his name like he just bit into something rotten.

			I tilt my head at him. “How do you even know who Ma—” 

			My eyes are wide with shock. He didn’t! 

			“Wait a minute.” I punch his chest. “It was you who set off the fire alarms, wasn’t it? Are you insane!” 

			His laugh is a low grumble that vibrates through my body and sets off all of my senses. He grabs my hands, kisses them, then pins them down beside my head. 

			“First of all,” he says, kissing my mouth, “yes, I am fucking insane, Anya. You have no idea the lengths I’m willing to go for you. And second, I did you a favor.” 

			“Nothing was going to happen, you know,” I taunt. 

			“Obviously, I made sure of that,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows.

			I don’t even hide my laugh. Before I can tell him I was sending Matteo home, he grabs the back of my neck, pulling me in as he claims my lips and deepens the kiss, robbing me of my thoughts. I know I should be, but I’m not even mad or fazed by what I just learned.


Chapter Twenty-One

			Nico

			“Nico! Your hair’s all wet!” my mother yells as I greet her with a hug and kiss on both cheeks, trying to hide my irritation. 

			Don’t get me wrong—I love my parents, but they have the worst timing ever.

			“Yeah, Ma. I just took a shower.” I don’t care to mention that it was a fucking cold shower, considering I was balls deep in Anya in the library when Enzo all but broke the door down to let us know about their arrival. 

			I look at Bash. He looks just as confused. It looks like my parents’ arrival surprised us all. 

			Anya stands off to the side, smiling and looking cool as a cucumber, not a hair out of place, holding her hands in front of her.

			“You weren’t supposed to be here for another few days,” I say as my mother brushes by, ignoring me.

			“You must be Anya. I’m Marcella.” Ma rushes up to Anya, pulling my girl into her arms. My girl. Anya doesn’t flinch or stiffen. She hugs and kisses my mother back on both cheeks. My mother pulls back, still cupping Anya’s face. “Oh my, you’re as beautiful as my son says you are!” 

			The fuck? I never talk to my mother about women.

			“Nico told you about me?” Anya asks, confused.

			“No, Lorenzo did, but you just confirmed it,” my mother replies with a wink. 

			Anya’s eyes widened, but she was smiling like she was holding back a laugh. My mother had a way with these things.

			“I didn’t realize Dipshit is also a gossip queen. We really need to get you laid, bro,” I say as my mother greets the gossip himself.

			“Don’t talk about your baby brother like that, Nico.” My mother chastises.

			“Jesus, Ma! I’m twenty-three!” He fights my mother off of him while she licks her finger and tries to rub lipstick off his cheek. He really is her baby. 

			“The Triad Princess in the flesh,” a deep voice says from the doorway. My father walks over to Anya and pulls her in to greet her.

			“Anya. Of course I know who you are, Mr.—” 

			“Call me Giuseppe,” he says with a polite smile. He greets my brothers, saving me for last with a glare. “We’ll talk about this.” His eyes gesture to Anya. 

			She’s talking to Ma, so she doesn’t notice. Fuck, what did Enzo tell them? 

			“Is that why you showed up here unannounced? You aren’t capo anymore,” I joke, knowing it gets to him. Giuseppe Delucci is a controlling, micromanaging asshole. But we love him anyway. 

			“That, and I want to know what Anya’s plan is for taking down Li. I know you’re working with the Outfit. I’ve always liked Cesare,” my father says as he pats Bash on the back and walks away, only to stop to kiss my mother on the cheek. 

			“Have Valentina set up antipasto and bruschetta on the back patio,” he calls back without a glance, and my parents take their exit to the backyard. 

			“You’re practically quadruplets,” Anya says, stopping next to me. 

			My brothers and I look exactly like my dad. The only thing we got from Ma is her black hair, whereas my father’s was a lighter brown, and Enzo has her eyes.

			Nico

			For the next two weeks, Outfit men show up two or three at a time along with some of our men. They’re all staying in the cabins surrounding the property. We can fit about six to eight men in each cabin, so there’s plenty of room. I notice the more Outfit soldiers that turn up, the more tense and reserved Anya gets. 

			She’s been spending time either in the library or in the security room with me, memorizing the blueprints, accounting for all the men and weapons and even timing the whole damn mission. She doesn’t smile as much or joke with me during our fight training anymore. Hell, even sex feels different. I’m on high alert. I told her she needs to talk to me about this shit, but my girl’s stubborn. I should’ve known better than to think it’d be that easy.

			I watch her standing in front of the bathroom mirror rubbing creams and serums—the ones she requested after only two days of being here—on her face. Her eyebrows are pinched together like she’s deep in thought. I know something’s bothering her. Watching her get ready for bed feels so domestic. I smile at the thought of how far we’ve come in the several weeks. 

			After walking up behind her and grabbing her hips, I pull her in so she can feel my erection against her back. She’s so much shorter than me, I tower over her more than a foot. I have to lean forward to kiss her neck. She tilts her head, giving me access, but her body’s still tense. I kiss from her ear down to her shoulder.

			“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong, or do I have to coax it out of you?” I ask.

			“That depends on what you have planned in your coaxing,” she says in a seductive voice. Fuck. Focus, Nico. Don’t let her distract you. 

			I spin her, lift her onto the bathroom counter, and place my hands on each side of her. 

			“Tell me,” I demand in a low tone. 

			She sighs before she rubs the leftover moisturizer onto my face. She’s been going on about how important it is to take care of your skin. For someone who’s not good at talking about feelings or showing affection, she sure is good at finding other ways to nurture and show she cares. Her eyes finally make contact with mine, and my lips turn up. 

			“I don’t want to let you go, Nico,” she whispers. 

			Her confession takes me by surprise. I thought she was tense because of the mission. This whole time, she’s been worried about us.

			Did she not get it by now? Her body tenses when I don’t answer right away. It also doesn’t help that I’m looking at her, confused. 

			“Look, I know it hasn’t been that long, but Papa and Dom are going to know—they’re observant like that. And they’re going to be here in a few days. People talk, they’ll be furious. Not that they have a say in what I do, but I’d rather you all not fight. We’re on the same side—at least for now. And I’d like to know what to say if they ask,” she says. 

			Man, she was really sitting on this one. There’s so much I want to say to her. I want to tell her I won’t let her go, that she’s better than any dream I could come up with, and that she’s worked her way into this heart I never thought was capable of love. I love my family, but this is different. What I feel for her puts me so far out of my element to comprehend. I’ll kill anyone who tries to take her from me. Hell, I’ve killed for a lot less. 

			“You’re mine,” I say with a smile.


Chapter Twenty-Two

			Anya

			“You’re serious? Just like that?” I ask him, less than amused.

			“What part of this sounds like a joke to you?” he asks in an easygoing manner, shrugging. He looks at me like I’m the one with two heads.

			In this world, marriages or alliances could happen overnight. It’s certainly not customary to date casually, especially for long periods of time. Fucking double standards. In this world, women didn’t just sleep around. If you’re sleeping together, the woman’s labeled a whore or you marry. My heart sinks at the thought of Nico marrying someone else. It wasn’t unusual for men to take on mistresses, but I sure as fuck would not be his. I’m the damn Triad princess! Soon-to-be queen, dammit! But that fact makes me an outsider to them. How could this work?

			“I can hear you thinking, babe. Have I not shown you in these past few weeks how much I want you?” 

			“Well, you have,” I say slowly, “but I wasn’t sure if this was your way of making the best of this while it lasted.” 

			He grabs the back of my neck with one of his hands.

			“I’m not letting you go. I thought you realized that when we didn’t send you home after we located your uncle.” 

			“Nico, are you even thinking this through. Be realistic. Is there some plan I’m not in on?” 

			I don’t expect him to have an answer on the spot, but I think we’ve spent a little too much time enjoying ourselves, and now it’s time to face the consequences. A part of me is begging for him to fight for us.

			“We’ll figure it out. Together. But rest assured—you’re mine.” 

			His tone was almost threatening. As if the result will be catastrophic if anyone tries to say otherwise.

			“This is too fast, isn’t it?” I ask, testing him. 

			Surely, we’re insane. It’s only been a few weeks and part of that time we thought we were enemies.

			“Do you want to slow down?” he asks.

			I look into those dark eyes that completely suck me in. No. I know in my heart no one will ever compare to Nico. There’s no one else. I grab his face, pulling his lips to mine before answering. 

			“No,” I breathe. 

			He smiles against my mouth as our lips devour each other. He moves his hands beneath my ass and picks me up. I wrap my legs around his waist as he walks us into the bedroom.

			He tosses me onto the bed as if I weigh nothing. I lay back on my elbows as he stands over me, lust glazing over his eyes. He climbs on top of me. I’m already wet with anticipation. He grabs my waist, pulls higher on the bed, and settles his hips between my legs. His erection pushes against my core.

			I moan at the sensation. He works his way up my jaw to my earlobe, biting it, then working more kisses down my neck. 

			“Clearly, I haven’t made it obvious enough how much I want to keep you. I better rectify that as soon as possible,” he says before smacking my ass. 

			I let out a yelp, and he kisses me so passionately and so painfully I know he’s going to leave my lips bruised. Though we haven’t said the words, we make love to each other for the first time tonight. 

			Oh my God, I’m in love with Nico.

			Nico

			Cesare and Dominic are the last to arrive. We’re all lined up outside to greet Cesare’s arrival as a sign of solidarity and respect. Everyone’s tense but pretending they aren’t. It’s not unusual for meetings like this to turn into a bloodbath after a surprise attack. I doubted this was the case with Anya being in our custody and the Outfit being involved, but you really never know. 

			Anya’s standing two feet from me, and I don’t like it at all. I know she’s keeping space between us on purpose. Enzo uses this opportunity to stand next to me and Dante on his other side, so he’s now next to Anya. Fucker. I know he has a crush on her. Bash is to my right, and our parents are to his. 

			Uncle Ricky and the rest of the men are strategically placed around us. The Outfit soldiers that arrived earlier stand behind us on the steps waiting for their capo. In our world, you only face your back to people you either trust or don’t see as a threat. In this case, it’s both. It’s a sign of peace but also an insult at the same time. I can tell Bash has the same thoughts as he turns his head briefly and nods. 

			Three black SUVs with tinted windows drive up. Everyone’s shoulders straighten. I hear Anya take a deep breath. I hate not being able to see her. I hear Dante whisper something to her, and she giggles. Bastard. I’ll have to kick his ass later.

			Three men get out of the first vehicle. I recognize one to be the asshole, Matteo. His gaze falls directly on Anya, his eyes locked on hers, like a lion who just found his next meal. I fantasize about shooting him right between the eyes. I can’t see her to gauge her reaction. Fuck. The dark-haired one, I know to be Franco, one of Dom’s closest friends and their best hacker. He didn’t know it was me at the time, but I’d gotten through most of their firewalls when I was collecting information on their family. The last one, I recognize, but I had forgotten his name. He’s the shortest of the group, with brown hair and a lip ring.

			The door to the second vehicle opens, and Dominic Violante struts out of the car in sunglasses, like he’s about to walk the red carpet. He looks around and smiles when he spots Anya, giving her a once-over, making sure she’s unharmed, no doubt. He looks at my brother and nods, then at my parents as a sign of respect. 

			Cesare Violante steps out in all his gigantic glory. That bastard was even bigger in person. He’s at least six-foot-six, and I don’t doubt he has to turn sideways when walking through the doorway. A bright smile on his face.

			“A welcome committee,” he says with his arms open, palms in the air gesture. “How kind of you.” 

			Dominic and their men move to stand by their capo. I see a small figure with dark hair sprint out, and I instinctively move to follow her. Bash and Enzo pull me back by each arm. Anya throws herself into Cesare’s arms as he embraces her in a hug. He laughs, watching me from over her shoulder as he holds her while Dominic and the men are now staring daggers into me. Everyone’s now watching me. They all saw what I just did.

			Dominic breaks his gaze to turn back toward his sister. He picks her up and spins her around, kissing her on both cheeks. I don’t care if he’s her brother. I don’t like his hands on her. 

			As if Bash can read my mind, he steps forward. We follow to greet Cesare and his men. I maneuver, so I’m behind Anya now and as Dominic sets her down. The nameless lip-ring guy and Franco nod at her, but Matteo stalks forward with his arms out as if he’s going to give her a hug. I don’t give a fuck. I reach for her and pull her back to me, giving him a warning with my eyes. She turns to me, eyes wide as she stares up at me. He’s surprised but recovers quickly, smirking. Cesare and Dominic look over at me. Cesare curious, Dominic less than thrilled. Well, they’re going to find out sooner or later.

			 Bash interrupts before things can escalate further. 

			“Cesare, pleasure to meet you.” He shakes Cesare’s hand, holding my brother’s hand in both of his. 

			“Pleasure’s all mine. Thank you for having us at your home. I know it’s not ideal to reveal the location of one of your safe houses,” Cesare replies as he shakes Enzo’s hand, then mine.

			“Cesare!” My father steps up, and they kiss each other on both cheeks.

			Anya tries to get out of my grip on her arm. Oh, no you don’t. I just hold on tighter. 

			“Giuseppe, it’s been too long, my friend!” Cesare returns the warmth. 

			This is going better than planned. 

			“Marcella, a vision as always.” Cesare kisses my mother’s hand, then introduces the three gentlemen. 

			“Matteo, Tony, Franco,” he says, pointing to each of them. 

			They nod. Matteo still has that smirk on his face.

			We all take turns shaking hands with one another. When Matteo reaches out, I make sure to grip his hand just a little harder. He had the same idea. 

			Anya darts off as soon as everyone split up, who is now nowhere to be seen. Probably off studying the blueprints she’s been obsessing over for weeks in Bash’s office—another weird thing he lets her get away with. He never lets anyone except my father, myself, and Enzo in his office without him being present. 

			My father and Cesare head off like they’re old high school buddies or some shit. Cosima shows the men to their cabins, while Valentina shows Dominic to his room and gives him a tour of the mansion. Cesare and Dominic stay in our home as a sign of respect as cape and heir. The glare Anya shot at me when Bash confirmed there were more rooms was priceless. I make my way to the security room, needing to wrap up some things before I can play host with my family. 

			After an hour, I head to the foyer and find Anya heading back to Bash’s office, I assume. I sneak up on her from behind and grab her waist, which, apparently, isn’t the right move. She screams, elbowing me in the face. Water flies everywhere.

			“What the hell, babe!” I pinch my nose with one hand and rub my head that’s now drenched in water.

			“What’s wrong with you?” she replies, trying to suppress her laugh. “You gave me a heart attack.”

			Just then, Dominic and Tony appear at the top of the staircase, staring at us intently.

			“This conversation isn’t over, double oh seven,” I say to her quickly before I return my attention to Dominic and Tony. “We’re going to talk about this relationship your elbow’s established with my face.” 

			She smiles.

			Valentina tells him dinner is at seven as she speeds off, knowing that it’s best to make herself scarce. Dominic takes his time making his way down the stairs. His eyes never leave mine. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Anya looking around, as if she’s searching for an escape route. He walks right up to me, eye-to-eye now. I’m just barely taller. It’s coming, and I let him. It’s his sister. 

			“You fucking bastard!” Dominic gets me good on my left cheek, right where Anya left her mark when we first got here. 

			These fucking two. 

			I recover quickly and punch him in the stomach, then the jaw when he hunches over. Bash races in from the kitchen. Before it can escalate, we’re pulled apart. We glare at each other, nostrils flaring like wild animals at a watering hole. 

			“You guys are fucking children!” Anya yells, but he shoots her a look that keeps her in place. 

			The fucker can’t treat her like that.

			“Everyone clear out!” Bash yells. 

			The random soldiers hanging around the house leave, and Tony stays with Dominic. Bash stays with me and Anya and stands off to the side, watching all of us tentatively. 

			Dominic’s staring directly at Anya, who’s staring right back. 

			She recovers quickly, seeing as she’s now pissed off, too, staring daggers into him with her arms crossed. 

			Anya

			I’m in a stand-off with my brother. We’ve never been in this position before. We rarely ever fight, and it’s never about anything serious. Once the room clears out, Dom doesn’t hold back.

			“You fucking him?” he asks through clenched teeth, using his head to gesture in Nico’s direction. 

			The look of disgust on his face, like it’s the 1800s and I’m some common whore. Nico steps forward, but I shoot him a pleading look to not do anything.

			“That’s none of your fucking business, Dom,” I tell my brother. 

			Who the hell is he to judge me? 

			“How could you be so STUPID!” He takes a step toward me, but at the same time, Nico stalks up and pushes him back, finger pointing in his face.

			“Don’t you fucking talk to her like that!” Nico’s face is red with fury. Dom laughs menacingly. Nico takes a step back as I pull his arm, allowing me to see my brother. I’ve never seen Nico so angry.

			“This why they’re hell-bent on protecting you? You spread your little legs and—” He makes an opening gesture with his hands.

			My turn. Before he can even get the rest of his words out, I charge at him and punch him so hard across the face it echoes, and my knuckles scream. His face has to feel the same, but I don’t give him a chance to recover the second he looks back up at me, then I deck him again. 

