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            Valentina

          

        

      

    

    
      The earliest memory I have of my father is of him beating another man to death.

      Some girls, when asked about such a memory, could probably conjure images of smiling men presenting them with tricycles or sitting them on Santa’s knee at the mall. Soft hands and strong ones. Calloused. Dirty fingernails, maybe.

      But no blood.

      I think I was four. It was back in the old house, before we moved into the mansion on Brindle Path.

      I was out of bed when I wasn’t supposed to be. And I knew I wasn’t supposed to be. But that’s always kind of been my problem. Testarda come un mulo. I don’t listen. Stubborn like a mule. Mamma always says so.

      My papà’s office door was open. Just a crack. Just enough for quiet noises to filter through. There was no yelling. No swearing, no shooting, no crashing of furniture or breaking of glass. Just the vehemently quiet hiss of my papà’s rage, the answering rumble of my older cousin Elio’s voice.

      And then a jarring smack of sound that made me think of cracking wood, like a splintering toy, followed by a thud that caused the floor beneath my little bare toes to vibrate, even way out there in the hall.

      There was a man on the floor. I could see the blank and bloodstained mask of his face through the cracked-open door. The man jerked, rolling with the sudden force of a violent kick. His limp shoulder hit the door, and before the door clicked all the way closed, I saw my papà’s broad-shouldered silhouette outlined in the dim glow of the lamp inside the room, white dress shirt splattered red. Knuckles raw.

      I would have thought it was a dream if it weren’t for the bloodstain in that very spot that no cleaner or housekeeper or loyal Made Man grunting and sweating down on his knees could ever get out.

      It was still there when we left that house for good.

      For some reason, that’s the memory seeping in at the edges of my mind right now as I stare at myself in the salon’s pristine wall of mirrors. A bead of dark hair dye rolls onto my forehead, and for a nauseatingly vivid moment, it’s the blood of a man glimpsed through a barely-open door fifteen years ago, black as fucking paint.

      “Shit! Sorry, bella,” Antonio says, nabbing the little drip of dye with a gloved knuckle.

      I wave away his concern. I can’t manage to be bothered about the streaky stain on my skin today. I’m only meeting my fiancé tonight. Who needs to look good for that?

      Even the mere thought has my mouth pulling into a grimace. Dario fucking-ass-wipe Fabbri. Toronto city councillor, son of one of Canada’s biggest real estate development moguls, and, most recently, my intended groom, hand-picked by my papà. My eye catches on the truly god-awful pink diamond engagement ring on my left hand, and my grimace deepens.

      “Oh, hell no, honey. Don’t tell me you’re regretting going dark already,” Antonio says, misinterpreting my sour expression. “I tried to talk you out of it. It’s summer! You’re supposed to go lighter! Let the sunshine catch on all those gorgeous caramel highlights I gave you a month ago.”

      “I’m not regretting it,” I tell him, plastering a smile onto my glossy lips.

      He looks unconvinced, but dutifully turns his attention back to painting my strands with the espresso-coloured sludge.

      “You still haven’t told me why you suddenly wanted to go so dark.”

      “Can’t a girl go au naturel every once in a while? It is my natural colour,” I point out blandly.

      Antonio snorts.

      “I’ve been doing your hair since you were, what, thirteen? Never once have you worn your natural colour.”

      I roll my eyes, but only because he’s right. I’ve lightened my hair for years. Even now, I barely recognize myself with the stark, dripping darkness of the thick hair framing my face.

      “So, out with it,” Antonio says sternly as he finishes dousing my hair and begins wrapping it all up in thin plastic. “It obviously isn’t a break-up. Not to mention that gigantic fucking ring that keeps blinding me every time you move.”

      A break-up. Now it’s my turn to snort. As if a girl like me with a papà like mine is allowed to date casually enough to break up with someone.

      The first date I’ve ever been on hasn’t even happened yet.

      It’s happening tonight. With the man I’m already engaged to.

