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Chapter One

 


“This will benefit everyone. No more
bloodshed. Just peace between our families.”

Klaus Accardi listened to the leader of the Lastra family offer
up his peace offering. It didn’t come as a surprise. The latest war
had cost them on each side. The streets had run red with blood, all
in the name of honor. Lastra didn’t have much else to give. They
had money, businesses, but this war, it was killing
them.

“You know the only way to guarantee peace
is through marriage,” his father, Marcel, said.

Klaus remained tense.

Fuck.

He knew exactly where this was
leading. Rather than
look toward his younger brothers, he stayed perfectly
still.

He would do what was necessary for his family.

“I have a young daughter,
Isabella.”

“We’re many things, Lastra, but pedophiles
isn’t one of them,” Marcel said.

“She’s eighteen and has already finished
school. She’s a beauty … in her way.” The old man ran a hand down
his face.

“Then let’s meet her,” Marcel
said.

Lastra nodded to his guard and the man left the room. “I’m sure
we can come to a peaceful arrangement.”

“What I want to know is what’s wrong with
your daughter that you haven’t arranged her marriage yet. Eighteen
in your culture is old, isn’t it?” Marcel asked, mocking their
enemy.

“Don’t believe every rumor you
hear.”

“So your wife wasn’t sixteen when you
married?”

Klaus wasn’t interested in taunting this man. He wasn’t scared.
The Lastra family were a bunch of pussies.

Silence filled the room.

The anger flowed off Lastra. He could feel it, but no one
cared what the old man wanted.

“What is keeping that girl?” He stood up as
the door opened, and there stood Isabella Lastra.

Klaus didn’t know what he was expecting. A delicate woman in
a tight short dress, heavily made up, just waiting to be pawned
off. No, instead, flour dusted one cheek, the jeans and shirt she
wore hung off her body, they were that big. Her raven hair was
bound on top of her head in a loose knot. She looked fucking
stunning, no doubt about it, and there was no mistaking the fire
behind her gray eyes. Her lips were pressed together in a thin
line, clearly annoyed with being pulled away. Still, Isabella must
be well trained as she kept her thoughts to herself. Her hands were
tightly clenched though, another telltale sign given
away.

To some men, she would appear completely
undesirable.

He wasn’t most men.

He liked a challenge, and she posed a most beautiful
one.

At thirty-eight years old, he’d experienced his fair share
of women, and yet, no one had ever set his blood ablaze as fast as
this peach had. His cock hardened at the thought. Most of their men
liked meek women, afraid of their own shadow. Not him. No. He knew
he would never be able to stay married to a woman who jumped at
every move he made. They were even frightened to be kissed. Years
of being forced to remain a virgin, listening to horror stories, no
wonder the women freaked out.

It was fucking insane.

Raking his gaze down Isabella’s body, he saw she wasn’t a
slender woman. Even with the oversized clothes, her curves beckoned
him. There was no denying the roundness of her hips, the fullness
of her tits. He’d love to check out her ass, but that would be
rude. He didn’t want to show the instant hit of desire he had for
her either.

Lastra stood up and moved toward his daughter. “Sweetheart, I’d
like you to meet Marcel and Klaus Accardi.”

His brothers didn’t get a single mention.

“Well, Marcel?” Lastra asked.

Klaus looked at his father. He didn’t appear too eager, but he
knew what was expected of him.

“Yes, I think we can come to some
arrangement.”

“Isabella, I’d like you to meet your
fiancé,” said her father.

Klaus stayed perfectly still.

“Go and introduce yourself.”

She tensed up as her father nudged her in his general
direction. It wasn’t lost on anyone in the room that Lastra would
send his daughter across the enemy lines toward them. Isabella
didn’t stop though. She went to him and held out her hand. Well
trained like most young women in their fucked-up
culture.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She was the
perfect specimen of gentleness, but he saw her hand
shake.

Compared to him, she was so small, delicate.

He gripped her hand, swallowing hers up in his, and offered
her a smile. “Likewise.”

“Excellent. Isabella, run along. Tell your
mama we need her for the necessary arrangements.”

Isabella turned her back on him and walked away.

Damn, he was right. A nice, lush ass. He couldn’t wait to have
her naked and beneath him. Her body was made for fucking, and if
truth be told, made for breeding. Since Klaus had turned
thirty-eight, his father had been nagging him to settle down and
produce an heir. With Isabella, he could deal with multiple
problems all at once. Rather than be horrified at the thought of
being married to her, excitement flooded him.

He wanted to marry her. To have her in his bed, once and for
all.

She left the room, the door closing behind her.

“Let’s get to the finer details,” Lastra
said.

“The wedding must take place by the end of
this week,” Marcel said.