			“Don’t you ever fucking disrespect me like that!” I scream back at him. 

			Dom looks shocked for a moment, palming his face, but then he takes a deep breath. I can tell he’s trying to rein in his anger before he does something he’ll regret.

			“They are using you, sorellina.” He points to Nico and Bash. “Don’t you see that? You can’t trust them. Don’t you think it’s weird they’re suddenly being nice to you when they find out you’re about to be the queen of the goddam Triad! They tried to kidnap you!” His pitch increases, yelling by the end of the sentence. 

			Nico doesn’t give me a chance to reply. He’s back to swinging. Dom strikes him back, and they fall on the floor, taking a vase and a painting with them. Dom gets on top of him, getting a good hit in before Nico swings pounds into Dom’s face. Bash and Tony pull Nico off of my brother. 

			“You’re dead!” Dom screams, pointing at Nico as Tony pushes him back. “Fucking dead! Do you have any idea what the fuck you’ve just done? Of course you do!”

			“What exactly do you think I did?” Nico taunts.

			“You claimed her, you fucking idiot. She wasn’t yours to take!” Dom screams, Tony still pushing him back. 

			“Are you fucking kidding me!” I yell, hearing enough of his sexist bullshit. “It’s the twenty-first century! I’m an adult, I can do whatever I want—” 

			“That’s not what I mean, and no, you can’t, Anya! How do you not get it?” he asks me incredulously. 

			“Why don’t you enlighten me, then?” I throw my arms up, exasperated by my idiot brother. 

			“When you decided you were going to take the Triad back, your life was no longer your own. You have a duty now. You’re going to be the leader of the Triad, Anya. You can’t just be with whoever you want. This isn’t some fairy tale fantasy and”—Dom points at Nico, always with the pointing—“he knew that. He knew better!”

			“What are you going on about?” 

			Now I’m confused.

			“Where are your loyalties now, Anya? Where’s your allegiance? To the Outfit? To the Triad? Or to the Cosa Nostra? To him? To the Triad, he’s a fucking outsider,” Dom asks.

			I flinch back like he had just slapped me. I wasn’t expecting that. 

			He had a point. I’d never even thought about how this might affect the Triad if I succeed in taking over. Or how it would affect my relationship with the Outfit. The Outfit and the Cosa Nostra are at peace at the moment, but that could change at the drop of a hat. Nico and I aren’t married. Neither of us are obligated to choose the other. There is no alliance between any of our houses.

			Dom thinks I’ve betrayed him.

			Nico

			I could see the wheels spinning. She doesn’t know the answer. Fuck, I can tell she’s fighting back tears. We’d really have to work on that if she was going to become the next leader of the Triad. Don’t get me wrong, she can cry to me all she wants, even if it breaks my heart, but she can’t do this in public. Not as a boss. Not in our world. She didn’t strike me as a crier, but I’m guessing it’s different when it comes to her brother. 

			“That’s what I thought,” Dominic says, taking a breath before looking straight at me. “You had no right to take that from her.”

			“Don’t you dare question my loyalty, Dom,” she says firmly. 

			I can tell what he said hit a nerve.

			“Think about it,” Dominic utters as he storms off back upstairs.

			After a few hours of cooling off, the last thing I wanted to do was sit in this office with Dominic fucking Violante. I’d just spent a majority of that time trying to rein Anya and her overthinking in, so there wasn’t actually any calming down on my end.

			I get it. She values her brother’s opinion highly, much to my dismay, and she’s never fought with him before. She doesn’t want to have to choose. I don’t want that for her, either. Selfishly, I hope she isn’t second guessing us. I left her in our room once she tired herself out and fell asleep. I hear the door click, and it breaks my train of thought.

			Dominic walks in, looking as annoying as ever. I want to gut the fucker, but I can’t; that would just hurt her more. Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. 

			I get up from Bash’s chair and gesture to the seat in front of me for Dominic to sit. I walk over to the bar cart and pour us both a glass of whiskey. I walk back over, whiskey bottle in hand, and place our glasses on the desk before taking a seat. We sit in silence for a moment. Only when both of our glasses are empty Dominic opens his mouth. 

			“You can’t have her,” he says simply, as if his word was God. 

			Who does this fucker think he is? He’s not capo yet, and he sure as fuck isn’t my capo. I don’t reply right away. I pour us both another glass and take a sip, savoring the taste.

			“That’s not up to you,” I tell him.

			“She’s not your whore. Now you’ve gone and fucking ruined her.” I roll my eyes at his statement. Fuck, it’s going to be hard not to take another swing at him. 

			“I know she’s not a whore. I respect and admire her greatly. The only person in this room that’s degraded her today is you.”

			Dominic scoffs.

			“If you respected her you would’ve left her alone. How’s it look to the other families that the Triad princess is shacking up with the Cosa Nostra consigliere? You’ll fuck her, but you won’t marry her?”

			“Fuck off,” I grumble. I don’t have to explain myself to him.

			“That’s how our world will see it, and you know it. And you’re not going to marry her. I won’t allow it. So, whatever this is, it ends now.” 

			My blood is boiling. 

			“And if it doesn’t?” 

			Is he really going to threaten me in my house?

			“It will because she’s getting married next week,” Dominic says with a smug grin. 

			I don’t want to take the bait, but I have to ask. “Who?”

			He gives me a smile that tells me he’s going to be satisfied by my reaction.

			“One of our captains”—he pauses to pick fake lint off of his sleeve—“Matteo”—his smile widens—“they’re . . . well acquainted, if you know what I mean. Should be an easy transition.” 

			I can’t hear over the blood boiling inside me. I slam my hand on the desk and stand. “You even think about marrying her off to someone else, I will drown you in acid!” 

			Dominic stands, unbothered as Bash enters. 

			“You don’t get a say in this, Nico. It’s a family matter.” He heads toward the door.

			“Is that all she’s worth to you?” I call out. “She’s about to be the head of her house, and you marry her off to a captain? He’s a nobody.”

			“I’ll be capo soon. And I’ll be needing a consigliere.” He slams the door shut, not waiting for my response. 

			He can’t actually be serious. Not just about the marriage but making rocks-for-brains Matteo his second-in-command. Fucking hell. I’m going to lose it.

			“He’s right, you know.” Bash stands across the office with his arms crossed. “You can’t just have your way with her, take our men into battle for her, then leave her.” 

			“Have my way with her?” I scoff, looking at him like he’s lost it.

			“I don’t see it that way, but you know a lot of men in our world will and hers, too. If word gets out about you two, if it hasn’t already, they’ll label her as your whore. Is that the reputation you want to leave her with when she takes over the Triad?”

			“You know it’s not like that!” 

			Whose side is this fucker on?

			“You’ll ruin her more than you already have in the eyes of her own men. You have to let her go and pray word doesn’t get out about the two of you.” 

			Over my dead body will she marry that fucker, Matteo, or any other fucker for that matter. And then the idea hits me.

			“Sure, brother.” I nod and leave my brother standing in his office. Married, she will be.

			I head back to my room, but before I walk in, I shoot out a series of texts to Dante, Valentina, and Uncle Ricky—all with a list of things to do. Let’s get this show on the road.

			When I enter the room, Anya’s sitting up on the bed, watching TV. She’s wearing my T-shirt, and I can’t help but admire her. She looks away from the screen as I walk over to the bed and sit on the edge. 

			“He told you to end it, didn’t he?” she asks quietly. 

			I turn and lay on the bed, pulling her into my lap, with her back to my chest, and kiss her temple before resting my chin on her shoulder.

			“Here’s the thing, babe. He can’t tell me what to do. I’m not letting you go. I love you too much, and I’m a selfish bastard.” She stills in my arms.

			“You love me?” Her head perks up, turning to look at me. 

			I never said it out loud, especially to her. I hadn’t even admitted it to myself. But there’s no going back now.

			“Isn’t it obvious?”

			“Isn’t it too soon?” she asks, not making eye contact with me.

			“I mean, I love you now, and I’ll love you in six months, and I’ll love you forever if you’ll let me. I can wait to tell you, but what’s the point?” I loop my fingers around her hair that’s fallen onto the side of her face, and she looks at me with that damn smile. 

			“Say it again.”

			“I love you.” 

			She kisses me deeply and pulls away, looking into my eyes. “I love you, too, Nico.” 

			I grab her head and deepen the kiss. She maneuvers her body and straddles me. My cock is already at full mast, aching for her pussy. 

			I want her so much. Removing my shirt from her, I show her exactly how much.

			After a long night of sex, she lies on my chest. I love that I can just be silent with her. I run my fingers through her hair as she rubs my chest. Fuck, if I want this forever. 

			“Your thoughts are practically bouncing off the walls,” I joke. 

			She laughs before taking a deep breath.

			“What if we can’t kill him? What if we do but I’m a bad leader? I didn’t grow up with them. What if they don’t accept me? What if this ruins us?” 

			“That’s a lot of what-ifs.” I pause. “First of all”—I grab her by her shoulders and force her still, her tits in front of my eyes—“you and I are a done deal. We’re solid and always will be. Second, we will kill him. And third, you won’t be a bad leader because you’ll have the support of the Outfit and the Cosa Nostra. But even without us, you’re smart, strong, and despite your size, terrifying. I’ve seen it firsthand and have no doubt you’ll turn things around for them. Plus, you can’t be worse than Li.” 

			I shouldn’t have lifted her up, goddamnit. Focus.

			“Dom was right, you know. My loyalties are all twisted,” she says.

			“Don’t see why you have to pick, babe. There’s family, business, and pleasure. Your duties are completely different. The Outfit is your family. So long as Cesare and Dom are alive, they won’t abandon you. Think of the Triad as business and me as pleasure,” I say, wiggling my eyebrows, leaving out the part that I hope to also be included in the family part very soon. That gets her to laugh at least. 

			“Do you think the Triad will accept the Cosa Nostra whore as their new boss?” 

			“You’re not a whore. Although, there’s that one thing that you do that just makes me—” 

			She smacks me with a pillow. “Focus, Nico!”

			I chuckle. “Do you trust me?” 

			She lays back down on my chest, and I wrap my arms around her.

			“I do,” she replies. 

			She has no idea how ironic her reply is. 

			“Okay, then. Get some sleep. I have a plan.” We lay in silence until we both fall asleep.


Chapter Twenty-Three

			Anya

			I wake the next morning and look at the time: six thirty a.m. Nico is already dressed and walking back over to the bed. 

			“Where are you going?” I ask, yawning.

			He leans forward to kiss me. “Got lots to do today.” 

			And with that, he’s out the door. 

			I don’t see him for most of the day. He wasn’t at breakfast or lunch. Dinner was awkward with my brother and Nico staring at each other, as if they were trying to set each other on fire with their minds. Cesare and Giuseppe act like they’ve been besties since they were in diapers. At least someone’s getting along.

			Nico won’t even look at me and seems distracted, checking his phone every thirty seconds. It wouldn’t piss me off so much, but he’s paying extra special attention to Cosima tonight. He keeps getting up and whispering into her ear every so often. She’s enjoying it too much. I just might set her on fire myself. Not with my mind, either. Okay, so the bloodlust is back. Stop. He just told me he loved me. Did he change his mind already? To snap out of my thoughts, I shake my head.

			Marcella and I make small talk. She’s a sweet woman with a lot of patience. I guess you have to have it being the wife to a capo and mother to three boys all with tempers. We get along well. She can’t cook, either, so we’ve spent a lot of time driving Valentina crazy in the kitchen, though I think she secretly likes having us around. 

			“So, tell me, mia dolce bambina, what have you been up to here?” Cesare asks me. 

			Before I can answer, Dom grunts, and Dante inserts himself into the conversation.

			“Training. She can kick some serious ass. A natural,” Dante says proudly.

			I roll my eyes. Dom’s gripping onto his knife so hard his knuckles are turning white. I’m afraid the utensil will turn to dust. He doesn’t like the fact that I’ve grown so close to these men.

			“Of course she can. Paid a lot of money to ensure that,” Cesare says proudly, with a chuckle.

			“Dom, you should spar with us sometime. I’d love to see you try and take on your sister,” Dante says, and the table goes silent. Why must he taunt him?

			“Sure thing,” he says before taking a bite of his steak. 

			The rest of the evening goes by smoothly. Dom has considerably calmed down, but he doesn’t say much. 

			I keep trying to make eye contact with Nico to get some reassurance, but he still won’t look at me. When we all get up after dinner, Nico is already heading out the door without a second glance. 


Chapter Twenty-Four

			Nico

			“She’s an outsider, Nico,” Father expresses before sipping his whiskey. 

			We’re in Bash’s office, sitting on the leather armchairs by the fireplace. Bash is sitting on the couch across from us. I twirl the dark liquid in the glass before sipping it. He wasn’t wrong. Traditionally, we almost never married outside of the Cosa Nostra. Alliances rarely lasted, so marrying outside of your syndicate was outdated.

			“I love her,” I tell him.

			“I’m not saying you don’t. It only took me a day to know your mother was the one. I’m saying she’s an outsider,” my father states.

			“She’s not some random nobody off the streets.” Although, if she was, I was certain we’d still be having this conversation. “She might not be Cosa Nostra, but she’s Triad, and high born at that. Hell, she outranks me.”

			“Exactly. She’s Triad,” my father says. 

			The “we can’t trust them” is implied. A man of few words. 

			“You’re right, Father. But this could be good for us if we take Li out,” Bash interjects, to my surprise. 

			“And if we don’t, and if this fails? You expect us to use our resources and possibly lose men because of some girl? What if they don’t accept her?” my father asks, then downs the rest of the liquid before refilling his glass.

			“We won’t. Have some faith in our men. Her, too,” Bash says.

			“She’s not just some girl, Pa,” I say to my father.

			“This marriage could benefit us,” Bash pipes up again. 

			Wow, I really didn’t expect him to back me up like this.

			“The Triad’s weak. They have nothing to offer us. She has nothing to offer us. She’ll have to turn things around significantly. Otherwise, she will just be a nobody off the streets,” Father retorts. 

			“I wasn’t asking for permission,” I finally say. My father looks up from his drink and has a sly smile on his face. 

			“So, it’s safe to assume Cesare and Dominic have no idea?” Father asks.

			Anya

			After getting ready for bed, Nico still hasn’t returned. Where the hell has he been? It’s not like him to not at least check in. I wouldn’t consider myself clingy, but his strange behavior has me on edge. I try to read but can’t concentrate, so I try to watch TV instead. When that fails, I walk to Dom’s room. We haven’t had any time, just the two of us, and I really want us to talk.

			I knock on his door, and shuffling comes from the other side. When he opens it, I hold up a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. He looks surprised to see me.

			“I come in peace?” I say, looking at him, giving him my best angel eyes. 

			He smiles and rolls his eyes, but he steps aside to let me in. I climb onto his bed and lean back against the headboard, and he joins me. I pour each a glass, and we clink them before drinking. 

			“Where’s your room?”

			“Really? That’s the first thing you’re going to ask me when we’re alone? I’m good, Dom. I’ve been learning how to cook, fight, and shoot better. How are you doing?” I answer sarcastically. 

			He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes, and he doesn’t say anything back. He finishes his drink and pours another one.

			“Don’t ask questions you don’t want to know the answer to, Dom. You know which room is mine.” 

			“Yeah,” he says, nodding, then takes a large gulp. 

			“He’s not bad, Dom. None of them are,” I tell him.

			“We’re all the bad guys, Anya. I just want to protect you from getting hurt, that’s all. I don’t trust him,” Dom says.

			“I know, but I don’t need to be protected from him. I do trust him,” I plead calmly, even though he’s pissing me off. “And I’ve been the one spending time with him.” 

			“This won’t last, Anya. You can’t be with him.” 

			He’s not angry, he’s just stating it like it’s a fact. 

			“He told me he loved me,” I tell him, devoid of animosity. 

			“You don’t see it now, but you will one day. I always knew I was going to be capo, so I had to look at things differently. You didn’t know about the Triad, and that’s not your fault. But you’ll see. You have to make sacrifices as a leader.” 

			He tries to mansplain to me like I don’t understand the role I’m taking on. 

			I let out a sign, realizing we’re just going to have to agree to disagree. I didn’t have it in me to fight him right now. We’re supposed to be working together. Sempre.

			“I’m tired,” I say, climbing off the bed and leaving the whiskey and my empty glass on his nightstand. “Good night, Brother.” I kiss him on the cheek and head back to my room.

			Nico still isn’t in bed when I get to the room. It’s only eleven p.m., but he’s usually back by now. 

			I toss and turn for two more hours, and he still doesn’t come back. What the hell, Nico? 

			


Chapter Twenty-Five

			Nico

			I had everything in place. Timed to the exact minute. I woke up early again so Anya wouldn’t ask me any questions. There’s one more thing I need to take care of. The sun’s barely rising as I walk over to one of the cabins, and I spot two of our men with three Outfit men sitting outside on the porch. I guess having a common enemy does bring people together. Scanning the men as I approach, I see just the man I’m looking for. I knew they’d be up. After all, I made the schedules. His eyes lock with mine as I take the steps up. He has a smug grin across his face.

