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      I’ve been thrown to the wolves in an arranged marriage no one will see coming. What happens when my loyalty to my family is tested by the secret gestures of my husband?

      Can I hold out against my greatest enemy?

      I handle my father’s business. Discretely. No one knows I fix things behind the scenes and keep things running. Smoothly. When the men in the Rossi family offend would-be business partners, I’m the one who smooths things over. Without that knowledge, my father thinks the only way I can help Little Italy return to glory is to marry the new underboss of the Bianchi family – our greatest enemies.

      The Rossi trades me – the family’s greatest asset – to our biggest rival.

      Matteo Bianchi has the chance to change the direction of his family’s business and regain the Bianchi honor. Before his brother is in handcuffs, Matteo makes a grab for my hand.

      He has no idea who I am or what I can do, but I just might be the key to all his dreams. If he smothers me the way my family has, he will never get my help… but if he lets me soar… I might be the answer to everything he’s every wished for.

      Careful, Adele Rossi, your heart won’t know what to do with appreciation and love, let alone respect. What happens when your family finds out you might have traded sides?
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      ADELE

      I looked like all my other sisters, so why did I expect to be treated any differently?

      Except, I was plainer. I had less dramatic angles to my eyes, thinner lips, and a smaller nose. My sisters epitomized Italian princesses while I was more like Cinderella and there was no prince coming for me.

      “It’s not that I don’t love having you home, Adele. I do. It’s just we all need to step up right now and sacrifice for the good of the Rossi family.” My father, Giovanni Rossi, steepled his fingers on the desk in front of him and studied me as if he expected me to run screaming from the room.

      Little did he know just how close that was to happening. The room felt like it crowded in on me. Had the walls always been so dark or the windows felt so small?

      I swallowed and glanced between Alessandro, my brother who I had trusted; Angelo, my oldest brother and my father’s underboss which just meant he was being trained to take over; and Leonardo Capone, my new brother-in-law.

      The roomful of men stared at me and I suddenly wished they would all look away. My insides hurt at the betrayal of what was being suggested. I swallowed again, wishing for something to take away the dry mouth sensation that had hit me when Papa started talking.

      I flipped my hair behind my shoulder and jutted my chin out. “What makes you think marrying a Bianchi is the best thing for the Rossi family?”

      My dad didn’t know. None of them did. They had no idea what I did for the family business. If they let me go, sent me to the other side, they would see a decline in business and they wouldn’t understand why. A nonnina would say it was an omen or something ridiculous like that, and I would never get the recognition I deserved for helping with the business like I had all these years.

      Okay, so five years. But that was a lot when you were my age.

      “Adele, don’t take things personally. We all have to do hard things. Just suck it up. If you were smarter or had an education or something, we would put you to better use. As it is, you’re a woman and this is something you can do to help us.” Angelo shrugged, folding his arms. He had no idea how ignorant he sounded.

      If I was smarter… or had an education… Because I was a woman, that’s all the good I was for – an arranged marriage and the benefits associated with it. They didn’t deserve my loyalty. They didn’t deserve what my secret, late-night online schooling had taught me.

      I lifted my chin and returned my gaze to my father’s, boldly staring him in the eye. “Is that how you feel, Papa? That I’m worthless unless I marry?” So, help him, if he said yes or intimated as such. So, help him…

      He inclined his head slightly, no sign of remorse as he boldly denounced my value in front of the Rossi men. “You do a great job of keeping the house in order, but I think this will do more for the family and the business.” Narrowing his eyes, he tilted his head forward. “Are you willing to do this for us, Adele?”

      Looking away from him at that point wasn’t an option. He’d seriously insulted me more than I’d ever been slighted before. He had no idea that later that day I was supposed to meet with the Barracks about a shipment of items coming in that my father would sell at one of the retailer spots he’d rented throughout town. My father didn’t stock the stores, but his wallet benefited from the sales.

      This most recent one was legal, fresh, and a trending item in Europe that would be a huge hit in the States. My father had been in line to carry the items first in the nation, because of me. If I went to the Bianchis, everything I’d worked for behind the scenes would be lost.

      Glancing once more at the men in the room, I leaned forward and pleaded with my eyes to my father. “Papa, are you absolutely sure this is the only thing I can do?” Why didn’t he know? Why was he so obtuse that he didn’t see what I had done for him, for the business? Why wasn’t I good enough to see? “Do you really want this?”

      Please, say no. Please…

      My father nodded his head and leaned back in the chair, his wide shoulders stretching across the seat as he swiveled to the side. He pointed at Alessandro. “We’re going to have Alessandro move into an accounting position after his last fight next year. At this point, we have nothing open in the business.”

      Nothing open. Alessandro’s eyes widened in alarm and his lips parted. He had no idea that our father planned on shortening his fighting career. With the Rossis as his biggest sponsors, he would need us to decide what he was doing and for how long. I think he’d hoped his fighting career would be around longer than Papa insinuated. I wasn’t the only one getting screwed over. It was small consolation to not feel alone.

      Plus, I wasn’t stupid. The only reason there wasn’t a spot open in the business was because my father didn’t work with women. At least in his own business. He had no problem working with female business associates, but a woman within his own setup was not acceptable by any means.

      Especially one of his younger daughters from his second wife. That would never do.

      I wasn’t going to get help there. No one cared what I thought or what I did. No one cared what I could do or had done and there was no way I could tell them. They’d never believe me. They would never see me. Not who I really was. I had diminished in their eyes and if I stayed there, I would diminish in my own estimation.