Lastra turned red. “You know that’s not possible.”

“I don’t care about the finer details. The only way to stop this war is by
having a marriage soon. Also, I’d like my son to go and talk with
Isabella now. This arrangement must suit him in every way. I’ve
heard about the rumors when it comes to the daughter you’re passing
off to my son. You know my son’s reputation!”

“I know what they call him.”

Mafia Monster. It was such a fucking corny name. He couldn’t
stand it, but it was the name he’d been granted since he was a
young man, and well, when his rage was released, a monster took his
place.

“What rumors?” Klaus asked.

“My daughter has had a few … weight
troubles.”

“They called her the Lastra
Ton!”

“As you can see, she has been dieting and
there is nothing wrong with her. A healthy eating plan, plenty of
exercise, which I’m sure your son will keep in check.”

“She is faulty,” Marcel said. “You insult
me.”

Klaus touched his father’s arm. “Arrange the details,
Father.”

“You deserve the best. Not some fat cow. Do
you have any idea what kind of reputation you’re going to get
marrying her?”

“She will do.” He’d never cared about his
own reputation before now and he wasn’t about to start.

Isabella and her mother joined them back in the room. What he
didn’t know was how much she’d heard. From the look on Isabella’s
face and the heat in her cheeks, she’d heard a great deal, and even
as she tried to hide it, he saw the pain in her eyes.

“I hear we’re celebrating good news,” her
mother said.

Lastra looked toward them. “Is it good news?”

He looked at his father and nodded. Another few seconds’ pause,
and Marcel smiled. “Yes, it is.”

“Isabella, why don’t you show Klaus around
while we negotiate other matters,” Lastra said.

She nodded, the motion jerky.

She hadn’t changed her clothes, but her cheek had been
cleaned of the flour.

Klaus moved toward the door, aware of his brothers moving in
his direction. He held up his hand, stopping them. He didn’t need
anyone to fight his battles. He was able to take on whatever the
family threw at him.

Isabella walked down the long corridor. There were no guards,
but he imagined others watched.

She pointed out the dining room,
another sitting room, a party
room, and a movie room. They got to a door at the end of the long
corridor and she stepped inside. “As you can see, this is the
library. There are lots of good books to read.”

“I really don’t give a shit about what kind
of house you live in.” Klaus watched her as she pushed some of her
hair out of her eyes.

“What would you like to see?” she
asked.

“It’s more about what I want to
know.”

She took a deep breath, glancing around the room before turning
to look back at him. “What exactly do you want to know?”

Isabella was a natural beauty. She really wasn’t like any other
woman a mafia family would throw at him. They usually went out of
their way to show how appealing they could be, almost vulgar in
marrying off their daughters.

Isabella held a finesse about her, but she wasn’t using it.
She folded her arms beneath her chest and glared at him.

He smiled as she kept trying to bring her poker face up, but
it wasn’t working, not even a little bit.

Isabella had a well-concealed temper as well. She’d just made
this future marriage somewhat exciting.

****

The Lastra Ton had been her father’s last straw. From the
time she was a little girl, her father had never been happy with
the way she looked. A year ago, after the humiliation when one of
the men called her that, he’d put her on an extreme diet. She was
basically banned from eating. Everything she put in her mouth had
to be vetted by him.

For a year, she’d been starving.

The only reason she had flour on her face was because that
was what she was allowed to do, prepare food with Misha, their
family cook. Misha couldn’t feed her any food either. There was a
guard who had no choice but to watch her constantly.

Between the starvation and the constant, grueling workout
schedule, she’d lost a lot of weight, still not nearly enough to
satisfy her father. Weekly weigh-ins and measurements were what
she’d had to deal with the past year.

The one good thing to come out of it was that she was fitter
than ever. Spending time landing punches on a bag had meant she no
longer had punishable outbursts. Her father wasn’t above hitting
his children, especially in anger.

She’d been slapped plenty of times.

Klaus didn’t say anything. He merely stared at her. “You
want to know if you’re going to run out of food, is that it?” After
her father’s revelation of her upcoming marriage, and knowing she
was considered faulty, she couldn’t take the silence. “Don’t worry,
I have good control over my eating habits. I’m pretty sure you’re
going to get a lot of pity for having to settle with
me.”

“Did I once say I was settling?”

“I can see that you are.”

“So you’re implying that I can do better
than you.”

She gritted her teeth. “Just tell me exactly what you
want.”

He smiled. “You’re not used to this, are you?”

“To what?”

“Having to be nice to men.” He walked past
her and she tensed up, spinning around to keep him in her
sights.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You do. This marriage gig is new to you. I
imagine your father has kept you isolated.”

“My father doesn’t like me around. I
humiliate him too much.” She took a step toward the
door.