			“I take it you heard about the engagement,” he taunts, not even bothering to stand as I stop in front of him. “Don’t worry, though. I’ll let you keep your little roommate situation with my betrothed until this mission is over. I don’t mind sharing.”

			My fists clench, and I can hear my knuckles pop. I wanted to put a bullet in his head right then. 

			Bash’ll kill me, though, if I start a war, and I can’t put Anya in the position of having to pick a side. I promised myself I’d never do that to her. 

			“Engagement is off,” I say calmly. 

			The two Outfit soldiers next to him still. One jerks his hand toward his jacket, ready to pull out a weapon if necessary.

			Matteo finally stands. I’m a few inches taller than him, so he has to tilt his head up. “That’s not your call to make.” 

			“Sure it is,” I reply. “Besides, it’s already done.” I shrug.

			His nostrils flare. “The fuck makes you think you can get away with this?”

			“The fact that I can do whatever the fuck I want.”

			“You’re really going to fight over pussy I had first?”

			Finally giving me a reason to do what I came here to do, I lift him by the throat and slam his head into the glass table. The table smashes in an instant. His men are about to jump on me but mine pull out their guns. Two Outfit barrels point at me, while one barrel from each of mine points back at them. I don’t pause. I pick him up by his throat again and slam him to the floor face down as I kneel on the top of his back.

			“You fucker!” He tries to fight back, but he can’t move. “You’re going to die for this.”

			I grab his arm, placing his palm flat. Using my other knee to hold his forearm in place, I pull a knife from the holster on my calf and stab it straight through his hand, pinning it to the porch.

			He whimpers, probably waking up everyone in the neighboring cabins.

			I bring my head close to his ear. “I didn’t come here to chat. I came to give you a warning. You blink in her direction, you even think about her, and I’ll fire a bullet into each eye. The only reason I don’t end your life right now is because Anya cares about Dominic. She is the reason I’m letting you live. So, instead of disrespecting her, you should be thanking her.” I spit in his pathetic face, then straighten up and fix my shirt. 

			Without another word or glance, I head back into the mansion.

			Anya

			Soft kisses trail my jaw and neck as I gain consciousness. I take a deep inhale, smelling his signature fragrance. I open my eyes as he peppers more kisses on me. Nico came back to bed late last night. There’s no way he’s already up and dressed.

			“I want to be woken up like this every morning.” I blink, letting my eyes adjust to the light and taking in the sight of the man in front of me.

			“Get dressed. I want to show you something. You have thirty minutes,” he says with his devilish smile and darts out of the room before I can question him. 

			I get up to get ready. I choose a matcha-green minidress, put some light makeup on, and curl my hair loosely. Maybe we’re going on a picnic? He’s seen me at my worst, but I want to look nice for his surprise.

			When I come downstairs, he’s waiting for me at the bottom with the biggest smile on his face. How could I have ever doubted him? He’s wearing black dress pants and a black dress shirt that shows off his muscular tattooed arms. My mouth just waters at the sight of him. Damn, my man is hot. He takes my hand, and he walks me to Our Spot, over by the giant tree in silence. I don’t know why, but I’m nervous, and my palms are sweating. Is he about to dump me? He interrupts my thoughts when he begins to speak. 

			“Anya, from the moment I saw you, I was obsessed. The more I learned about you, the more I needed to know.” He pauses to grab both of my hands into his. “When I saw you at the club, I had no idea if you were the enemy or not. But I knew then it didn’t matter. Nothing else mattered. Fate had taken complete control the moment you came into my life. You were mine from the moment I saw you, and I was yours.” 

			He gets down on one knee. Wait, oh god. My right hand shoots to my chest as he holds my left. I can’t see him anymore. Tears flood my eyes. Just as I blink them away, he pulls out a small black Graff box. 

			Covering my mouth, I muffle my sobbing. When did I turn into such mush? He opens the box, but I can’t concentrate on anything but him.

			“Anya Liu, will you do me the honors and become my wi—”

			“YES!” I yell breathlessly, launching myself into his arms, crying from excitement, smothering him in kisses. 

			I never thought I’d be that girl—hell, I never thought I’d get married let alone fall in love. 

			He catches me and chuckles before he picks me up, spinning me. I pull in his head and take his lips to mine. I don’t know how long we kiss for, since I’ve completely lost the concept of time. The kiss quickly turns heated, and I wrap my legs around his waist. 

			In two strides, he pins my back against the tree. I quickly undo his pants as he lifts up my dress and moves my panties to the side. He thrusts inside me in one swift move, and I let out a cry. His pace picks up, and as he thrusts into me over and over, he takes my left hand and slides the engagement ring on my finger, his lips never leaving mine. He isn’t just fucking me. He’s claiming me, and I relish in the moment.

			After the quickie, we walk toward the mansion hand-in-hand, but instead of going back, he pulls me into a different direction. As we walk, I finally take a moment to look at my engagement ring. Oh my. He did well. I would honestly marry him with a Ring Pop, but this ring is exquisite, with its huge oval-shaped diamond set in platinum with a pave band. 

			“I want to show you something else,” he says, heading for the heavily wooded area. We’d never gone in there before.

			“Is this the part where you kill me?” I joke.

			“Why would I kill you when you’re just about to be mine?” he asks with a wink. 

			We walk for some time, and my mind starts wandering again. I know I want to be with him, but are we rushing things? How will Papa and Dom react? I have to tell Donna and Maya.

			“I can hear your thoughts, as usual, babe. Why don’t you just share them?” he asks as we walk holding hands. 

			“Do you feel like we’re rushing things?” I’ve asked him this before, but I need the reality check.

			“You already said yes. There’s no backing out now,” he chuckles. 

			“Are you only marrying me because you feel obligated to?” I ask, wondering if he’s just trying to save my reputation. These goddamn double standards suck.

			“No, I asked you because I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

			“How do you know that, though?” I ask him seriously.

			“You said yes. I could ask you the same thing.”

			I took a moment to think about his words. I do love him, and I’ll never love anyone else. He turned my lonely existence into something worth living for. 

			“You brought me back to life in more ways than one, Nico. Before I met you, I was living a half-life. Barely existing, just getting by. I’ve never had to be anyone other than myself with you. And you accept me in every form. The heir, the outsider, the orphan, the sister to a mafia don. Natalie. Anya. You’ve awakened something deep inside me I didn’t know was possible and given me things I never thought I’d ever have.” 

			I kiss him deeply, thinking about the kind of future I could have with this man. Love, family, children. I pull away, needing to have this conversation.

			“I know I have a lot of baggage. We still have Andrew to deal with, and I still have to finish law school, and—” 

			He kisses me. “You asked me if we were rushing things. I told you before. I love you now, and I’ll love you in six months, and I’ll love you forever if you’ll let me. Why wait?” He cups his hands around my head. “You can be married and go to law school. You can be married and kill your uncle. But we’re solid. You’re my forever.” 

			The kill my uncle part was just as casual as he said law school. Jesus, we make one hell of a couple.

			He has a point.

			“You’re everything I never knew I wanted, Anya. Everything I didn’t think I could have. I always thought my fate was to marry someone who was groomed to be a homemaker and have my children because it’s our duty—what’s expected. I never thought a woman like you existed. One that’s not only intelligent but driven and strong. But somehow, I found you. And I actually want all of that with you. Not out of duty but out of my love for you. I want to create things with our love. I never thought love was a part of my path.”

			I took in his words. I didn’t know what to say. 

			The best I can come up with is “I’m not part of the Cosa Nostra.” 

			I remind him like an idiot. He just poured his heart out, and that’s my response?

			“You will be.”

			“No. After the mission, if it’s a success, I’ll always be Triad.” 

			“But you’ll be mine no matter what happens with the mission.” He cups my face in his hands. “Do you love me?”

			“Of course.” 

			“Don’t think of anything else when I ask you this. Just think of the question. Do you want to marry me?” he asks. 

			Yes.

			“Yes,” I say firmly, with no hesitation.

			“Good because nothing’s keeping me from you.” He plants a hard kiss on my lips. “Plus, you’re at least Catholic, so Ma isn’t upset in the slightest.” He shrugs, like that settles it. 

			I shake my head, laughing at him as he takes my hand and walks me over a few more yards. 

			White tents and a white carpet lines an aisle, covered in pink flower petals.

			“What’s this?” I turn to look at him. 

			“Our wedding.” 

			


Chapter Twenty-Six

			Nico

			Her eyes grow wide, looking up at me.

			“What do you mean? We’re getting married right now?” 

			“Yes, right now. Well, in a few hours. We need to get ready,” I say, pointing at one of the tents.

			Before she can argue, I kiss her deeply. “I know this isn’t the wedding you deserve. You deserve the big celebration, but I can’t wait to make you mine. So, please, will you become Mrs. Delucci tonight, and we can plan a bigger and better wedding when the dust settles?”

			I know I’m forcing her hand, but there’s no guarantee we’re all going to walk out alive after we face Andrew. Of course, I’m not going to tell her that. But there’s no way I’m going to die without her being mine. Surprisingly, she kisses me, to my relief. 

			“Yes”—she smiles—“let’s do it.” 

			Just then, my mother grabs her and takes her into the tent where her lunch is waiting. I’ve been on the receiving end of her fury when she’s hungry, and I wasn’t going to have that on our wedding day. She still needs to get her hair and makeup done. We had a long day ahead. I didn’t need her passing out. 

			I had Cosima pick out a selection of dresses. The crazy bitch thought I was asking her to pick out her own wedding dress, which, I guess, in turn, was a good thing. I could at least count on her picking out dresses Anya might like. Valentina is also an amazing tailor. 

			My father, brothers, and Dante wait inside my tent with whiskey in their hands. They hold their glasses up, welcoming me, hugging and kissing each other on both cheeks.

			“It’s my brother’s wedding day! Who would’ve thought we’d see the day?” Bash says, pouring me a glass.

			“You know,” Dante interjects, “you’re lucky Bash ended up calling me to take care of that Sanchez bastard at the club that night. Otherwise, this would be my wedding we’d be celebrating,” he jokes, popping a grape in his mouth. 

			I know he wants her, and it’s definitely more than mild attraction. 

			“Asshole,” I laugh, pretending to punch him in the stomach as he blocks me. He pulls me into a hug and pats my back.

			“What? Mrs. Anya Borelli has a nice ring to it,” he taunts.

			“Yeah right,” Bash snorts. “From what I’ve gathered, Nico all but pissed on her the moment he saw her. You didn’t stand a chance,” he jokes. 

			I roll my eyes. 

			He’s right, though. She was mine the moment I laid eyes on her. Never thought I’d see the day, either. Then I realized something.

			“That why you decided to let her stay?” I ask my brother.

			He smiles back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says in a tone that tells me he knew exactly what he was doing.

			“Okay, cupid.” I tease back. 

			“Congrats, man,” Enzo says, clinking his glass with mine.

			My father’s the last to approach me, big dark eyes like mine staring right back at me.

			“This will probably bring on a shit storm, but I’m proud of you, Son. Now maybe you can make your mother’s dreams come true by popping out some grandbabies.” He laughs.

			“No babies anytime soon. We just want to enjoy each other for now,” I reply.

			I can’t deny it. I want to get Anya pregnant as soon as possible, but I know how that conversation will go if I even think about bringing it up at a time like this. She’ll cut off my balls and work her way to other body parts. Then she’s going to want to establish herself in the Triad, finish law school, and work to prove herself for a while. I could wait, but damn if I wasn’t excited to see her pregnant with our child. Maybe it was feral and old-school, but I couldn’t help it.

			We’re all standing at the end of the altar with both the officiate and the priest so we can declare our lives as one not only in front of God but the state of New York. Money can buy you anything. We paid a substantial amount of money for the late notice, to keep their mouths shut about our location, and to forge our marriage license into being filed in New York. We didn’t want any Triad members getting our location through this. Anya’s still technically dead, but one thing at a time.

			My mother and father are seated, while Valentina and a very pissed off Cosima stand in the back. I’d rather not have them here, especially Cosima, but I needed someone to help Anya get ready and bring lunch over, and I didn’t want to invite any more people onto the property that didn’t need to be here.

			Bash, Enzo, and Dante stand by my side. 

			A vision in white appears at the end of the aisle. She locks eyes with mine immediately and smiles. My vision’s blurry, but I bring my hand up to cough and rub my eyes, recovering quickly.

			“Saw that,” Bash whispers.

			“Shut the fuck up,” I reply back, smiling. 

			She walks down in a simple strapless, white lace gown that hugs her waist and hips too perfectly. The bustier of the dress makes her tits pop up to her eyeballs. I have to think about kittens dying to prevent a hard-on. No veil. Simple and elegant. Fuck, she is beautiful. 

			As she makes her way to me, I can see she’s looking around. She doesn’t miss that I left Cesare and Dominic out on purpose, but she keeps a smile on her face. It only falters for a second. I’m a goddamn bastard. When she gets to me, my mother stands to take her bouquet, kisses her cheeks, and I take her hands into mine. I don’t even hear what the priest says. I’m eager to make her mine, so I listen for when it’s time for us to say our vows. 

			Bash pulls out our wedding bands and hands them over to me. 

			“Do you, Niccolo Amadeo Delucci, take Anya Meilin Liu to be your lawful wedded wife? To be true to her in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health? To love and honor her for all the days of your life?” the officiant asks.

			“I do,” I say firmly as she slips on my ring. 

			“Do you, Anya Meilin Liu, take Niccolo Amadeo Delucci to be your lawful wedded husband? To be true to him in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health? To love and honor him for all the days of your life?” 

			“I do!” she exclaims, bouncing on her toes as I slip on her wedding band. 

			“By the power vested in me, by the state of New York, I pronounce you husband and wife. You may now ki—”

			I know what to do. I grab my wife and dip her back and take her mouth with mine. She tries to pull away, not liking the audience, but I don’t care. That only makes me deepen the kiss more. She lets out a moan. When I let her go, she’s flushed, and I can’t help but laugh. You’d never guess she could kill grown men three times her size. 

			The family joins in to congratulate us. We sign the documents before we leave, and that’s it. She’s officially my wife. Mine.

			I had a car waiting for us not wanting her to walk back to the mansion in her dress and heels. I’m not a total bastard after all. We drive back in silence as I look over at her sitting in the passenger seat. She’s biting the inner corner of her mouth. I notice she does that when she’s overthinking. 

			“Everything okay, Mrs. Delucci?” I ask proudly. 

			“Liu-Delucci,” she corrects me quickly, catching me off guard. 

			Call me old-fashioned, but I never considered she might want to hyphenate her name. 

			“And yes . . . I just wish Cesare was able to walk me down the aisle. Donna and Dom should’ve been there, too,” she says with a shrug, trying to conceal her sadness.

			“I’m fucking selfish, Anya. I know they should be here, but I didn’t want anyone trying to stop us or cause a scene. I wanted today to just be about you and me, no drama.”

			“You’re not selfish, Nico. I understand why you went about it this way. And I agreed to it. I don’t have any regrets. I just feel like I betrayed them.” 

			I grab her hand and kiss her wrist. “You didn’t betray them. And you will get your wedding, I promise.”

			“I don’t need a big wedding, Nico. This is enough for me,” she says earnestly.

			“No, you deserve more than just enough. You’re going to be a queen. And you deserve to have the memory of Cesare walking you down the aisle.” 

			“I love you,” she replies. 

			As we pull up to the front of the mansion, Dominic is outside, face red, chest puffed. Tony tries and fails to hold him back. This dude was a ticking time bomb with his damn temper. Dominic pushes Tony off and approaches the car as I pull up. 

			“So much for no drama,” Anya says to me with a small smile on her face.

			I don’t even get the chance to open the door for my wife. As I get out of the driver’s side. Anya’s door is pried open by a very furious Dominic. He yanks her out of the car by the arm, and I’m on him in a heartbeat. 

			“Are you fucking kidding me, Anya? What the hell is wrong with you?” he screams at the top of his lungs in her face. 

			Well, if no one knew we were hiding out here, they sure do now. She looks him dead in the eye, but before she can say anything, I’m on him.

			I push him off of her and grab him by the collar. “You don’t ever get to yell at her, and you don’t ever get to put your filthy hands on her again!”

			“She’s my sister, and I’ll do as I damn well please!” he says through gritted teeth, shoving me. He quickly reaches behind to grab his gun and point it under my chin, but at the same time, I reach into my jacket, pull mine out, and bring it to his temple.

			Out of my peripherals, I see Tony has his gun pointing toward me, while Enzo is pointing his gun at Tony, and Bash is now standing in front of Anya, who just looks annoyed. Dante has his gun in hand, but he’s waiting to see if he’ll need to use it. 

			“You’re outnumbered, Dominic,” I say to him as he pushes the barrel to my temple. 

			“What is going on here?” I hear a voice call from the door. From the corner of my eye, I spot Cesare walking down the front steps.

			“Dominic, we do not point guns at our kind hosts,” he says to his son calmly, as if he’s not telling him to put his weapon away. 