      An acrid reply is on the tip of my tongue. It’s almost out of my mouth before I can suck it back.

      I’m in mourning.

      “I’m celebrating.”

      “Oh?” Antonio quirks a perfectly groomed brow at me in the mirror as he snaps off his gloves.

      “I turned nineteen last week.”

      It’s not actually something I want to celebrate this year. Because this birthday is what my parents have been waiting for. To officially announce the engagement.

      To make it all real.

      “Holy shit! I can’t believe I forgot! Happy birthday, bella!” Antonio looks like he wants to hug me, then remembers my sopping, dye-coated hair, and thinks better of it. He gives me two air kisses from a careful distance instead, and then says, “End of July. That’s, what, cancer?”

      “Leo,” I correct him, flashing my teeth in a grin that I don’t have to hope meets my eyes. I know it does, because I have absolutely perfected that shit.

      Antonio returns my smile.

      “Of course! My beautiful lioness. Although, more like a panther with this new hair, eh? Alright. I’m going to let the colour set. Do you need anything? Water, coffee?” His eyes glint. “Champagne, now that you’re legal?”

      He says it like I haven’t been drinking champagne at my appointments here for years.

      Not today, though. I can already feel a headache drumming up at the back of my eyes, and it isn’t even noon.

      “No, thanks.”

      “OK, bella. I’ll be back.”

      He sets a timer on his phone, slides it into the back pocket of his tight, ripped jeans, then strolls to the front of the salon to chat with the platinum-blonde receptionist there. I watch my own face in the polished perfection of the mirror, but I don’t really see myself. The noises of chipper stylists and chatting clients and hair dryers all fall away, until there’s nothing left but the crackling rasp of my papà’s knuckles breaking bone, the heavy fall of a man to the floor, and the grim finality of a door clicking shut.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Valentina

          

        

      

    

    
      I know my mamma has decided to make her grand entrance into my room, not because she says hello like a normal person, but because she gasps like a soap opera actress and sputters, “Dio mio… Your hair! Valentina, what have you done to your hair?”

      “Nothing much,” I say nonchalantly, capping my tube of blood-red lipstick. The gold lettering of the label pops in the light, reminding me that this particular shade is called I eat men’s hearts for breakfast. “Just went back to my natural colour. Got tired of dealing with my roots.”

      Yeah, right. I love getting my hair done. I love makeup and perfume and every single type of sparkle that is available to adorn the female body. Well, every single type except for my cupcake-esque engagement ring. The one my fiancé Dario didn’t even bother to give to me himself but rather passed off to my papà, who then passed it off to my mamma to give to me instead.

      “Let me see you,” Mamma snaps. She flaps her hands at me, indicating that she wants me to rise from the plush pink chair I’m seated in in front of my white vanity table. I do so, stepping out from behind the chair so that she can get the full effect.

      Antonio blew my ribcage-length, now nearly-black hair out in big, Old Hollywood waves. The dress is all black, with off-the-shoulder sleeves, a plunging neckline, and a tight fit all the way down until it flares at the knees mermaid-style.

      “You look like you’re going to a funeral!” Mamma practically wails.

      I look down at my very exposed cleavage, then gesture at the big sweeps of black liquid eyeliner and dark red lips.

      “Pretty sure if I tried to step into a church looking like this I’d get smited on the spot. Smote? Whatever.”

      Mamma sucks her teeth and makes the sign of the cross.

      I turn away from my mamma’s horrified expression to take in my reflection once more. As dramatic as she’s being, I kind of understand her reaction. This isn’t my usual look. I’ve been some shade of blonde, from honey to near-white, for years. And usually, I’m decked out in all manner of sequins and shimmer and lace, often pink. My room is a testament to my typical taste. The entire place is done up in pastel hues of cream and dreamy rose. Velvet and satin and frills galore.

      I look completely out of place standing in the middle of it all, so severely wrapped in black with these red, red lips.