“This marriage between us could be easy or
hard.”

She turned toward him. “The only reason this marriage is going
ahead is because our families can’t take another bloodbath. You
hate my family, and my family hates yours. You and I are nothing
but pawns.”

“Do you hate me?” he asked, taking a step
toward her.

She stayed perfectly still, tense, watching him, waiting for
him to strike. “I don’t know you. I only know what you’re capable
of.”

“Ah, those vicious rumors. Aren’t you tired
of rumors?”

He was getting closer, and with each step he took, her nerves
grew. She didn’t know what he wanted from her, and that terrified
her more than anything else. No matter what her father subjected
her to, she was used to it. With this man, his reputation alone was
enough to send the best people running for the hills.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“I heard all of those rumors about you, and
yet here I stand. I don’t see anything wrong with you at
all.”

She frowned, looking at him. Just this
morning, her father had
thrown a breakfast plate at her. Her weigh-in had shown she hadn’t
lost anything, which fucking sucked more than anything seeing as
she’d started skipping meals to try to please him.

“I think it’s time we should start heading
back.” Isabella tried to brush past him, but he captured her arm,
pulling her close to him.

“They won’t be finished with negotiations.
Nowhere near close.”

“Get your hands off me.” She pressed a hand
to his chest, somewhat shocked by how muscular he felt beneath her
palm.

With all that strength, he still didn’t hurt her. There was
no pain in his touch. She paused, not fighting him.

“You’re not supposed to touch me,” she
said, trying to find the right words to tell him to back off, but
she had nothing. “Not until after the marriage.”

“You really think our families would care
at this point? They’d be happier if I fucked you right now and put
my Accardi baby inside you.”

She glared at him and tugged at her arm. Much to her surprise,
he let her go. She didn’t run away. “You shouldn’t be talking to me
like that.”

“You want me to treat you like you’re thick
and stupid?”

“No!” The word snapped out of her before
she could stop it. “You should treat me with respect. I will be
your wife. Not your … whore.” Sickness swirled within her gut and
she started to feel a little light-headed. Skipping breakfast and
lunch today might not have been the best idea. She also wasn’t
close to water. Whenever she felt sick and in need of food, she
often drank sips of water to help stop her from wanting
it.

Licking her dry lips, she turned away from him and put a
hand to her stomach to try to control herself. She was supposed to
be putting on a good show.

“I’m not asking for a whore, but if you
want a life like our families’, then tell me now.”

She took a deep breath and looked back at him.
“What?”

“You heard me.”

Isabella glanced at the door, and he followed her gaze. They
were alone. “You shouldn’t be talking to me like that. I don’t have
experience with men.”

He stepped toward her and this time,
she backed away from
him. Klaus kept on coming though. She couldn’t stop him. He was
everywhere. He slammed his hands on either side of her head,
pinning her against the wall.

“Do you want a marriage where I don’t give
a fuck about you? I’d treat you like trash. Screw my way around
half of the whores. Take a mistress. Hit you. Beat you, but above
all else, use you to give birth to my kids. Nothing more than a
breeding machine.”

The picture he played brought
tears to her eyes. Most
of the women in her life had to live that exact nightmare. Was it
her future, too?

She went to open her mouth, but all of a sudden, her stomach
betrayed her and made the most awful noise, groaning with hunger.
She placed a hand over her middle and tried to hide the noise. His
gaze went to her hand.

“If you’ll excuse me,” she said.

He didn’t move.

“I don’t want a marriage—”

“You’re hungry.”

“I’m not!” She snapped out the words, and
this time, she tried to cover her mouth. All her life, she’d been
trained in how she should behave around men like Klaus. Her father
would surely put the belt to her if he heard her tone.

“I can fucking hear it. When was the last
time you ate?”

“It doesn’t matter.” It was on the tip of
her tongue to lie, but as she tried to, she couldn’t seem to bring
the words in his direction. He didn’t deserve to be lied
to.

“When!”

She looked at him and waited, hoping he’d get
bored.

He grabbed her wrist and started to walk her toward the
door. Panic filled her.

“No, please, no. Don’t say anything.” She
tried to dig her heels into the carpet. “Yesterday!”

This made him stop, but he didn’t let her go.

Gritting her teeth, she tried not to squirm beneath his
intense stare, but that was next to impossible. He kept on looking
at her, and she didn’t know if he liked what he saw, not that she
should care.

This wasn’t going well.

“I don’t want a marriage like our parents.
I’ll … I’ll be good to you, I promise. I won’t embarrass you, but
please, let me go.”

“I’m taking you to the kitchen to get some
food.”

She shook her head. “No, please. I’m not allowed. I think you
should go back to your father, so you can be part of the
negotiations.”