			Dominic’s nostrils flare, and he stands still for a moment, like he’s seriously contemplating a shoot out. He backs away and pushes me off of him. 

			“Do you know what they’ve done! Did you see what he did to Matteo?” he yells at his capo. 

			I smile at the thought.

			“Hush, boy, I’m still capo, and you will not disrespect me!” Cesare gets into his face and grabs his shirt with both hands. His usual calm demeanor disappears. 

			“It is done, Dominic. Nothing you can do,” he says as he releases Dominic from his grip. 

			Sure, we might torture, kill, and bribe, but we have some honor. Marriages were held in high regard in our world. Once God witnesses two lives becoming one, the only way out is death.

			Dominic looks at me. “You continue to take from her. She’ll have nothing left because of you.” 

			Then he looks at her. “He’s only marrying you to solidify an alliance with you, Anya. He’s trying to block us out so the Cosa Nostra has an in with the Triad’s drugs and weapons supply.” 

			Oh, please. The Triad is bleeding money right now. 

			“Dom—” she says.

			“No. You’ve ruined yourself enough. I don’t want to hear you explain your way out of it,” he says through gritted teeth. And with that, he storms off. 

			Anya looks at her stepfather. She smiles at him tentatively. His face immediately relaxes, as if he weren’t angry just a few seconds ago. I can see where Dominic gets his short fuse from.

			“My daughter, you look beautiful. Congratulations.” He kisses her cheeks. 

			My shoulders relax. 

			“You’re not angry?” she asks.

			“I had my suspicions the first time you called from here,” he reveals.

			Anya’s eyes grow wide. “But—”

			“I raised you. I know you. My daughter would’ve fought harder to get home.” He pauses just before he looks at me. “Unless there was something stopping her.”

			Anya doesn’t cower. In fact, she straightens her spine and lifts her chin proudly. I love watching her come into herself. I love that I get to be here witnessing it.

			“I won’t apologize, Papa. I love him, and whatever consequences there are, I’ll face them.”

			“We will,” I say as I put my arm around her.

			“I’m not thrilled about the timing or the way you went about it,” he says, staring directly at me. “But I’m happy if you’re happy.”

			“I never meant any disrespect, Cesare,” I say to her father. “I want her to be my wife. But she’ll get a proper wedding for you to walk her down the aisle.” 

			Cesare thinks for a moment, staring back at me like he’s trying to solve a puzzle. Then he lets out a sigh and reaches out to shake my hand. “I’ll hold you to it.” He pulls me in for a hug. “And if you ever go back on your vows or harm her in any way, I won’t hesitate to kill you,” he whispers in my ear and smiles as he pulls away. “Congratulations, Son.” Beaming, he pats my shoulder. 

			That’s the Cesare the world knew. 

			Nico

			I take Anya to our room to collect ourselves while the staff sets up the reception. I had Valentina and some soldiers set up tables and decorations in the courtyard in the back so the household and all the soldiers could join us for a meal and lots of wine. We have three days after tonight to solidify our plan of attack, so Bash and I agreed this is a good opportunity for Anya and the rest of the men to enjoy themselves before we get into it. 

			“Did you marry me to prevent an alliance between the Outfit and Triad?” she asks me, breaking the silence as I pour myself a glass of whiskey. 

			Her eyes were empty, completely void of emotion. Is she serious right now? After what she just said to Cesare. 

			“No,” I retort, failing to hide my irritation. “I already told you it has nothing to do with that.” I try my hardest to keep my composure at my dear wife.

			She crosses her arms. “That’s the only reason our marriage would ever be accepted, right? If it was just an alliance between Triad and Cosa Nostra. Are you guys only helping me so you can align with the Triad and take over?”

			“No!” I answer more harshly than intended, but I need her to get this through her head. “That’s not how loyalty works, Anya. I know there’s nothing I can do to sever your relationship with the Outfit, and I have no interest in doing so. I told you I won’t make you choose a side. That’s not how it works. Loyalty isn’t a choice, Anya. The alliance is just a convenience, but it has never and will never affect what I feel for you!”

			She doesn’t say anything, but she nods, her gaze glued to the floor. 

			Releasing a sigh, I walk over to her. “Anya, I don’t care if you take over the Triad or not. I’ll stand by you and fight for it if that’s what you want. But if you walk away from it all, I’ll still be here. I just want you.” 

			She plops down on the chaise by the fireplace and exhales. 

			“I’m sorry I doubted you. Fuck, we’re only an hour into marriage, and I’m already a terrible wife,” she says on the verge of tears. 

			“No, you’ve had some major life changes the past two months,” I say, getting down on my haunches, wiping a tear off her cheek. She takes my head in both hands and pulls me into a kiss.

			


Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Anya

			If Nico were good at anything, it was talking me off the ledge. I shouldn’t have questioned him. I knew the answer. I need to stop letting Dom’s words get to me so much. After I fix my makeup, we head downstairs just in time for our reception to begin. It’s a small gathering, and by small, I mean his family, Cesare, Dominic, forty soldiers from the Cosa Nostra, and the Outfit.

			Everyone’s already outside enjoying wine, champagne and other cocktails. Nico’s looking off with a sly smirk on his face. Following his gaze, I spot Matteo sulking in the corner with his hand wrapped. My husband could be a real caveman sometimes. His eyes meet mine and I just roll them, not even bothering to fight him on this. We’ll have plenty of arguments for the rest of our lives, and Matteo sure as fuck wasn’t going to be one of them.

			The sun on the horizon sets the mood, string lights dangling from above. Center pieces with candles adorn the round tables draped with white cloth. Classic love songs play in the background. It’s gorgeous and tranquil. We walk up to our guests hand-in-hand and greet everyone. I made it a point to learn everyone’s names during my time here, and I’ve grown quite close and fond of them.

			“You have inside jokes with my men? When did that happen?” Nico asks, sounding equally amused as he was jealous.

			“Some of us can hold a conversation outside of torturing and interrogating,” I reply. 

			His eyebrows pinch, but before he can respond, we’re struck with a flash of light as Giuseppe and Marcella approach us with the biggest smile on their faces. Marcella has her phone clutched in a tight grip. You’d think we just told them they were about to be grandparents. Marcella’s crying, with tear-stained cheeks, taking pictures of everything on her phone, while Giuseppe holds her close. 

			Marcella pulls me in for a hug. “My dear, you look beautiful. I didn’t have a chance to tell you earlier.”

			“Thank you.” I pull her in, hugging her tighter. I wish my parents could be here for this. As if she could read my mind, she speaks up.

			“I know I’ll never replace your mother, but I look forward to you joining the family. I’ve always wanted a daughter, but, of course, I get stuck with three crazy boys.” She nods toward Nico, who rolls his eyes as his mother kisses his cheek.

			“I can’t imagine three boys running around. Dominic was enough for Donna and me. He was so gross as a teenager.” 

			“The teenage years are the worst. Nico’s showers were so long I almost had to—” 

			“Ma, it’s time to sit down for dinner,” he tells her as he pulls me along, trying to escape the conversation. I couldn’t stop laughing.

			Deciding to mess with my husband, I yell back, “Hey, I wanted to hear why your showers were so long!” 

			Ignoring me, he directs me to our table that sits at the front with a loveseat at the end for us to share. 

			As we eat dinner, I calm down. Nico doesn’t take his eyes off my chest, though I don’t blame him. The corset practically pushes my boobs up to my chin. As I take a sip of champagne, Nico pulls me in to plant a kiss on my temple.

			“Don’t drink too much. Tonight, that pussy is mine,” he growls into my ear and laughs as I cough up my drink.

			Nico 

			I thought the night would never end. 

			Anya and I shared a dance, then she shared one with Cesare and a reluctant Dominic. After that, I shared a dance with my mother, while Anya danced with my brothers and father. We skipped the garter and bouquet toss this time around, saving it for the real wedding. We cut the cake and feed each other. Take photo after photo. All I can think about is getting my wife alone and naked. As soon as I see an opening, I make up an excuse. I’m practically dragging my new wife up the stairs.

			“Nico! Can you make it any more obvious?” she yells, giggling as we run down the hall. 

			“Do you think I care? It’s our fucking wedding night.” She yelps as I pick her up bridal-style and enter our bedroom. “You’ll get a real honeymoon soon, too, I promise.” I place her in the center of the room.

			I take a moment to admire her. She’s staring back at me with love and anticipation in her eyes. I slowly inch up toward her. I rub the back of my fingers down her bare arms. Her skin was so soft. I lean in, and she tilts her head to the side, giving me access to her neck. I inhale her sweet scent that I love so much.

			Backing away and taking my suit jacket off, I pull my knife out. I hold it to her chest as it moves up and down with her breathing. I slice the fabric of her dress down the middle, and it falls to a puddle at her feet. My eyes work their way up, and my erection grows harder by the second. 

			She’s standing there like a goddess in her white sparkly heels, lace thigh-highs, a white lace thong that doesn’t hide a damn thing, and that white and tight corset. I don’t know where to start. I want to devour her.

			“I knew those heels were a good idea.” 

			My mouth is salivating.

			“Do you like them?” She looks down to admire them.

			“I chose them.”

			“You did?” Her eyes shoot up at me.

			“I did. I knew they’d look good on my shoulders as I fuck you dizzy.”

			She blushes and inches forward, taking my belt into her hand, undoing it. Her small hands unbutton my shirt slowly, and she tosses it to the ground. Her palms run over my abs, slowly working their way down. She works my zipper, pulls my pants down, and gets on her knees in one swift move. Fuck, she looks so good on her knees. I step out of my pants as she looks up at me. She takes her hand and rubs my erection over my briefs, and I close my eyes. She kisses my stomach, and just when I don’t think I can take it anymore, she pulls my briefs down and takes my cock into her small hands, rubbing my tip with the pad of her thumb.

			I rock my hips into her hands, as she teases my cock with her tongue. She feels so good. She’s leaning forward, her back arched, giving me a perfect view of her ass, but I need to fuck her mouth. Now. I grab her head and look down at her, her eyes locking with mine.

			“I want you to take all of me into your mouth.” She nods, lips suctioning my cock. I back her up against the wall so her head is resting against it. “I’m gonna fuck your throat now.” She obliges eagerly. 

			I waste no time thrusting. I let out a grunt as I feel the vibrations of her moans around my cock. I slowly work my hips into her mouth, the suctioning sound of her lips and moaning bringing me closer to the edge. I push back further, so her head is now against the wall, and she has nowhere to go. Her hands grip the backs of my thighs, eyes closed as she sucks me off.

			“I want you to look into my eyes while you take my cock.” 

			Her eyes open. 

			I thrust harder with her head in place. Her moans vibrate through my cock, nails digging into me, telling me to keep going. Fuck, her mouth feels so good. I work faster and faster, fucking her throat. She stares up at me, eyes watering, cheeks hollowing, and I can see she’s fighting for air but won’t stop. I love how she takes my cock. 

			“I’m gonna come in your mouth, baby. I want you to swallow every drop.” 

			As if on cue, she sucks harder, and I explode into her mouth. I come so much that some of it starts to drip down her chin. Fuck me, she’s so beautiful. 

			“Yes, baby, take my fucking cock.” 

			She’s still sucking as I finish, and I almost can’t take the sensation anymore. 

			Anya

			“Fuck, baby, you’re gonna kill me,” he says, but I don’t stop, even after I swallow the last drop of cum. 

			He quickly picks me up and kisses me, and I know he can taste himself. I instinctively wrap my legs around his waist as he walks over to the bed.

			He sets me down next to the bed. I’m standing still in my heels and lingerie as he lets his gaze travel up and down my body. He takes his hand and rubs his thumb on my clit over my panties. I know he can feel how wet I am. I always get so wet from sucking his cock. 

			“Do you like my cock in your mouth?”

			“Yes,” I say breathlessly.

			“Tell me how much you like it,” he says as he teases my slit, kissing my neck and collarbone.

			“I love your cock in my mouth.” I bite my bottom lip. “I love it so much I can come just from sucking you off alone.” 

			“Apri le gambe.” Spread your legs, he demands. 

			I love when he uses his bossy voice in bed.

			He drops to his knees, pulls one of my legs over his shoulder, and starts sucking my clit through the fabric of my thong, adding more friction. Instinctively, I cry out. My core was already throbbing before he touched me. I graze his head, pulling his hair. His lips don’t leave my pussy as he pushes me back down onto the bed. 

			He wastes no time as he’s crawling onto the bed, only breaking contact with my pussy to rip off my thong. It feels so good. I can’t hear anything, but I know I’m screaming. Fuck, he knows how to use that tongue. He grabs my hips and swings me around. Suddenly, I’m straddling his head. 

			“Ride my face, baby,” he demands, as he flicks his tongue over my core and inserts two fingers into me. 

			I’m leaning forward with my hands on the bed completely spread over his head, thrusting myself into his tongue.

			“You like when I fuck you with my tongue?” 

			“Yes, Nico,” I say, grinding into his face shamelessly. “Your tongue drives me crazy.”

			He claims my body with his mouth as I cry out my release. He grabs my hips to hold me into place. He doesn’t give me much time to recover. He gets up, kneels with me, and rips off my corset, taking each nipple into his mouth as I tug on his hair. 

			“You smell so good. I want to lock you in my room and use you as my own personal sex doll. To fuck as I please,” he says as he kisses down my neck and breasts. 

			“Fuck me, Nico, please. Puoi farmi quello che vuoi.” You can do whatever you want with me. I dig my nails into his back.

			“Sei mia.” You’re mine, he growls as he pushes me onto my back.

			“Sono tutta per te.” I’m all yours, I whisper back to him before he kisses me . . . so hard I think my lips are bleeding. 

			“These lips are mine,” he says, working his way down.

			“Yes,” I tell him.

			“These tits are mine.” He bites down on my nipple, and I moan at the sensation. He pulls my ankles onto his shoulders, as promised, and he lines his cock up at my entrance.

			“And this pussy”—he slams into me—“is mine.”

			His size, always taking me by surprise, makes me scream in pleasure and pull on the sheets. “Yes, Nico, it’s yours,” I cry out as he thrusts mercilessly into me.

			“Fuck, baby, I feel like I’m gonna break you in half.” 

			All I could get were inaudible syllables. I’m so full of him as he hits me deeper with every thrust. 

			“This tight cunt always takes my cock so good,” he grunts.

			“Nico, fuck, I’m gonna come.” 

			“Come for me, wife,” he says, putting pressure on my lower belly with his palm. 

			He knows how much I love this move. I let out my release. My whole body shakes, pussy clenching his cock as I scream his name. 

			He doesn’t stop thrusting into me. God, he feels so good.

			“Come for me, Nico.” 

			He comes so hard, I’m so full from his length, I can feel his seed seeping out of me as he pumps into me.

			When the high of the orgasm finally wears off, he doesn’t pull out of me. He lowers himself on top of me and kisses me, like I was the only thing providing him oxygen, until I lose track of time.

			We lay in bed, completely spent after the busy day we had. I’m getting better with the touching thing. In all honesty, it wasn’t difficult with Nico. I want to touch him all the time. I lay on his chest as he runs his fingers through my hair.

			“I can’t believe we’re married,” I say to him with my eyes closed, listening to his heart beating.

			“Really?” he asks, surprised.

			“I never saw myself doing anything like this. Relationships. Marriage.”

			“Kids,” he adds. 

			I smile at the thought. Looking up at him, I kiss his lips before I say, “I never thought kids were an option for me, either.” 

			He looks at me for a beat, and my heart swells with how much I love this man. “I’ll give you whatever you want, Anya. I don’t think I have it in me to say no to you.” 

			I laugh at his confession. “Dom was wrong, you know?” 

			Nico chuckles. “Of course I know, but what about this time?”

			I lay my head back down on his chest. “About you taking. I don’t think you’ve taken anything. I’m the one that doesn’t have anything to give you.” 

			He pushes me onto my back and adjusts himself between my legs. “You’ve given me a lot, princess.” He kisses my neck, and his erection grows.

			“You gave me these.” He kisses my lips.

			“And these.” He sucks on one nipple before moving onto the next.

			“More importantly, this.” He kisses the place right over my heart and works his way down.

			Before he gets to his destination, he looks back up at me. “You give me love and something to fight for. You’re giving me a future I never imagined for myself.” 

			I smile back down at him.

			“And don’t even get me started on this.” He kisses my lips in between my legs, and I let out a moan. He takes his time with his mouth before he lines himself up at my entrance and pauses to look down at me with love in his eyes.

			“I’ve been looking for you my whole life, Anya, and I didn’t even know it.” He makes love to me all night.

			


Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Anya

			“I CAN’T BELIEVE I HAD TO HEAR FROM SHIT-FOR-BRAINS THAT YOU GOT MARRIED!” Donna yells into the phone, referring to Dom. 

			Nico finally caved and gave me a phone, since I can be trusted, considering we are now married, and just about all of the Outfit knows our location, anyway. 

			“It happened so fast, Donna. He got down on one knee and next thing I know, I was walking down the aisle—literally,” I plead to her. 