      If it weren’t for the August-tanned tint of my distinctly olive-toned Sicilian ass, I would look like a curvier Morticia Addams.

      “I thought you were going to wear that dress we picked out on your birthday. The beautiful champagne-coloured one,” Mamma reminds me, sounding slightly desperate. Her own gown is a pretty ivory silk. My old hair and dress choice would have complimented her look perfectly.

      “I changed my mind.”

      I don’t want to look soft and pretty tonight. I want to look like I eat men’s hearts for breakfast, goddamnit. Even if most of the experience I have with men is limited to my mob boss father, my psychotic-yet-somehow-loveable cousins Elio and Curse, and the soldiers serving our family.

      “Tonight is important,” Mamma reminds me, as if I don’t already understand that. This marriage is the culmination of my life’s duty in my parents’ eyes. An alliance meant to continue growing the Titone empire.

      I know my place. I’m a Titone. I’m not going to screw this up.

      Besides, I’m already engaged to the guy, and he’s getting just as much as my parents, if not more, out of this match.

      What could possibly go wrong?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Valentina

          

        

      

    

    
      I lounge on the buttery-smooth tan leather of the backseat as my cousin and chaperone-cum-bodyguard, Curse, drives me to the event at the Fabbris’ brand-new condo building. Mamma is driving with Papà, and since Curse isn’t exactly known for having the gift for the gab, the car is quiet.

      Too quiet. It makes me feel all itchy.

      “So, first Elio,” I say blithely, examining my manicure. Dark red, to match my lips. “Now me. I guess you’re up next on the wedding train, eh Curse?”

      When Curse finally answers, it’s merely to grunt, “We’re almost there.”

      I go on as if he hadn’t spoken at all.

      “I don’t know why they’re in such a rush to announce this engagement, anyway. It’s not like the last Titone wedding was a roaring success.”

      More like a complete fucking catastrophe. Elio’s wedding to the Irish-Canadian girl Deirdre O’Malley blew up in our faces. Literally. Like, with a bomb. After that lovely little fiasco in February, you’d think the Titones might take a break from all the wedding stuff.

      Apparently not. Mamma’s already told me that tonight, when the press is all gathered to ooh and ah over the latest Fabbri Construction project’s unveiling, my engagement to Dario will be formally announced.

      “Are Elio and Deirdre coming tonight?”

      “No,” Curse says.

      I could have guessed that myself. Despite the fact that Elio blew a couple of nice, big holes in the heads of the men responsible for destroying his wedding and putting his wife in danger back in February, he’s still keeping her pretty close to home these days. And if they were going to be in attendance tonight, no doubt I would have gotten a call from Elio demanding I hustle over there to get his beautiful wife all dolled up for the occasion.

      Not that I’m complaining. I actually really like Deirdre, despite the slightly rocky way her relationship with our family began. Namely, with Elio kidnapping her for her father’s debt and then working some kind of Stockholm Syndrome magic on her to make her adore him the way she so obviously does now.

      “What about the Morellis?” I ask, thinking of my other friends, Lucia and Giulia.

      “They’re at a wedding in Montréal this weekend.”

      “Oh. Right. I knew that, actually. Must have blocked it out. Too much wedding stuff in my brain.”

      It’s like I can’t escape it.

      “So,” I huff, “how about it?” I dig the sharply pointed toe of my black high heel into the back of the driver’s seat, as if Curse would be able to feel it. “You getting engaged next? Has Papà given you a list of candidates?”

      I know Papà had a list like that for Elio. A carefully-chosen catalogue of good Sicilian girls Elio essentially took a big shit on when he married a sweet little Irish nobody like Deirdre against Papà’s wishes. Not that I think Deirdre’s a nobody. She’s basically my sister-in-law and one of my closest friends now. But in terms of the calibre of matches a family like ours is expected to make, somebody like Deirdre isn’t even on the radar.