He didn’t move.

“Please,” she said.

Begging was something she hated doing, but in her life,
she’d been put in situations that actually required it of her. If
that wasn’t humiliating enough, her soon-to-be husband was already
pushing boundaries.

Her heart raced. If he caused trouble, her father would make
her suffer.

“He starves you,” Klaus said.

Lifting her head up, even with tears in her eyes, she looked
at this giant of a man. She’d heard so many rumors about him. Most
of them were bad, but there was no mistaking the attraction a lot
of women felt for him. Many women in their world would envy her,
and she knew it wasn’t going to be long before she became the
target for hatred. She wasn’t the most-liked woman as at eighteen,
she’d been the first woman without an already arranged marriage.
She was used to their spiteful words. Now it was going to be
worse.

“Wouldn’t you if you had a fat little
daughter with my reputation? Please, don’t worry about it. I’m
fine.”

She didn’t get to add more as her mother was suddenly at
the door, being her usual cheery self. She was an expert in turning
a blind eye.

Klaus didn’t say a word, and for that, she was
thankful.


Chapter Two

 


They walked back through the long hallways to the room where
everyone had gathered to make the preparations. It looked like an
art exhibit, priceless works adorning the walls, and he had no
doubt Lastra was trying to show off his wealth. Nothing material
impressed Klaus. He’d been brought up with everything money could
buy.

What he wanted was more time alone with Isabella. To get a
feel for who she was. It was bad enough being forced into an
arranged marriage. Worse when you’d only known the other person for
less than an hour.

Next week, Isabella would belong to him. Her father would
no longer have a hold on her. His rights would become null and void
once those marriage documents came into effect.

Klaus never planned on taking a wife. The necessity had been
thrust upon him, and he’d agreed as a duty to his family. He could
have refused, but he always played his role. His hands were stained
red from all the killing he did in the Accardi name.

“She’ll still wear white,” said Eva Lastra.
Isabella’s mother had books of patterns laid out on a large
table.

“Darling, we don’t have time to order
anything,” said Lastra. “They want the wedding to happen by the end
of the week.”

She looked disappointed, sitting down on a chair without
argument.

Klaus made eye contact with Isabella before turning to her
mother. His father wasn’t giving them much time, and he knew how
women liked to focus on the details. “Whatever Isabella wants, we
can make it happen.”

No one argued with him, not even his father. Money and power
talked, and he never had a problem getting his way.
Impossible
wasn’t in his
vocabulary.

“Tradition will have to be put aside. It’s
not as simple as wearing her mother’s dress,” said Lastra. “When we
were married, over thirty years ago, Eva was a size
two.”

Klaus was tiring of her father’s constant negativity. He was
destroying his daughter physically and mentally with his bullshit.
Within days, his reign would be over.

“Tradition has no part in a Lastra-Accardi
wedding. Any dress Isabella wants, she gets.” He turned to his own
father. “Do what you have to do. Make the arrangements. I’m done
here.”

Klaus took Isabella’s hand and kissed it, everyone in the room as
their audience. Her eyes were a unique gray, and he found himself
mesmerized as he stared at her. He whispered, “Behave yourself. In
a few days, you become an Accardi.”

He had to get out of there. This was the home of their
enemies and his hackles had been up ever since they’d stepped
inside. Wedding or not, he didn’t trust Lastra or his
men.

His father would handle the wedding plans.

He could see Carlo and Renzo itching to get out of their
suits. His brothers wanted to escape the wolf’s den, too, but he
only planned to save himself. As the eldest son, he was the one
being forced into this unorthodox marriage, not them. They could
suffer through the rest of the negotiations a little
longer.

As he walked away, he took a deep breath and exhaled. The
visit hadn’t gone as bad as he expected. But he needed to clear his
head. There was a lot to take in.

He just about had his foot out the front door when he heard
her voice. “Wait!”

Isabella rushed toward him from the other end of the house. She
was out of breath by the time she reached him.

“I’m not staying, sweetheart. I trust my
father can make the decisions.”

“My grandmother wants us to get the
blessing of our priest before the wedding day.”

“Whether or not he gives his blessing, the
wedding’s still happening. You do understand that,
right?”

She nodded. “She’s very traditional. It will make her happy.
She the oldest living Lastra.”

Klaus had lost his own grandmothers long ago, and his mother
more recently. It was difficult to refuse an old woman’s
wish.

“When?”

“Now.”

He growled his displeasure. “I’m not taking your entourage. If
we go, we go alone, in my car.”

“Okay. We should leave before my father
complains.”

She mentioned the name of the church, and he knew it well.
His culture was steeped in religion, and it was something he tried
to break free of as
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