			Gazing out of the library’s window, I tell her everything. I tell her about meeting Nico at the club, him coming to class. She found out about the safe house and where I was hiding from Dom. I told her about the time Nico and I have spent getting to know each other.

			“Holy fuck, this has been going on since your birthday?” she shrieks into the phone.

			“I really didn’t think it’d turn out like this.”

			“You were just, what . . . going to sleep with him until he decided to kill you? My God, I knew you were twisted, but that’s another level.”

			I laugh at her comment. “Honestly, that’s exactly what was going through my mind at the time. I don’t know what happened, but it’s like my mind shuts off when he’s around.”

			“Well, this could be good for you. You’ve always had to hide yourself. No more hiding, Anya!”

			“Ugh, I miss you. It’s been killing me not being able to talk to you,” I confess.

			“I miss you, too. So much. I know it was your wedding and all, but I don’t even care, so I’m gonna say it. What about ME? You’re being selfish. I was supposed to be your maid of honor! What about Maya?” 

			She’s yelling, but I can tell she’s not actually mad.

			I laugh at her. “We’re still going to have a wedding. You’re still going to be my maid of honor, but you can’t tell Maya any of this. At least not yet.” 

			“Yeah, we told her you had a mental breakdown, so you needed a few weeks off at some cushy rehab,” Donna responds nonchalantly. Uh, thank you? “If you’re still planning a wedding, why couldn’t you wait? You don’t think he rushed into this for other reasons? Are you sure you want to be married to him? You’ve only just met!”

			“Well, it’s too late now, either way. But we didn’t want to wait. It’s definitely soon, but you know how things are in this world. You’re either married or you’re a whore. I can’t start off in the Triad as the Italian’s whore. They’d never respect me. Hell, they might still not, even if I’m married, but at least I’m not a harlot. Plus, I think your brother made things worse and accidentally sped up the process.” I laugh.

			“Yeah, trust the dumbass to only make things worse for himself. Ugh, and why’s he only my brother when he’s being an idiot?” 

			I laugh. “I really do love him. I can say it’s for an alliance and use all of those other excuses to justify why we got married, but it’s really not that complicated.” 

			“Wow. I honestly didn’t think you had feelings, so I can’t help but take you seriously,” Donna says, genuinely. 

			It wasn’t that I didn’t have feelings—I was just always trying to blend in. Getting too close to someone could put them in danger. I always knew there was a chance I’d be found. It didn’t feel right dragging someone into this world full of monsters. 

			Nico, being the bigger monster, is perfect. He wouldn’t go down without a fight and neither would I. He wouldn’t judge me just as I wouldn’t judge him. He knows this life. We’re not good people, but it didn’t make us any less of a match. He knows all of my baggage and chose me anyway.

			“This isn’t a good look for me, Anya,” Donna continues. “Everyone is already calling me a spinster for still not being married and almost thirty!”

			“You still have a couple of years. Besides, Dom’s older, and no one gives him shit.” I laugh, since Donna has drilled into us that she will never be getting married. 

			“Because he’s a man,” she says with so much attitude I can practically feel an eyeroll.

			“Well, it’s a good thing Papa will never force you to marry.”

			“True,” she sighs.

			Before I can respond any further, Nico appears at the door and nods, telling me it’s time to go. We’re all meeting in Bash’s office to discuss the plans and everyone’s roles to take down Andrew. 

			“Donna, I have to go. As soon as I’m home, I’ll tell you everything else. You can help me with the wedding plans and come up with a cover story with Maya,” I promise her before hanging up. 

			Nico

			Bash sits at his desk. Enzo and Dante sit in front of him. Cesare and Father each take a chair by the fireplace. They won’t be a part of the mission, letting the next two capos take the lead, but they still sit in the meeting. No one will dare say anything out of respect and fear.

			Dominic, Tony, and Franco take the seats in front of my wife and me on the couch. I smile, noticing Matteo isn’t in attendance. Anya looks tense. She spent the morning going over the blueprints with Dominic, Bash, Franco, and Dante. Since she is head of her house, and all of this was for her, she needed to be present to come up with the plan. I’m curious to hear what else they’ve come up with now that everyone is here. This is her first mission, after all. I wanted to be there, but with Bash’s morning consumed, I had to take care of other business. 

			“All right, let’s get this plan straightened out. We’ve sat on it for too long,” Bash says as we all get settled.

			I can’t wait to get this over with. I should be spending my days in marital bliss, fucking my wife until she can’t walk. It must be on my face because she slaps my chest as if she can read my mind. I smile, take her hand, and kiss it. I hear Dom grunt, but I don’t give a shit.

			Franco and Dante then step up, and Dante clicks a button with the remote in his hand. The screen above the fireplace comes to life as my wife stands.

			“I would first like to thank you all for being here. I am grateful to have your alliance as I claim my rightful place as the dragon head of the Triad. With that being said”—she nods at Franco—“let’s begin.”

			“This is the blueprint of the grounds. There’s a single level above and ground and two more below.” Franco shines a red laser at the blueprint.

			He continues. “Around the property, there’s an electrical fence, as well, anywhere from twelve to fifteen guards surrounding the perimeter at all times. There’s only one way in and one way out.” He points the laser at what I assume is the entrance.

			Dante chimes in. “The door is made of reinforced steel. Not only that, but there’s four additional doors you have to go through, all with different access codes, before you can even enter the facility.”

			“Jesus Christ, what the hell is Li doing with a warehouse like that in Kansas City? The Triad has no business or alliances there,” an Outfit soldiers asks. 

			“He’d only just attained it in the last couple of years. He’s just using it as a hiding place for now, waiting to see if the Outfit will attack. We think that’s where he planned on expanding west but had to put his master plan on hold because the Triad is losing more money than they’re making. Not to mention, the sudden reappearance of a certain princess,” Dante explains. 

			Everyone’s gaze is now on my wife, who doesn’t look away from the screen, looking calm and confident as ever. She’s not my wife right now. She’s the boss. She doesn’t even realize we’re looking at her. 

			“So, what plan and contingencies have you come up with?” Cesare asks. 

			Anya opens her mouth to speak, looking at me, which gives me reason to believe I’m not going to like what she has to say next.

			“We’ll need to also use jammers to block any signals so the soldiers on guard can’t contact any soldiers inside. We’ll have special earpieces so that our signals don’t get crossed with the Triad’s. Franco, Ricky, Dante, and Nico will stay back in a van so we can break through the security measures and get through the doors.” 

			“Bullshit, like hell I’m staying back!” I yell.

			“Nico—” Bash says.

			“I’m not fucking sending Anya in there without me.” 

			Now I know why she was tense. She had to have known I wouldn’t agree to this. 

			“Nico, you don’t have a choice. If we can’t get through those doors, there’s no point,” she says to me, and I can’t help but shoot her a glare. 

			She shoots one right back. 

			Is this what life with her by my side is going to be like? Plotting our battle strategies together and arguing over them? I can’t say I’m mad about it, but I am mad about this plan.

			“I don’t fucking like this. At all,” I argue, crossing my arms. 

			“She’s right, Nico,” Bash says. Fuck, I can’t argue with the capo. “Uncle Ricky, Dante, and Franco are capable, but they need the extra hands between the signal blockers, breaking security codes, and keeping any alarms from sounding off. The Triad is known for explosives. We need to make sure they don’t detonate anything.” 

			I know they’re right, but I have no desire for Anya to go in there without me.

			“I’ll be with her,” Dominic replies, knowing exactly what I’m thinking. “Nothing will happen to her.” I may hate the dumb fuck, but the one thing I can trust him with is Anya’s life.

			“First of all, let’s not talk about me as if I’m not sitting right here. And second, I’m not some fucking damsel in distress, Dom. Don’t you dare insult me by questioning my capabilities. We received the same training,” Anya claps back. 

			She’s probably the only person that can get away with speaking to him like that. He’s in an even more difficult situation, trying not to argue since she is a queen in her own right. She outranks him until Cesare steps down.

			“Moving on.” She gestures with her hand for Dante to continue.

			I shake my head, but I bite my tongue.

			“Tony and Roger will stay back in the woods, since they’re our best snipers. Enzo and his team will walk ahead, since they’re the best at hand-to-hand combat. Dominic, Bash, and Anya will follow. We’ll keep twenty soldiers outside, so they’re outnumbered and send the rest of the men in with them. Franco said you have connections in Kansas,” Dante says, looking at Dominic.

			He nods. “Yes, I’ll get clearance from the Civella family to enter their territory. They’re longtime allies of the Outfit.” 

			“It’s best if we can just subdue them. We don’t want to kill potential soldiers. They are still my men. Only kill if you absolutely have no choice. I want Andrew dead, not the entire Triad. You’ll have your regular weapons, as well as tranq guns. They might not appreciate being tranquilized at first, but they’ll be happy they aren’t dead,” Anya explains. 

			Of course, the Outfit is known for tranquilizing people rather than killing them outright. They really enjoyed the torture before the kill.

			“And remember the most important part,” Dante begins, “no one touches Li but Anya.” His eyes dart to her. “You have to be the one to do it. If you want to earn any respect from your men, you have to kill Andrew yourself.”

			Anya stares at Dante blankly. “Done.” 

			There’s no emotion when she answers. She’s in boss mode, and my cock jerks. I really need to get my shit together. 

			Bash addresses the room. “Some men will drive out tonight. Captains and higher ranks only will fly in that morning. The jet will drop you off fifty miles outside of the property, where vehicles will be waiting.” 

			Everyone nods.

			* * *

			Over the next few hours, we go over every single detail several times to make sure everyone is on the same page and no mistakes will happen. We can’t let anything slip through the cracks. Soldiers will take our armed vehicles and weapons and start their drive tonight while Dante, Franco, Tony, my brothers, Anya, Dominic, and I lay low. We’ll take the jet the following morning. Matteo had been sent back to Chicago, thank fuck. Can’t do much with his hand, being injured and all. 

			The men are dismissed and take their leave. Anya, Dominic, and I stay back while Bash pours us all a glass of whiskey as we gather around Bash’s desk.

			Once the room is empty, Anya stands, planting her hands on her hips, shooting daggers into both me and Dominic. How am I suddenly in the dog house and with this asshole?

			“Don’t you guys ever do anything like that again.” She starts pointing at each of us. “I don’t need either of you making choices for me or declaring you’re some knights in shining fucking armor, especially in front of an audience! If I’m going to be the boss of the Triad, I expect to be treated and spoken to as such. Do not insult me.”

			If we were actually dogs, our ears would be sagging. Feeling like we both just got sent to the principal’s office, Dom and I share a glance at each other, then nod to her in silence, knowing better than to say anything. 

			“Good,” she says with a sigh as she grabs a glass. “Now that we’ve cleared that up, it’s not too late for you guys to change your minds.” 

			“What are you talking about?” I question.

			“There’s a chance the fight won’t be over, even with Andrew dead,” she replies and takes a sip. 

			“You are family now, and we don’t back down from anyone,” Bash says, raising his glass.

			“You’ve always been my family, sorellina. I’m not risking anything happening to you,” Dominic follows up quickly, raising his glass as well. 

			Anya rolls her eyes. 

			


Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Nico

			Jab. Cross. Jab. Cross. Kick. Block. Jab. 

			“That’s all you got?” Dominic says with a cocky smile on his face, bouncing from foot to foot.

			We’re sparring in the gym as to not get injured before we leave tomorrow, just enough exercise to release some of the tension we’ve all been feeling about our plans. Not to mention it feels good to knock Dominic around a bit, even though I have to hold back. 

			I’m having a hard time focusing because Anya’s in the corner, on the stairs, in those fucking tiny shorts I love so much but currently hate because she’s wearing them for the whole goddamn world to see. Dominic lands a good fist into my face, breaking me out of my thoughts.

			“Stop staring at my sister, you pervert. You’re making it too easy to kick your ass,” he says, still smirking.

			I look back at him and narrow my eyes. Bring it on. I charge at him and punch him repeatedly. He’s able to dodge a few. The guy’s actually a good fighter. He lands a kick to my ribs, but I duck from his next swing, and I’m able to turn and swing my leg up, connecting my foot with his face. He stumbles back. Blood is coming out of his mouth now, but he’s still smiling. Anya is now looking at us slightly amused and nervous. 

			Dominic charges at me and lands a series of punches. He’s fast, switching between my head and my torso. I’m able to block his hits. He’d be a serious contender if we ever had to fight seriously. 

			“Care to make a bet?” I ask, still in my fighter’s stance, my hands blocking my face.

			“What you thinkin’?” he asks, mirroring my stance.

			“Best two out of three. Franco and Dante judge, so there’s no favoritism,” I say back. 

			“All right, and what are we betting on?” 

			“If I win, I get your Ferrari.”

			“Fine.” Dominic agrees. “But if I win, Anya divorces your sorry ass.”

			I laugh. “Not a chance, asshole.”

			He chuckles. “Okay, okay, fine. If I win, we get full access to your New Jersey shipping docks.”

			“Deal.” I stick my hand out to shake his.

			Nico

			“Salute!” We all cheer as we clink our wine glasses. The Cosa Nostra has a rule about not drinking any hard liquor before a big . . . event. We’re all praying for a successful mission tomorrow. 

			“That Ferrari is going to look so good in my garage,” I say, taking a sip of my wine.

			“You fuckin’ cheated, asshole!” Dominic yells from across the table with a smile on his face.

			Anya looks stunned that we were getting along. Her eyes dart back and forth between us during our exchange. The guy wasn’t so bad when it came to anything that didn’t have to do with his sister. 

			“I didn’t fucking cheat. We didn’t have any rules,” I argue.

			“Boys.” Anya shakes her head to my mother as they both roll their eyes, smiling. 

			“This is all your fault, Franco!” Dominic says, slapping the back of his best friend’s head.

			“Ow! What did I do?” he asks as he stuffs his face.

			“You had to give the last round to him,” Dominic replies. 

			Franco laughs, shaking his head and returning to his dinner.

			“Better luck next time, man,” Dante says, patting Dominic on the back.

			Anya is still speechless, eyes wide, watching us all bond, though I think her silence has less to do with her being stunned and more to do with her feelings about tomorrow. We’ll have to discuss this later. I can’t have her going in without me, with her mind all fucked. 

			“Listen, if you’ll stop being a sore loser, we might still grant you access to some of our docks at a discounted rate,” I say back.

			“Like hell!” Bash laughs with us. 

			The rest of dinner went by quickly. Most of us just joke around and keep the conversation light. We end earlier than usual, so we can all get to bed early. Tomorrow is going to be a big day.

			


Chapter Thirty

			Anya

			I’m lying in bed on Nico’s chest while he plays with my hair. Normally, this would help calm me down, but I feel like I’m about to jump out of my own skin. It’s our last night before we head out. I can’t help but wonder what my life will look like twenty-four hours from now, assuming I live to even tell the tale. Will I survive this? Or worse, if any of our men die because of this, I’m not sure how I’ll cope with that. 

			“I can hear your thoughts, wife. Do I need to fuck them out of your head?” Nico grumbles in a low, sexy voice. 

			Fuck, I’m wet from that statement alone. But I can’t stop thinking about what can happen. I look up at him and admire him. His tattoos covering his torso, arms, and neck. He’s let his dark facial hair grow out, and it’s perfectly groomed. The sight of this man. 

			“I like when you call me wife,” I say as I touch his face to mess with his scruff. 

			He grabs my hand and kisses my palm. “Don’t change the subject.”

			“I’m not sure if I even want the Triad.” I sigh. “I understand Andrew has to die or he won’t leave me alone, but what if I do kill him, and—”

			“You will.” 

			I roll my eyes, though I love his confidence in me. “When I kill him, what happens if I don’t want it?”

			“Do you not want this because you think you’ll fail, or do you truly not want to do this?” he asks me. 

			I pause before answering. “Failing. I’m going in blind, Nico. I know as much about them as any other outsider would. How am I supposed to lead people I don’t know? Who do I trust? How can I expect them to trust me?” 

			“You don’t have to know everything. Just think of it like a normal job. Not that you’ve ever had one—” 

			I smack him in the face with one of the throw pillows left on the bed. 

			He catches it as he chuckles but continues. “There’s going to be a learning curve, but you’ll pick up on how things work in no time.” 

			He has a point, but I still wasn’t convinced. 

			When I don’t respond, he speaks up again. “You also don’t have to do this. You’re my wife now, which means I’ll take care of you.” 

			“No.” I shake my head. That’s not an option. “I’m afraid if I don’t take over, something worse will happen. Like, what if the next person still wants me dead and is worse than Andrew? Plus, I feel like I’d be letting my parents down. Which I know is stupid, since I never knew my father and barely had my mother with me.” A tear slips from my eye and lands on my husband’s chest. 

			He pulls me in closer and sighs. “Babe, no one has the answer to that. I don’t know what’s going to happen when this is over, but the one thing I do know is that I’ll still love you.” 

			I know he’s helpless right now, wishing he could put my mind at ease. God, this man.

			I look up at and admire the man before me. His eyes start to glaze over with lust, and I lean forward to kiss him deeply. He wraps his arms tighter around me, pulling me up as I climb on top of him, straddling his lap. He hardens underneath me. 