      “No,” Curse says. As I try to puzzle out which question my cousin might actually be answering with his clipped, one-word answer, the car comes to a stop. I blink, leaning towards the window. Curse has pulled into a U-shaped driveway in front of the new building, just off the main street. Toronto’s elite glitter in the early-evening August sunlight outside. Politicians and film directors and philanthropists and men who make blood run like water. Men like my papà and cousins.

      I wish I could say that, with enough money and dressed in a clean enough suit, the men from my world are indistinguishable from the upstanding citizens surrounding them.

      But they’re not.

      Cosa Nostra. Camorra. Bratva. Irish Mob. Doesn’t matter if the hair colours or the customs or the countries of origin are different. Men like that all share one terrible truth. They’re all so steeped in power and violence and pain that it seeps right out of their pores like poison. Changes the shape of the air around them. It’s in the hard, empty stare of a gaze that’s watched men die. The particular placement of a tattoo. The scars from bullet holes and blades.

      Wolves will never blend in with sheep no matter how tightly they wrap themselves in wool.

      With this in mind, it’s easy to spot my papà among the fancy suits and sparkling dresses crowding around the building’s massive glass doors. He’s got his big hand on Mamma’s lower back, but he’s not talking to her. His attention is focused on his other side, where Rocco Fabbri, my soon-to-be-father-in-law, walks beside him on his left. I wrinkle my nose, looking for Dario, but I don’t see him out here.

      “Let’s go,” Curse says as he gets out of the car. I grasp my door’s handle then pause, not quite ready to head out there yet. I take a steadying breath, then blow it out harshly between my red lips.

      I eat men for breakfast.

      I’m a Titone. Maybe I can be a wolf, too.

      I yank the handle and shove open the door.

      Curse is already there waiting for me, having come around the car. The sun gleams on his thick dark hair – hair the same colour as mine now that I’ve dyed it. Unlike his older brother Elio, whose face is all bold, brutal lines, Curse is more classically handsome. Dark eyes, high, sharp cheekbones and a hard jaw. In another life he could have been a model for underwear or cologne or the covers of mass market romance novels.

      But he got this life. And instead of posing and pouting and putting that face to good use, he pulls out a gun and aims it at whichever men Papà or Elio tell him to.

      “Thanks,” I say, nodding at his outstretched hand. “But I’m good.”

      I get out of the car without his help, balancing carefully on my sky-high heels. Curse lets his hand fall, and before his fingers close over it, I glimpse the single black tattoo in the centre of his palm. Curse is covered in tattoos, from his neck to his knuckles to his toes. But he’s only got the one on his palm, tiny and simple, in the very centre of his left hand. A single capital letter A.

      I’ve been trying to guess what the A means for the better part of twenty years. One summer when I was a young teen I got so invested in figuring it out that I pulled out a massive dictionary and started going through the A words, one by one, reciting them out only for him to shoot every single one down. I got as far as “apparition” before I gave up. I still wonder about it, even now, but I know he’ll never tell me on his own. He might not tell me even if I do guess it correctly one day.

      Maybe it’s something completely boring. Maybe it’s just the first letter of his own name. Accursio.

      Probably not, but that’s what I tell myself so I don’t go crazy from not knowing. Another one of the things Mamma is always telling me to work on. Stop being so nosy. Especially where the men are concerned.

      Curse stays close beside me as we manoeuvre through the people milling about outside. In my periphery, I’m aware of the flashes of cameras from media come to cover the unveiling of the new condos. I barely even need to think about the beatific expression I plaster on my face. Keeping up that smiling, polished image in the public eye is second nature to women like Mamma and me. It’s our main function as females in a famiglia as powerful as ours – one of the ruling families of Toronto, Montreal, and everything in between. Well, that and getting hitched to whichever man pays the right price and popping out fat-cheeked little mafioso babies.