      They wanted to trade me off, give me away to a man I’d never met, a man who was a member of the dreaded Bianchi family. I would never find happiness, if I went. And yet, I would never be able to stay with the Rossis after they’d revealed just how little they thought of me.

      Dropping my gaze to the floor, I took a deep breath. “When?” I would have to adjust around a timeline. As long as I could plan, I could do anything. Even tie myself to a man I would never be able to love. I would have to resolve to being unhappy and alone for the rest of my life. Would anyone notice if I sobbed outloud?

      “You’ll be married in three days.” Angelo delivered the news. I snapped my gaze to his face, catching the chagrin in the tilt of his lips and pity in his eyes.

      Three days. That’s all I had to get my affairs in order. My heart pounded while I tried to catch my breath. There was something almost dangerous in the way I couldn’t breathe normally. I had less than three days to get my life ready to leave.

      Leonardo cleared his throat and reached out, patting me on the arm. “Don’t think of it as a bad thing, Adele. At least it isn’t Mason. From what I understand, Matteo wants to join the families to bring more unity to Little Italy. A man who wants the best for a community, can’t be all bad, right?” Leonardo was a Capone. He was only there because he’d married my sister and he was the underboss to the Capone family. Bless his soul.

      Yeah, I did just curse him to Italian hell in my mind.

      He’d never been traded to another family because his perceived worth was so low. He had no idea what I would going through or what my loss would do to the family.

      I rose from my chair, ignoring his comments. They were all men who had no idea what I was going through. They had no idea how I felt or how insignificantly they’d reduced me in the family or as a person. I clenched my jaw, trying to not to cry at the swarm of emotions overwhelming me.

      “Excuse me.” I turned, striding past the chair I’d sat in and out the door. Taking two steps at a time, I climbed the stairs to the next floor, bypassing the kitchen and the other Rossi women moving around. As I reached my room, I could hear them under my feet, laughing and talking as if the entire world hadn’t shifted.

      For them, it hadn’t. For me… I wouldn’t be able to survive living amongst the heathens of the Bianchis. Why them? Why me? Couldn’t they have married me off to another Capone? They seemed like a good group, if you could get past the fact that they were Capones.

      In my room, I closed the door behind me and stared up at the ceiling. Was this my father’s wife’s idea? She hated me being underfoot. I was the daughter of Papa’s second wife and I had no doubt that Gloria couldn’t wait to get me out of the house.

      Well, I was going. She was about to get her wish. I had three days, but I suddenly didn’t want to wait to leave. What was the point? Why delay the inevitable? I had no idea what was going to happen, but I suddenly wanted to rush things along.

      Yanking my Versace luggage from the storage space in my large walk-in closet, I systematically went through my belongings, stacking up the clothing I didn’t want or wouldn’t need. The rest were moved into their new storage space in the luggage pieces. I wasn’t a shoe connoisseur like the rest of my sisters. My passion was wrapped up in numbers and technology.

      Once my clothing and toiletries were packed, I moved into my bedroom and grabbed my laptop bag and packed the things I’d been working on. If my father didn’t want my help in continuing to move the business forward into the legitimate waters of retail, I wouldn’t force it on him.

      Pulling my cell phone out, I called down to Donatello’s Storage. “Hey, Donnie. It’s Adele Rossi. Do you have any of your larger units available on short notice? I’ll need something this evening at about five.”

      “Anything for you, Adele. See you then.” Donnie would pull through for me. He’d been in a position to lose everything to the Bianchis, but I’d created a chart for him in my father’s files and my father had accepted the business as if Angelo himself had put it into suggested holdings himself. He’d researched Donnie’s business and then decided it was a good fit for Rossi protection. Donnie hadn’t been bothered by the Bianchis since.

      Next, I ordered an Uber.

      After all of that was accomplished, I called down for two of the Rossi soldiers to come to my room. I’d send them out with my luggage but not to take the car Papa had bought me. No. I had no problem taking my clothes, because those were mine. The car, however, wasn’t even my style.

      Without looking back, I followed the soldiers who carried my things from the house. Loading everything into the sedan that arrived, I smiled at the soldiers and shut the door. Leaning forward, I smiled at the driver. “The BMW dealership, please.”

      I needed a car that was mine and I was going to use my money to get it. I couldn’t arrive in an Uber to my big meeting that evening. I might be switching from one family to the next, but all of my work was going with me.

      What was the saying? A woman scorned? It might be more accurate to say a daughter slighted.

      I felt bad for this Matteo I was going to marry. He had no idea just what he was getting into.
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      MATTEO

      “The most important thing now that Mason is gone, is making sure the Bianchis make big moves to keep our spot in Little Italy.” My father furrowed his brow as he stared around at the gathering of Bianchi capos and higher soldiers.

      I was already making big moves. If I could secure my position in the family, Mason wouldn’t have anything to come home to. As much as I appreciated the fact that he was my brother, I couldn’t help wishing Mason would stay in prison the rest of his life.

      “I don’t think anyone understands the severity of Mason’s prison sentence. He had his fingers in more business than any of us combined.” An uncle I had little respect for shook his head as he continued, “I don’t know how the family will ever recover from this. Do we even understand what he was doing or what he was running?”

      My father, Diego Bianchi, scratched his neck as he stared at something on the table. He spoke slowly because he refused to be rushed by anyone or anything, even something as dire as his eldest son being sent to prison. He didn’t have an underboss and that would need to be the first thing set into place.

      If I wanted the spot, I had to move fast. Taking a deep breath, I cleared my throat. All eyes turned my direction, some more suspicious than others. “I’m stepping into Mason’s spot.” Taking
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