			I pull away from his kiss and lean my forehead against his.

			“Nico, I want you to know whatever happens tomorrow—whether I survive or not—I choose you. Maybe it makes me weak or naive to put a man first, but I don’t care. It’s you above all else. The Triad, the Cosa Nostra, the Outfit. And I know your duties, so you don’t have to feel the same—” 

			His lips crash into mine.

			“You will survive. And don’t you get it? It’ll always be you, Anya. You come first. I think a part of me knew that the moment I laid eyes on you,” he confesses, his lips against me.

			“I love you,” I tell him before he pulls me back into a kiss, grinding his erection into me. 

			“Show me how much you love me,” he demands.

			And I do. All night. 

			Our bedroom is dim as the sun slowly starts to come up, barely peeking over the horizon. The alarm sounds, but I’m already awake. I have been for hours. I look over at my husband as he stirs; he reaches over to shut the sound off when he lays back down. His eyes meet mine. We lay there in silence, soaking in the calm. 

			Without a word, we rise out of bed to get ready for the day. In the bathroom, I stand in front of the mirror, doing my daily skin care before I pull my hair into a ponytail. I don’t see the point of makeup for an occasion such as this one. 

			Nico keeps looking over at me with concern, but I don’t give him any sort of reaction. I need to be able to remain focused. I have one job today, and failure isn’t an option.

			Nico stands behind me and looks at me through the mirror. He leans in to kiss the top of my head before moving into his walk-in closet.

			You are Anya Liu. Daughter of Peter Liu. The most feared and respected Triad leader in centuries. I remind myself. A rush of calm-rage overpowers me. I wasn’t going to let some entitled usurper get the better of me. This is what I’ve been training for.

			“Babe,” Nico says, cutting me out of my thoughts. I look into the mirror at him, and he’s leaning against the doorway. “It’s time.”

			I give him a tight smile and nod. He keeps his palm on my lower back as we exit the house into the SUVs that will take us to the airstrip. I look around at the men. A group of soldiers load weapons in several vans. Several vehicles are parked outside. Dom and his men are getting into two, Bash and Enzo another. Nico and I ride with Dante. 

			I look over to my left, and my eyes meet Dom’s. We nod at the same time and pile into our vehicles. This is it. The second we leave this property, I leave my old life behind. 


Chapter Thirty-One

			Nico

			We’re three hours into the five-hour flight, and Anya is strangely calm. She stares straight ahead, expression completely blank. That was her, though. My wife is sweet, warm, and emotional. The boss is cold, aloof, and calm. I love that she can be both. I squeeze her hand tightly. She finally looks at me, her expression softening, and kisses me.

			“I love you, Nico.” 

			I could tell by the way she says it and the look in her eyes that the just in case anything happens to me part was implied. I pull her back in and kiss her deeply.

			“I love you. Nothing is going to happen to you. My brothers and yours won’t allow it.” 

			She doesn’t respond, but she nods and looks ahead. That’s how I know she’s focused. She didn’t even try to assert her independence. After some time, she leans her head on my shoulder. We don’t talk the rest of the way.

			When we’re thirty minutes out, we gear up. She looks so sexy in her tight-as-sin black jeans. She’s putting on a bulletproof vest, and my mouth practically waters as she straps on her weapons. 

			As we exit the plane, several armored SUVs and large vans wait for us. Franco points around, letting everyone know where they go. Franco points to Anya, directing her to an SUV. Then he points at me, directing me to one of the vans. I fucking hate that I have to stay in the van while she goes in. I think about fighting them again, but we can’t change the plan, and we can’t risk anything going wrong.

			She doesn’t move to the SUV right away. Instead, she stands there, looking at all our men. I grab her and give her one last kiss before we have to part ways.

			Anya

			I pull Nico in closer to deepen the kiss, and he picks me up, so we’re at eye level. I never want this moment to end. Our lives are about to change forever. It didn’t help that he looks so damn good in his combat gear. It takes everything I have to stay in focus mode and not jump his bones. I’d have to survive, so I can get in on that later.

			He pulls away and rests his forehead on mine. We don’t need to say anything. I look into his eyes as he looks into mine.

			“Let’s go,” Bash orders. 

			Nico and I nod at each other, put our earpieces in, and head our separate ways. It’s about a forty-minute drive to the grounds where my uncle is hiding. 

			“We just turned on the signal jammers, and security cameras are now showing old footage. They shouldn’t be able to contact each other now,” Nico says through the earpiece.

			The second we get within ten miles of the building, we hit gunfire, as expected. Our drivers had to memorize a specific route Franco had coordinated for them. We knew there were bombs hiding beneath, surrounding the property, and he somehow came up with an algorithm that predicted the best route so we wouldn’t hit any of them. I stay calm as the soldiers shoot back at the Triad men. 

			We break through their gates, and our men immediately jump out of the cars to get the Triad men down. Not killing them seems impossible. The SUVs that Dom, Bash, and I are in stop right at the doors. Enzo and his men are already waiting for us.

			“Open the door,” Dom says into his earpiece.

			The first door swings up, and Enzo knocks out two guards with his tranq gun. 

			“We’re good. Next,” Bash orders, and the next door opens with some more soldiers. We all tranq them before they have time to react. 

			“Third door!” Dom orders. The third door opens, and we manage to knock a couple out but several come swinging at us. One guy tries to tackle me at the waist, but I duck and slide into his legs, knocking him down. I pull a dart from one of the components on my belt and stab him in the shoulder. Just as I’m turning around, a fist comes at my face, slamming into me hard. 

			“Fuck!” I cry. 

			Before I can react, I hear a gunshot and see Dom’s hand at the end of the gun. Okay, he actually lasted longer without killing someone than I thought he would. 

			“Babe, talk to me!” Nico yells.

			“I’m fine!” I yell back, looking at Dom to assure him I mean what I say.

			“I’m done playing nice,” Dom says.

			“You barely started.” I roll my eyes as he chuckles and helps me up. 

			I scramble up, and we enter the last door, but it’s silent.

			“Go straight down the hall and make the third left. There should be a staircase. We made a lot of noise so they know we’re here. So, just make sure you’re careful when heading down,” Franco says.

			Men shoot at us. Two soldiers stand in front of me as we make our way through the door to the stairs. Several men are heading up toward us, but between Bash and Dom, they’re able to either shoot or tranq them. How many, I don’t know. I’ll have to find out how many survive later. 

			“There’s only one room that’s set up as a bomb shelter. That’s the room he’ll be in. Head to the very bottom floor,” Nico commands. We make our way down the next flight of stairs and get to the entryway. 

			“We’re here,” Bash says, breathing heavily. 

			The lock clicks and releases. Dom grabs the door, and as he pulls it open, he points his gun and blindly shoots three times. I look into the doorway, and three men are dead. 

			“Fuck, Dominic. You can at least try to use your tranq first,” Enzo says, exasperated.

			“It’s either their life or hers,” Dom says, nodding at me.

			We enter a corridor, and there’s one giant door at the end. That must be where my uncle is hiding.

			“The door at the end of the hall is the bomb shelter. There’s at least six men in there, including Andrew. It can only be opened from the inside,” Franco says.

			“You’re fucking telling us this now?” Dom yells at him.

			“You didn’t let me finish. It can only be opened from the inside—unless you’re me,” Franco says. I can hear his grin in his voice.

			“Cocky bastard,” Dom laughs and the door swings open. Two men come out with semi-automatic rifles. Fuck. 

			We duck where we can, which is really nowhere. The corridor is empty, except for some pillars. Dom sprints toward one of the guys and grabs his gun with Bash not far behind him. The second guy aims his gun at Enzo, and I shoot him in the head. 

			“Anya!” I hear Nico yell. Dom is able to get the rifle away from the first guy, and he knocks him out with the butt of it.

			“Oh, so you keep him alive?” I look at Dom exasperated, and he just shrugs.

			“Jesus Christ, we’re never doing anything like this again!” Nico yells into the earpiece, and I can’t help but laugh at how stressed he is.

			I sprint into the bomb shelter and freeze. The first thing I notice is the size of the room. It’s way bigger than the blueprint showed. It must’ve been expanded recently. The next is a long line of soldiers with various handguns, semi-automatic rifles, and knives pointed directly at me. The last thing my eyes catch is a man standing behind the soldiers on a slightly elevated platform, like a stage. 

			Andrew. My uncle. 

			I can hear the men behind me. We’re at a standstill. 

			“Shit. So much for six men,” Enzo mutters. 

			“How many?” Franco asks.

			“Twelve,” I say.

			“If you can, get down here now,” Bash says to whoever is listening. 

			“You all must know who I am,” I address the men. 

			I can see a mixture of emotions between them. Some look unsure, as if they can’t help but be loyal to me but can’t seem to defy Andrew. Others look filled with hatred, and some have their bodies angled slightly to the side, like they’d rather slit the throat of the man next to them than hurt me. 

			“For those of you who don’t, I’m Anya Liu.”

			I scan the men again, conflict in all their gazes at my admission. 

			“The choice you make right now will determine your future. Choose wisely,” I tell the men.

			We stand for what feels like an eternity. Then someone from behind the wall of men starts clapping. He walks forward between his men, and we’re now less than four feet apart. He looks aged and tired. He may have been handsome at some point, but the greed and evilness had started to eat at him. His eyes were cold and dead, his mouth in a permanent sneer. Andrew.

			“Wǒ de zhí nǚ. Nǐ ràng wǒ yìn xiàng shēn kè.” My niece. You impress me, he says with his arms crossed. 

			“Wǒ lái zhè lǐ bù shì wèi le shuō huà.” I didn’t come here to talk, I say as I bring my Beretta up to his face.

			“Bāng huì zhòng shì róng yù hé lì liàng. Bǎ qiāng fang xià. Xiàng zhēn zhèng dí shìbīng yīyàng zhàn dòu.” The Triad values honor and strength. Put the gun down and fight me like a real soldier, he says.

			“Anya, what are you waiting for? Shoot the guy!” Nico yells into my ear. I put my gun down, but I hear several others click behind me, who are ready to shoot if I need them to. 

			“Zuò ba.” Let’s do this, I say, charging for him. I notice, at the same time, only some of his men go after mine. There’s chaos everywhere, but I’m focused on one man. 

			“Anya, what the hell are you doing?” I hear Nico yell back, but I tune him out.

			Andrew dodges me and quickly retreats back. I can’t let him get the upper hand. He’s older, but I don’t want to underestimate him. Cesare is a prime example that age doesn’t determine strength. That man is a tank, even well into his fifties. He comes at me, kicking at me fast, but I’m able to bob and weave around him. He pulls out two knives, one in each hand. 

			“What happened to honor?” I yell back at him. 

			He laughs menacingly. “You stupid brat. You think you can just come in here and take everything from me!” he screams. 

			“You’re insane!” I yell as I land a series of punches. I land a solid kick to his chest that has him stumbling. “You took everything from me!” I scream back as I charge at him, avoiding his knives. 

			“I should have suffocated you when you were an infant,” he yells, swinging at me with both knives. I dodge him, pulling out my own. “Killing your father was easy enough. A baby would’ve been so much easier!” 

			The fog I’ve learned to welcome settles in. All my senses are alert.

			My rage blinds me. I charge him, and he swings his right arm at my face. I lean back, avoiding it, and when I come back up, I’m able to swipe his arm. This takes him off guard, and I’m able to land a kick to his face. He recovers immediately and charges at me full force. I duck and kick him in the stomach. But he throws himself forward and lands one of his knives into my left shoulder blade.

			“AHH! Fuck!” I cry out. 

			“Anya, what happened? Babe, fuck. Talk to me!” Nico is still yelling. I have no idea how long he’s been going off for. 

			“Bastard stabbed me,” I get out through gritted teeth. 

			Nico lets out a string of curses. 

			“Shit, the security protocols have been activated! There are bombs set to self destruct. You guys need to hurry and get the fuck out of there!” Uncle Ricky yells into my ear. 

			I’m furious this bastard was able to stab me. I see red, charging him putting all my strength behind me. He was able to block me at first, but I can tell he’s getting tired. I’m not even close to being done. He tries to use his forearms to cover himself, but I slice both wrists and his forearms with my blades. Not enough to kill him, but if I weaken his arms, I get the advantage.

			I don’t stop. I keep charging him. I’m punching him and kicking him. He backs up and trips over the platform, so he’s now on his back. I must’ve gotten his face a couple of times. I’m just now noticing it’s sliced up, and his eyes are starting to swell. 

			I punch him one more time, and as I’m about to swipe my knife across his neck, an explosion knocks me off my balance, and I hear Dom cry out. I look over to find he’s stuck underneath some rubble.

			“You better be getting the fuck out of there!” I hear Nico cry out.

			Next thing I know, legs are swiping under me, and I’m looking at the ceiling. Before I can get up, my uncle stands over me and puts his boot on my neck. He presses down, and I can’t breathe. Fuck, this is it. I try to pry his leg off with my hands, but I can’t. 

			I look around, but everyone is fighting someone. Bash notices and tries to make his way over, but a Triad soldier wraps a wire around his neck. Dom is screaming. I try to reach for a knife, but it’s just out of my reach. I’m starting to see spots. Another bang throws Andrew several feet back. 

			I inhale, coughing and choking. Is this what a crushed windpipe feels like? I don’t know, but I can’t seem to get enough oxygen. I look over to the source of the explosion and see—

			“MING?” I try to scream out, but my body fights for air. He somehow hears me, though, and looks over, smiling. He starts shooting, and behind him are some of the men we fought earlier. Fuck, Ming is Triad? He rushes straight for me, and just when I think he’s about to kill me, he pulls me in for a hug. I look at him in confusion when he releases me.

			“I’ll explain it all later. Now, go kill that son of a bitch,” Ming says.

			I look around and find a machete. That’ll do. I crawl over and grab it. I stand slowly and look around for Andrew. He’s just gaining consciousness and trying to get up. 

			Enough is enough. 

			Andrew looks up at me, then looks over at Ming. Fury takes over his face.

			“Traitor!” Andrew yells, struggling to get up. 

			“You’re the traitor,” Ming replies back calmly.

			I don’t waste anymore time. I walk over to the two-faced, backstabbing, greedy asshole, and swing the machete back. He’s on his knees now. Perfect.

			I’m able to find my voice. “Go to hell.” I swing my arms across his torso, disemboweling him. 

			His eyes grow wide for a moment as he gazes down, watching himself pour from the inside out, before he convulses for a moment. He looks back up at me in disbelief and rage before he falls forward on his face. The fighting ceases almost immediately when they notice Andrew is nothing but a pile of organs on the floor.

			“We have to get out of here before the building self-destructs!” Ming yells.

			Everyone starts moving to get out, and I look over, and Dom is still stuck. I rush over to him and remove the rubble pile. A couple of soldiers run to help, and we’re able to get it off, but his leg is crushed. 

			“We have to carry him!” I yell to two soldiers.

			“You have to go!” Dom yells back, swinging his arms, gesturing for me to leave. 

			“Don’t be ridiculous!” I look over at the two men. “Grab him. We have to carry him out.” The two soldiers lift him up, but he cries out in pain.

			“Sorellina,” he whispers. My heart constricts before I even turn to him. Once I do, I follow his gaze, and I see the timer counting down: eight minutes. When I look back at him, I can see in his eyes what he’s asking me to do. “I’m not going to make it. These men shouldn’t die trying to save me.” 

			No.

			“Dom”—my voice cracks, and I fall to my knees. I can barely get the words out—“we have time. I’m not leaving you.” 

			“You have to,” he says.

			I shake my head. “Stop arguing with me. We’re only wasting time.” My eyes fill up with tears. “Grab him.” 

			They make a move toward him, but before they could touch him, he commands, “Stand down, and that’s an order.” 

			The men stop moving, eyes filled with confusion and fear about losing their future capo.

			“Anya, go,” he pleads.

			“Get the fuck out of there now, Anya!” Nico yells.

			“No,” I whisper.

			“We’re running out of time,” Ming says.

			“Grab her and go,” Dom says to Ming. 

			“No, no, no,” I sob, grabbing onto this shirt. “Please, Dom. You have to come.” 

			“Go live your life,” he says with a soft smile.

			“I can’t leave you!” I scream.

			“You have to. You have a husband now, you have a family.” 

			“You’re my family, too!” 

			I can’t breathe. I grab his shirt.

			“Sorellina—”

			“No! Don’t say it.” 

			“I love you.” Goodbye.

			“Please don’t make me, please,” I beg again, desperately trying to get air into my lungs.

			“Sempre. I’m always with you,” he tells me and kisses the top of my head.

			“Dom, no. Please, don’t do this.”

			“Take her,” he says to Ming as he grabs my wrists and pries my grip from his shirt. Before I can protest, Ming grabs me and throws me over his shoulder.

			“Nooooo!” I let out an ear-piercing shriek. 

			Blood rushes to my ears. I can’t hear anything, my throat protesting after being nearly crushed. I’m reaching out for my brother, but the distance keeps getting greater and greater. I fight as hard as I can, ignoring the pain in my shoulder from where my uncle stabbed me. It’s no use. I can’t get out of Ming’s grip. Dom is farther and farther away.