      Spotless glass doors slide open automatically for Curse and me, and we step through to a massive, open lobby decked out in shades of opal and onyx. Mamma and Papà are already inside, still with Rocco amid the sea of lawyers and realtors and socialites. Papà’s men are positioned around the perimeter of the large, shining space, their eyes never resting in one place for long. Beyond this lobby is a huge indoor pool separated from this area by glass so clean and clear I wouldn’t have even known it was there if I hadn’t seen some idiotic man staring down at his date’s boobs walk right into it.

      I don’t see Dario yet, but I do see tables laden with food. My stomach growls, and I smack my black and gold clutch purse against my abdomen, as if I can shut my stomach up simply by squeezing it. I would have had something to eat at home before coming here, but Mamma’s been up my ass about carbs and calories and fitting into my wedding dress when the time comes. Plus, I’m apparently supposed to be having dinner with Dario in his papà’s new building tonight. If he ever bothers to show up.

      Not knowing when that dinner may be, I propel myself through the drinking, chatting crowds and head straight for the nearest food table. I don’t need to turn around to sense Curse following behind. I’ve almost always got at least one chaperone or bodyguard around me, usually Curse or one of my papà’s men.

      “Care for a canapé?” I ask him, picking up a little cracker topped with cream cheese and smoked salmon and waving it in the air between us. He shakes his head, letting his gaze skim over the groups of people gathered in the lobby, and I pop the small snack into my mouth.

      I linger at the food table a lot longer than is customary for me. Despite my distinct lack of excitement about meeting Dario tonight, parties like this usually have me in my element. The greeting of guests, the schmoozing, the making sure every detail of an event is perfect – I love it. And I’m good at it. Mamma and I have planned countless galas and fundraisers and modern-day balls. Normally, I’d be gliding through the room by now, flitting from group to group like a social, slightly-drunk-on-champagne butterfly.

      “Do you ever wonder what kind of insect you would be?” I ask Curse, suddenly unable to shake the image of a tipsy butterfly fluttering this way and that…

      Before getting crushed under somebody’s shoe.

      “Spider,” he says without hesitation.

      “I’m not sure if I should be impressed that you had an answer ready to go that fast,” I say, casting him an odd look, “or unimpressed by the fact you don’t know a spider isn’t an insect.”

      “Arachnid, then,” he says with a slight shrug.

      “Bravo. The man knows his six-legged creatures from his eight-legged ones. Hey,” I say, swivelling to face him fully and leaning my hip against the table. “Is that what the A on your hand stands for? Arachnid?”

      “No.”

      “Well, shit. Thought I finally might’ve had you there.”

      “Don’t let Uncle Vinny hear you swearing,” Curse advises, his voice a flat, low rumble. There’s no hint of admonition in his tone. He doesn’t give a damn if I act like a proper mafia principessa. He doesn’t have the same penchant for bossing me around like Papà and, to a lesser extent, Elio do. I know that in his aloof and cryptic way, he’s simply trying to look out for me. Or at least trying to help me avoid the massive migraine that is my pissed-off papà

      “Thank you ever so kindly,” I drawl. “But I don’t need you to look out for me where Papà is concerned. I’ll have a husband to do that for me soon.”

      We share a look. Curse knows exactly why that statement is such a ridiculous one. Dario Fabbri couldn’t stand up to a man like Vincenzo Titone even if someone reinforced his spine with fucking steel. He’s greasy and weaselly and has this horrible fake laugh and, God, if I think about it anymore I’m going to puke up all those lovely hors d’oeuvres I just ate.

      Headache or not, maybe it’s finally time for a drink.

      I spy a pretty server about my age with a tray of sparkling wine balanced on her hand. Catching her eye, I smile and wave her over. She weaves through the other guests. When she reaches me and lowers the tray, her elbow bumps a stand of pastries, jostling the structure and sending a bright red strawberry tart toppling to the ground. Her cheeks go nearly as red as the strawberry that’s now smeared across the marble floor.

      “Oh, Ms. Titone, I am so sorry!” she stammers. “I’ll clean this up right away, Ma’am.”