			“No, no, no, no, no!” I beat into Ming’s back, crying and screaming at the top of my lungs until I have no voice left. 

			The air has completely been sucked out of my lungs.


Chapter Thirty-Two

			Nico

			“Anya!” I yell into my headset. “Anya, are you moving?” I run my hands over my hair and face like I have for the last hour since she’s been in there. All I could hear was her yelling. Then it stopped. I hope someone grabbed her. Fuck.

			I hop out of the van, and just as I’m about to run in, I see some soldiers make it out of the building, sprinting to the vehicles. Enzo and a few others are next. When I see Bash come out next without Anya, I charge them up and push against Bash’s chest. 

			“WHERE THE FUCK IS SHE? TELL ME YOU DIDN’T LEAVE HER!” I feel like I’m going to lose my mind. 

			“Calm the fuck down, Nico. We wouldn’t leave her! She’s right behind us!” Bash yells, pushing me right back. 

			I look over his shoulder, and I see . . . the restaurant owner? He’s carrying her, and she’s fighting for dear life. I relax for only about a second, then I look around. She was arguing with her brother a minute ago.

			“Dominic?” I ask. 

			Enzo locks eyes with mine, face stone, and shakes his head cautiously. 

			Fuck. 

			Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Anya loves her brother. I heard her say that she was staying over the earpiece. I didn’t know what she meant. Fuck. She was going to die with him.

			Ming heads straight to me and hands her over as if she weighs nothing. She wraps her arms and legs around me. I pull her close, and she lets out a gut-wrenching sob. Her entire body shakes as she screams and fights for air. 

			“We need to move. Now!” Bash commands. 

			I sprint back into the van as she sobs into my shoulder. I notice she has a stab wound in her left shoulder that will need to be treated. 

			The ground shakes. Anya looks up, but I turn around, so her back is to the scene and push her head back down to my shoulder, not wanting her to see the building cave into itself. She lets out another cry. I can’t help her. I don’t know what I’d do if one of my brothers was still down there. 

			We all load into the vehicles. Just as we’re about to drive off, I notice three more soldiers making their way. 

			“Everyone head out. There’s a few more coming, but we’ll get them,” Franco says into his headpiece. 

			I notice two of them are carrying a blond man on what looks like a large piece of metal. My heart lifts for a second, but I keep Anya’s head down. I don’t want to say anything to give her hope. She’s still crying into my shoulder as I hold her. They get closer, and I see it’s Dominic, face ashen, his leg fucked up. But he’s alive. Hell, I never thought I’d live to see the day, but I thanked God for Dominic Violante being alive. 

			Anya

			It’s been two days since killing my uncle. I don’t feel any remorse. The sick, greedy bastard deserved a much slower death than the one I gave him.

			I try not to dwell on it. I’m grateful we all survived. Dom survived. I thought I lost a part of my soul that day when Dom didn’t come out of the building with me. When Nico said his name, I lifted my head, and I almost didn’t believe it. At least not until I ran over to him and touched his face myself. 

			Dom’s currently healing in one of the guest bedrooms. The doctors say his leg is crushed, and he had to undergo a very long surgery, but he’ll make a full recovery. We’re back in New York, at Nico’s—our two-story penthouse. My arm is in a sling from when the bastard stabbed me. He didn’t hit anything vital. I readjust to get more comfortable and let out a small groan of discomfort.

			“Are you okay?” Nico asks, sitting up straight. He hasn’t let me out of his sight and is treating me like I’m made of glass. I swear he ages by the minute with worry. 

			“Babe, my injuries aren’t life-threatening. I’m just trying to get comfortable.”

			“Do you need water? Painkillers?” 

			He’s been hovering, and as much as it drives me crazy, I let him. I know it makes him feel better, and I love watching him care for me. But I need to calm him down before he gives himself a stroke.

			“Babe, for the millionth time, I’m fine. I was just moving around. I can’t sit like a statue all day.”

			“I was not cut out for this marriage shit,” he says, pinching the bridge of his nose, leaning back against the headboard. 

			He’s so damn dramatic.

			“Why do you say that?” I ask him, trying not to laugh.

			“It’s too damn stressful. Especially when your wife is a magnet for trouble,” he says as he moves on to rub his temples. I can’t help but laugh at him.

			“Oh, sure, laugh at my misery.”

			I lean over to kiss him. “I want to go see Dom.” 

			“It’s too soon,” he replies, but I’m already getting out of bed, putting my slippers on. 

			My body is aching, I have bruises everywhere. My neck is the worst from where my uncle stood on it. Every time I catch Nico staring at it, he growls, and I swear he’s imagining bringing my uncle back just to kill him again. I might’ve gotten up too fast, but I don’t let him see it, or he’s seriously going to have to get on medication to lower his blood pressure. I wonder if I can hit Max up for her special calming drugs. She was always experimenting with shit. She makes the best stuff.

			“I wasn’t asking. And I’m fine. Nothing is broken. It’s just a sling until my shoulder is healed,” I say, walking to the door. 

			He follows me. “The doctor said you need to rest.”

			“Getting up and walking downstairs is hardly doing too much. Plus, I’m sure moving helps with blood flow and healing. Let me see Dom for ten minutes, then I’ll crawl my ass back to bed.”

			“You need to learn to follow instructions better”—he follows me down the hall—“and when you’re healed, I’m going to teach you exactly how,” he whispers into my ear with a grin.

			“I can’t wait.” I tilt my head up and stand on my tiptoes to kiss him. 

			He leans down to meet my lips. I open the door to Dom’s room. He’s awake and alert but looks tired.

			“Dom!” I say, rushing toward his bed and sitting on the chair while taking his hand. 

			Nico doesn’t follow but shuts the door behind me. I didn’t have to tell him, but he knew I needed time alone with Dom. He looks up and smiles back at me.

			“I’m not going to pretend. I was ready to die but holy shit. It’s good to be alive.”

			“Yeah, no kidding,” I say, smiling, but my eyes are filled with tears.

			“Don’t cry, Anya. You know I hate it when you cry.” 

			He shakes his head and wipes a tear off my cheek. 

			“I almost lost you, Dom. There were minutes when I actually believed you were gone. I never want to feel like that again,” I say through my tears.

			“This is the life we live in.” He shrugs. “I’m so proud of you, you know. I knew you could do it.”

			“Really?”

			“Never had a doubt in my mind, Little Sister.” 

			I smile proudly, and he smiles back at me. 

			“Speaking of little sister, Donna’s on the way. Her flight gets in tonight.”

			He groans, running his hands through his hair, “Oh, great. Now I’ll have both of you around to terrorize me.”

			I wipe my tears and laugh. “Oh, shut up. You love us.”

			“Not when you gang up on me!” 

			“Don’t tell me the big bad capo can’t handle two small girls,” I tease in an annoying baby voice.

			“You two are anything but harmless,” he defends, unconsciously rubbing his shoulder where I shot him all those years ago, and I can’t help but smile.

			We laugh and make small talk for a little. I can tell he’s exhausted, and I’m about to excuse myself when he speaks up again.

			“I’m sorry about how I acted when I first got to Virginia. I just saw you with the consigliere to the Cosa Nostra and lost it. I shouldn’t have said those things or insulted you like that.” 

			“Hold on. Is Dominic Violante, future capo of the Chicago Outfit, apologizing?” I say to him sarcastically, wide-eyed.

			“Don’t fucking get used to it.” He waves his arm at me to go away. I laugh. “But I’ve been a goddamn asshole especially to you. You don’t deserve that disrespect, and if any man says shit to you, you better put a bullet in his skull.” 

			I squeeze his hand. “I understand where you were coming from.”

			“A part of me thought they could be using you, and I didn’t want to see you get hurt. And the other thought is, if he really did love you, and if you married into the Cosa Nostra, you’d leave us behind. I thought he was going to ruin things between us.”

			I sigh. “Dom, he would never come between us. He’s made that very clear. He would never try to, and if he was the type to, I would’ve never fallen in love with or married him. Whether you like it or not, he accepts you. You need to learn to accept him, too.”

			“I know. I’m working on it, as you’ve probably seen.”

			“Yeah, you lost a Ferrari in exchange for friendship,” I joke.

			“Once I’m better, I’m getting that rematch,” he replies. “Plus, it couldn’t hurt to have their support. It’d sure make life easier organizing trade routes.”

			“See! And you called me stupid,” I say smugly.

			His face is racked with guilt. “I really am sorry.”

			“Stop apologizing. I forgive you. Now, if you’re really sorry, you’ll do everything in your power to heal as quickly as possible. And don’t act like you’re too good for physical therapy. This was a serious injury, and you just had major surgery.”

			“Deal,” he says. 

			I kiss his cheek and leave. 

			


Chapter Thirty-Three

			Nico

			A week’s gone by, and Anya’s healing like magic. I took the week off just to be around for her, but she won’t stop working. She’s constantly making calls to either Donna, her friend, Max, or the university to figure out what credits she needs to make up. I suggested she not finish school since she was going to be the boss anyway, but she argued she needed to have a leg up on her men. She’s going to do so good as their new leader. She talks about her ideas with me all the time. 

			We also needed to legally declare her alive and Natalie dead; otherwise, our marriage is invalid. Which is why we have a bunch of people from the social security office coming to our penthouse tomorrow. Luckily, my family’s influence and money got us around most of the protocols, so we’re able to expedite the process. 

			I also paid extra to make sure she took my last name and had our marriage license validated, effective immediately. She was going to be Mrs. Delucci—well, Mrs. Liu-Delucci to the world as soon as fucking possible.

			I wanted to just hack into the systems to change it, but she made a good argument. We can’t just hack into people’s memories and change them. She was always arguing with me. I loved it. Mostly because it was followed by really great make-up sex. 

			Then there was the wedding, but luckily, Donna decided to become the self-appointed wedding planner. We also needed to brief Anya and get her some media training. We can’t have her caught off guard. While we can keep most of our dealings private, my family doesn’t have a low-profile lifestyle. Page Six and dozens of others have already reached out about our relationship. We came up with a good cover-up story on how and why she’s suddenly called Anya. When you tell people you were in witness protection, they’ll literally eat up anything you say after. Anya is used to an extremely private lifestyle, having been in hiding most of her life, and all of that is about to change, as if she wasn’t dealing with enough already. In truth, we have a lot of work we need to do.

			Dom’s also healing. The doctor said he should be able to return to Chicago next week. Anya tried to convince him to stay longer, but I shut that down. I don’t want to be a dick, but it’s not like he wants to stay here longer than he needs to, either. Plus, I plan on having my way with my wife, without holding back, once she’s fully healed and doubt he wants to be around for that.

			Anya and I relax on the couch, watching television, very domestic. We aren’t good people, but damn what a match we make. Life in the Cosa Nostra and Triad is going to be interesting with her by my side. As she leans into me, I can’t help but note that she’s initiating affection more and more. I kiss her forehead. 

			“Just say what’s on your mind,” I say to her. 

			I could always tell when something was on the tip of her tongue.

			“I’m just thinking about what comes next.” 

			My wife had a real problem with living in the moment. Life was going to pass her by if she didn’t have me but, luckily, she does. 

			“Are you telling me you want to add more stuff onto our never-ending to-do list?” I chuckle.

			“Well, we still need to figure out which publication the publicist is reaching out to—your mother won’t stop asking me about it—how big this wedding is going to be, and our living situation.”

			“We’re living here,” I say like she’s gone mad. 

			“You can’t just decide that for the both of us. I love my penthouse.” 

			“So, keep it, but we’ll live here.” 

			We stopped by when we first got back to the city to grab some of her things, and thinking about how many times Matteo had probably been over before we met, I about lost my shit. Maybe I’ll buy the building and demolish it.

			“Don’t think I don’t know your real reason for not wanting to live in my penthouse,” she sasses back. 

			I love that she can see right through me. She rolls her eyes, knowing exactly what I’m thinking, giving me thoughts on how I’d like to punish her later. I adjust my position. My pants are getting tight. 

			“Well, your place is only a two bedroom. We’ll have to move anyway, as soon as I start knockin’ you up.” I wink at her, and she glares. 

			“I have a lot of stuff.” Was this really her argument?

			“We have plenty of space here,” I retort.

			“It’s a lot to pack.”

			“We’ll hire people.”

			“We should do it ourselves so we can bond more as a couple.” She looks at me seriously. 

			I can’t help but chuckle. “I think we bond enough.” I wiggle my eyebrows and pull her into a kiss. 

			She pulls away too soon. “We can’t always pay people to do things for us. Manual labor will do us some good.”

			“Are you trying to tell me what we did last night in the shower or this morning in your closet and this afternoon in my office wasn’t manual labor?” I kiss her neck, inhaling the intoxicating scent I’m addicted to.

			She gives me that smirk that tells me she’s ready for a repeat. Thank God. My cock was so hard it was about to rip through my pants. I climb on top of her so fast she lets out a yelp.

			“Fuck, did I hurt you?” 

			“No. Don’t stop.” She wraps her legs around my waist. 

			Who am I to deny my wife? I tried to resist her so she could heal, but by the second day, she’s pummeled through my resolve.


Chapter Thirty-Four

			Anya

			After a couple weeks of rest, I was feeling so much better. Ming had called and asked to come over so we could talk. I’m sitting in the library, pretending to read, when there’s a knock at the door. Gabriella, our housekeeper, walks in smiling, as usual.

			“Mrs. Delucci.” I try not to roll my eyes. I’ve asked her a million times to just call me Anya. “Bo Xiao is here to see you.” 

			Before I could question it, the buff man I’ve always known as Ming walks in and sits on the couch opposite of me.

			“Bo,” I say, testing the name out. 

			Then I remember the man Cesare was arguing with right before I moved to New York. 

			He nods as if he could hear my thoughts. “Yes, Anya.” He says my name like he used to say Natalie, only this time, there’s a different meaning. “I didn’t tell you before because I wanted to have this conversation in person.” 

			“Of course.” I nod and gesture for him to take the seat across from me. 

			“I grew up with both your parents. We were all very close. I was Peter’s best friend and”—he pauses—“your godfather.” 

			I tilt my head in surprise. “Godfather? So, all this time, you knew who I was?”

			He nods again. “When your father was murdered, I had to go into hiding. I was able to keep in touch with your mother, but when she died, I made Cesare promise to allow me to still see you. So, I moved to New York after you were relocated, and every Thursday, I’d pretend to run the restaurant you always came to, so I could keep an eye on you. Your uncle never bothered coming after me. He didn’t think I was worth it.” 

			“My adoptive parents were in on it, too? And you moved your whole life to New York to be close to me?”

			I am stunned. I knew I felt a deeper connection to this man, but it was all making sense now. He was family. He nods. I straighten, it’s like the light bulb went off. 

			“You were Dante’s informant.” 

			“Yes, ma’am.” 

			“What was your role when my father was alive?”

			“I was his second-in-command. The best assassin the Triad had,” he says proudly. “Though, that was a long time ago, I’ve aged much since.” 

			We share a laugh. 

			“So, what now?” I ask.

			“Well, first, I’d just like to get to know you as my goddaughter, if you’ll let me. I know I’ve lied to you for a long time, but—”

			I hold my hand up to stop him. “I didn’t know who you were, so it’s not like I was entirely honest, either. I’d love to get to know you. Plus, I think you’re the only person I know that has stories about my dad.”

			He smiles and looks off like he’s remembering something. “Yes, that’s true.” 

			We sit in silence for a moment, but Bo speaks up again.

			“I’d also like to help you transition with the Triad. I know these men, grew up with a lot of them. I know who’s loyal and who to keep a lookout for. It’s been years, but I think I can help get you up to speed. That is, if you still want to take over.” 

			I’m so touched by Bo’s offer.

			“I’d like that,” I answer. “Are they just going to accept you back after so long?” 

			“I was always loyal to the Triad, your father and you—the true heir. Anyone who’s honorable will stand by me,” he answers as he stands. “I should be going, then. I’ve got a lot to do to get you set up. We’ll start with a formal meeting with the Triad, so they know you intend to take over. But we can sort out the details once you’ve rested and healed.”

			“I really appreciate this, Bo. I wasn’t sure how I was going to do this,” I say, getting up and giving him a hug. 

			He squeezes me back tightly, and we stand still for a moment. “Oh, one more thing,” he says as we pull apart. He reaches into his jacket pocket. “I’ve been hanging onto this for a long time. I’m glad it’s finally in your possession.” He hands me an envelope addressed to me. 

			I immediately know who it’s from.

			“Thank you, Bo. We’ll talk soon,” I tell him as I walk him to the door of the library. Once he leaves, I take a minute to process the information Bo just gave me and also to gather up courage to open this letter.

			I sit and take a deep breath as I open the aged envelope.

			My daughter,

			If you’re reading this it means two things:

			You’ve taken your rightful place as my heir.

			I am not alive to share this moment with you.

			I want you to know that if you’re having any doubts, you are to banish them from your mind immediately. I only ever saw myself with a son, if I’m being honest. It sure would be easier to have a male heir take my place. A woman has never led the Triad before. 

			But the second you were born and I laid eyes on you—I knew you’d be different. Strong and wise, and your smile can bring men to your mercy. Maybe I’m biased. But I do know this—you were meant to do this. To lead. To rule. I know in my heart you are going to bring men who are used to being in power to their knees and the Triad will be in a much better place because of you. 

			The dragon has always symbolized strength and power to the Triad. Live every day and let your strengths guide you. My sweet Anya, you are the new dragon head. I wish you nothing but luck and prosperity.

			I’ll love you always and forever,

			Your father. 

			I cry into my hands as the letter falls to the ground. Nico wraps his arms around me, enveloping me in his scent. He kisses the top of my head and holds me. 

			


Epilogue

			Anya—One Month Later

			Bo and I pull up to an abandoned warehouse just outside of the city. Everything is either covered in graffiti or rust. Not a soul lingers. We walk around the corner of the old building, and Bo knocks on the scrap metal. The sheet moves open, and I can see there’s a hidden door behind it as it opens. An older gentleman answers the door, and his eyes grow wide immediately as he tries to bow and open the door. Bo nods at me and gestures for me to enter before him. 

			As I walk in, my hand instinctively reaches behind my back for my Beretta. I look around, and there are three men guarding another door; they look young, no older than thirty-five, maybe. When they spot me, they immediately bow. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I just nodded at them. They stand back up straighter than before. 

			“Ma’am,” the all say in unison. 

			That’s going to take some getting used to. I look over at Bo, and he gives me a reassuring look. 

			“Names?” I ask. 

			They each take turns speaking.

			“Jimmy,” says the shorter one with tattoos on his face.

			“Kai,” says the second one. He’s tall, handsome, perfect skin, and long dark lashes.

			“Tao,” the last one finally says. He’s tall, buff, definitely someone I want on my side. 

			I look at them and make a mental note on what their roles might be: bad-cop, brains, muscle. Bo reaches for the door, and they all nod at him with respect as well. 

			You got this. I take a deep breath before I descend the stairs and enter a larger room underground. Tables and chairs are set up, and men are gathered around, standing and seated from Illinois to New York. That’s why it took a month for this meeting to take place. There had to be at least two hundred and fifty men in here. When they see me enter, most bow and stand straight right away, while a few others look angry and stay seated. 

			I memorize their faces in my mind. I don’t have time for disrespect or the possibility of there being a rat or traitor in our midst. 

			When I reach the only leather chair that’s placed in the front of the room facing the men, I assume it’s the chair reserved for the dragon head. I turn, survey the room, and face my men. That still feels weird to say. My men. Taking one more look at the assholes who refused to stand and bow, I finally take my seat. The rest of the men follow. Bo stays standing next to me. We’re all silent for a moment.

			“We are gathered here today to introduce to you our true leader, the rightful heir, daughter of the late Peter Liu. Anya Meilin Liu-Delucci,” Bo announces proudly. 

			I scan the room to see their reaction to not only a new leader, but a young female. 

			“Italian whore,” someone coughs in the back, and I narrow my eyes.

			“Tā zhǐ shì yī gè nǚ hái zi!” She’s only a girl! a pudgy, short man yells. 

			“Tā tài nián qīng le!” She’s too young! Pudgy number two next to him yells.

			“Zhè shì tā de quán lì.” It is her right, Bo says.

			“Tā yīn ggāi jiāo gěi xià yī gè yǒu nán xìng jì chéng rén de zuì qiáng dà de jiā zú!” It should go to the next strongest family with a male heir! Pudgy number one cries out, and the room fills with voices of men chattering. 

			“Bié zài shuō le.” Stop talking, I say flatly, and the room silences immediately. “Nín méi yǒu xuǎn zé.” You don’t have a choice. “I am Anya Liu, daughter of Peter, The Mad Dragon and Nina Liu. But I promise you haven’t seen crazy yet.” 

			It’s not a threat, it’s a promise.

			“And what do you have to offer? You’re a child,” another man in the back yells, lips snarled and nostrils flared. 

			“You don’t know any of us, our traditions, or what the Triad stands for.” 

			I scan the room again, noting the hierarchy. They’re right, I don’t know, but I’m a quick study. I can already tell who the men are gathered in the three front tables; the ones brave and stupid enough to open their mouths are the captains of their respected regions. 

			“As far as I can tell, the Triad has been bleeding cash faster than you’ve been making. You won’t last the next five years without me. I have the chemist who will be making all of our drugs moving forward, I have access to all of the shipping docks on the East Coast, and I have the firepower of not only the Triad but the Chicago Outfit and the Cosa Nostra. Does anyone have anything further to offer? Or would you all rather be homeless than let the one person who can turn things around do their job?” 

			Maya was right. Max made the best shit. Stuff I’d never even seen or heard of. We were still working on the names, but I’d hire her to be my pharmaceutical chemist for one of my shell companies I’d just opened up. It comes with a killer salary, multiple underground labs, a team for her to boss around, and the visa she needs to stay in the states. We are going to make a lot of money with her. 

			The Triad used to be a force. The name itself would instill fear. I learned we ran the largest black-market weapons ring and produced the best assassins in the world. That was until my idiot uncle apparently drove the business into the ground and threw us off the map. While all mafias hated each other, they had to work together. If you wanted anything shipped, you needed to go through the Cosa Nostra. If you wanted an official elected or a bill passed, the Outfit was the answer, and if you wanted banned weapons of war or a contract killer, you came to the Triad. At least, that’s how it used to be.

			I was furious when Bo told me we used to have tens of thousands of men across the states when my grandfather and father ruled, but they all slowly jumped ship because my uncle was losing the business so much money and getting sloppy. A lot of them were useful, too—politicians, doctors, lawyers. So many left at once that Andrew couldn’t keep up, so he let them go. It’s not like he could kill thousands of men. 

			The original Chinese Triad wanted nothing to do with us anymore, either. Even though we’d split off seventy years earlier, we still did business with them. At least until the moron took over. Now, they deemed us irrelevant and like hell would that remain the case. I will restore the Triad and Liu name back to its former glory. Failure isn’t an option. 

			Step one: make us profitable again and get us back on the radar. That’s why I hired Max, The Chemist, as I call her, to protect her identity. Step two: take control over the weapons trade. Step three: Get our men back. Step four: whip said men into shape and turn them into assassins that would make the devil cower. 

			We have a few thousand men left across the U.S. but not nearly enough. If I’m anything, it’s a woman with a plan. 

			I’m grateful for Bo. I could have all the ideas and plans I wanted, but without him, executing my plan would be a lot more difficult, if not impossible. I wasn’t arrogant enough to think I could do it all by myself.

			“Ó, méi cuò, nǐ xiàn zài shì yì dà lì rén de jì nǚ le.” Oh, that’s right. You’re now the Italian’s whore, Pudgy number two spits out, saliva shooting from his mouth. 

			Enough. I pull my Beretta from out of my jeans, aim it at the asshole, and fire a warning shot in between his eyes. The room is silent, with only the sound of his body hitting the concrete. And here I am, trying to avoid a bloody statement. That flew out the window fast.

			“Hái yǒu rén xiǎng jiào wǒ jì nǚ ma?” Does anyone else want to call me a whore? I ask, raising my gun up and resting my elbow on my hip. 

			Silent.

			“All right, so if you enjoy living in your homes, driving your expensive cars, and paying your bills, you’ll do as you’re told. You will respect our alliance with both the Outfit and Cosa Nostra.” 

			This is new to all of us. An alliance with the Outfit based on trust and no marriage alliance, I can understand why the men are hesitant. Even so, marriage alliances have never worked in the past, but I’m determined to make this work. Luckily, Bash and I are on the same page.

			“I want to know who specializes in what,” I say, turning my attention to Bo. “Have meetings scheduled out with each specialty. Hackers, enforcers, legal, medical, arms experts, soldiers, and captains,” I state, directing my attention back to the men. “Things are going to change around here.”

			I head toward the exit, and Bo follows. Once I get to the door, I turn to look back at the men.

			“I look forward to turning the Triad back into a force to be reckoned with. I know there’s a lot to do, but I have full faith we can do this. And, someone, take care of that body,” I say in my professional voice. 

			I have a lot to prove. I also dread the official initiation. 

			Just as I make my exit, an older gentleman approaches me. Bo nods, indicating he’s good.

			“Boss.” He reaches his hand out, and I shake it. “Dr. Ethan Zhao, this is my daughter, Liling.” He gestures behind him to a beautiful young woman. She’s taller, curvy but has a nervous demeanor. 

			“Lili,” she replies quietly and bows her head, shyly smiling.

			“Hi, Lili.” I look back at Ethan. “Can I help you with something, Dr. Zhao?” 

			“My daughter is here to serve you.” 

			I look at Lili, who is smiling back at me, but I can tell she’s nervous.

			“That’s very kind of you, but I don’t think I’ll need her.” 

			We have enough housekeepers.

			“Please. It would be an honor. I was the assistant and advisor to your father, and my daughter would be an excellent asset. You have all these meetings to get scheduled, and I’m sure you keep Bo busy. My daughter is organized, smart, and she is fluent in Mandarin, Russian, and Italian.” 

			Impressive. Smart guy in getting her to learn those languages. She does know the men, so she’d be better suited to set up our meetings. I also do have a wedding to plan and a lot on my plate on top of school. Speaking of—

			“What about school? How old is she?” 

			“She just turned twenty-three and graduated summa cum laude from NYU,” he replies proudly. His chest puffs out, and his eyes light up. 

			“You’re from New York? I think she’s a little over qualified to be an assistant.” 

			“No.” She finally speaks up, her eyes widened as if she’s surprised she said anything at all. “My family is loyal to the Triad.”

			I take another minute to mull over it. Finding someone to work this closely with me was going to be difficult. I knew it would be difficult to trust them just as much as they’d need time to adjust to me. I could hire her on a trial basis. I nod, and her face lights up.

			“I need an Executive Assistant. You’ll assist me with anything from the business side—legal and not-so-legal—errands, meetings, travel arrangements, wedding-related tasks, and anything else that should come up.” She nods excitedly. “This will be a trial basis for ninety days. Then we’ll decide if it’s a permanent position.”

			Hopping on her toes, she exclaims, “Of course!”

			I notice a notebook and pen in her hand and nod at them. She hands them to me.

			“Here is my phone number. We can work out a time, so we can discuss your complete list of roles and responsibilities, benefits, and salary.” I hand the notebook back to her.

			“Thank you.” She reaches out for a handshake. 

			I shake her father’s hand before heading to the car.

			“That was a good call,” Bo says, walking next to me, looking proud.

			“I have a good feeling about Lili,” I reply.

			“Her father is a good man. Dedicated but not greedy or too ambitious. Nice work.”

			I wink at him before getting into the back seat of the SUV with one of the Cosa Nostra soldiers in the driver seat. Nico insisted I take some of his men with me in case something went wrong. While I argued it would make me look weak, he wouldn’t budge, so we compromised, and they agreed to wait outside. Marriage.

			I let out a breath as we drive off. I can’t believe it. Just a few months ago, I was just a college student, barely living and pretending to be somebody else. Now I’m the Triad leader, wife to the Cosa Nostra consigliere, and Anya again.

			


Grayson

 

 

			Bacon sizzles. The aroma fills my kitchen as I pour myself a large cup of coffee. Between my odd hours at the bar, and all the time I spend training for my illegal underground fight matches, I bleed caffeine. I can’t stop working, though. I need the money the bar and my fights get me. Taking odd jobs as a P.I. or security guard to make ends meet, my body is going to shut down before I turn forty. You’d think after ten years of serving one’s country, you’d be afforded some sort of luxuries, but that’s not the case. 

			I’ve been waiting to hear about my application status with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I’m more than qualified, but they can be assholes sometimes. Once I get in, I’ll have a stable job with benefits.

			Pulling the bacon off the griddle, I place them on my plate that already has eggs and toast on it and make my way to the dining table. I take a deep breath and open my laptop after avoiding it for weeks. I knew they weren’t going to answer my application right away, so I set it out of mind instead of obsessing over it. But now’s a good time to look, just in case. If they happen to email me, I don’t want to be a jackass and respond too late. That would just look bad.

			I’m about to take a sip of my coffee when my hand stops midair as soon as I read the two pop-ups on my screen. I go to set my cup down, but I’m so out of it I miss the table entirely, and the glass shatters, coffee spilling everywhere. I’m in too much shock to care. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. 

			Two alerts I’d never thought I’d see in my life. One time-stamped two weeks ago, the day after I decided I’d boycott my laptop, and the second came in yesterday morning.

			It didn’t matter how much I scoured the internet—there was nothing on them. For almost two decades, it was dead-end after dead-end. It was as if they never existed. I do remember her name, though. I grew up hearing it all over the place. Working in the military and as a private investigator, you learn a few tricks. I was obsessed with learning about my roots. I set up alerts for certain keywords and names, but nothing ever came through, so I had forgotten that I’d even had those alerts enabled. Until now. 

			I didn’t know much, just her name, and she’s been dead for two decades. Or so I thought. Blinking my eyes, I make sure what I was seeing wasn’t a trick, but the subject lines remained:

			SUBJECT: Anya Meilin Liu - Change of Status

			SUBJECT: Anya Liu Mentioned Page Six Article

			I click the first pop-up and there it was, blinking in big green letters:

			Anya Meilin Liu Status: Alive

			Anya Meilin Liu Name Change: Anya Meilin Liu-Delucci

			Alive. This can’t be right. I open up the old database my old buddy from the military taught me how to hack. I’m not a genius hacker or anything, I just know the basics. A simple virus or firewall could lock me out, but it helps me with my P.I. cases, and it’s how I have access to the status change alerts. It wasn’t always legal, but I don’t get paid if I don’t get results, and I’m in no position to pass up funds.

			I look her up in the database, and there she is. Everything that wasn’t there before. Where she grew up and went to school. It’s like I imagined her death and made it up in my head somehow. I scan the information they had on her. Born on October 17, 1997 in Chicago, Illinois. Private school. NYU and Columbia Law. Manhattan. Jesus. I definitely got the short end of the stick as far as lives go. No death certificate, truly as if it never happened. I notice one other thing, though. Her parents’ names are not listed as if they never existed, either, and she was born out of thin air. Interesting. 

			I remember there’s a second pop-up. I close out of the tab and open up the next one. There’s a link to an article from some gossip column. How did she go from nothing to being mentioned in a gossip column? Before I could analyze further, the headline and photo loads:

			“New York’s Most Eligible Bachelor and Notorious Bad Boy Engaged”

			Sorry, ladies. Nico Delucci, second-born son of global logistics magnate Giuseppe Delucci is officially off the market. If you live under a rock, the Delucci’s are one of the most influential and wealthiest families in the world. Boasting a combined familial net worth of $42.3 Billion, Nico doesn’t do too badly for himself, either, quickly becoming one of the hottest nightclub and restaurant chain owners in the country as well. We won’t mention their rumored ties to organized crime (oops!). 

			He’s been tight-lipped about his dating history though he’s rarely photographed with the same woman twice, so it’s safe to say this one played the field for some time. However, all of that is about to change. The happy couple just announced upcoming nuptials but aren’t sharing venue details or even a wedding date, though rumor has it the two eloped in secret months ago! According to a source close to the family, Mr. and Mrs. Delucci freaked out when they found out, so they’re holding what we can only assume will be the hottest event of the decade. Isn’t that romantic? 

			Who’s the lucky lady that stole the heart of our wet dreams and turned him into a one-woman man? Here is everything we know:

			Her name is Anya Liu—though like we said before she might already be the newest Mrs. Delucci, isn’t she stunning? 

			She graduated from NYU and will be graduating from Columbia Law—we love a smart queen!

			Speaking of queen, if the photo hasn’t already blinded you, she, of course, is wearing Graff’s stunning and rare five carat oval—a ring fit for royalty.

			Her coffee order is a large cold brew, extra ice with oat milk and honey—warning all coffee shops to stock up now.

			No—she is not pregnant, their team confirms.

			The couple made their announcement through the family publicist and could not be contacted for further comment and do not plan on scheduling any interviews. Don’t worry, though, not all hope is gone. There are still two very available Delucci brothers on the market.

			Congratulations to the beautiful couple! 

			I can’t believe what I’m seeing. My past haunted me for years, and there she is. Breathing. Alive and well. Very well, actually—rich from what I can tell and marrying into even more money. I shake my head in disbelief. For a second, I considered the woman in front of me an imposter but quickly shut that theory down. I remember her face, though. She was a child the last time I saw her. Bright smile on her face. The same dimple on her left cheek she’d been known for. Manicured hand with the engagement ring strategically resting on her fiancé’s chest. Long dark hair, even darker eyes, staring right back at me. 

			My sister.




 

			Did you love Nico and Anya’s story? Well, their journey’s not over yet. They’re still learning how to navigate life as a married couple while Anya finds her footing as the new dragon head of the Triad! There are quite a bit of consequences when you come back from the dead. Part Two of the duet is coming soon! Thank you for reading! xx 
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