      Ma’am? Ouch. I’m not even twenty yet. And I’m not married yet, either. Maybe it’s the dark makeup and new hair. Makes me look older.

      Despite the fact that her calling me Ma’am just now shrivelled a little bit of my soul, I give her a kind smile.

      “Don’t worry about it. And don’t apologize. It’s not like you spilled it on me.”

      I kind of wish she had. She could have even spilled her whole tray of drinks on me. Then maybe I’d get to go home and forget this whole date with Dario.

      But my words don’t seem to make her feel any better. She’s frantically casting her gaze around for a place to put down her tray of drinks so that she can… I don’t know. Lick the pastry off the floor? It’s not like she’s got a mop in her other hand or a roll of paper towels stuffed down her bra.

      “Curse, have you got a handkerchief or something?”

      Curse blinks at me.

      “Fresh out of handkerchiefs.”

      I sigh and roll my eyes.

      “Your pocket square. Just give me something to help wipe this up.” There’s nothing in my stupidly tiny clutch but my phone and my maneater lipstick. And I don’t see any napkins at this end of the table.

      “Fresh out of pocket squares, too.”

      My eye falls to his chest and I realize he’s right. He’s wearing a crisp black suit with a black dress shirt beneath it, but there’s no tie or anything else to accessorize the look.

      “You two,” I groan, speaking about him and Elio. “Either you’re not wearing a pocket square at all, or you’re using something as ridiculous as somebody’s used panties as one instead.”

      Curse gives me a blank look.

      “You didn’t notice that?” I ask, raising my eyebrows at him. “Back at that gala in January? At the art gallery? Elio had that ridiculous white lacy fabric tucked in his pocket that didn’t go with his suit? Because it wasn’t a pocket square at all but rather Deirdre’s dirty – you know what? Never mind.”

      I turn back to the frazzled server, who now looks like she’s about to burst into tears. She called me by name. She must know who I am. The poor thing looks like she thinks I’m about to shank her for having the audacity to make a clumsy little mistake in front of me.

      “Seriously, it’s OK,” I tell her, smiling once more. Without thinking twice, I kick the tart behind the leg of the table where it’s now mostly out of view. I can feel moisture from the ruined dessert seep into the toe of my shoe, but I don’t worry about it. It’s not like I don’t have a closet full of expensive heels like these waiting for me at home.

      Once the tart is somewhat disposed of, I scud my foot over the sticky spot, dispersing the remaining red smear as best I can.

      But like blood on the floor of my father’s old office, it doesn’t quite come clean.

      It seems to be enough to help the server calm down a bit, though. As she thanks me profusely and apologizes again, I take note of her nametag.

      “Don’t worry about it, Percy. Cute name, by the way!”

      She beams at me, and the expression transforms her from pretty to absolutely, jaw-droppingly, turn-your-head-in-the-street-to-stare stunning.

      “Thank you! It’s short for Persephone. They couldn’t fit all the letters on the nametag.”

      “Love that,” I say with a nod. “Very Greek chic. Well, Persephone, I won’t tell anyone about this whole tart business if you don’t. I’ll just take one of those glasses there, and-”

      “Valentina.”

      So close.

      I sigh, letting my hand drop at the sound of my papà’s voice. I widen my eyes at Persephone, giving her my best you-might-as-well-run-now look, while cheerily announcing, “That’s alright, thanks. I don’t want a drink after all.”

      Liar.

      Whether or not Persephone believes my completely untrue declaration, she gets the hint and hustles away. I watch her shiny ponytail until I can’t see her anymore through the crowd and then turn to face my father.

      Only it isn’t my father I come face-to-face with.

      It’s Dario Fabbri.
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            Valentina

          

        

      

    

    
      “Didn’t you used to have blonde hair?” are the first words my fiancé ever says to me. He doesn’t say them in front of our fathers or Curse. No, he didn’t really speak at all in front of the others. Didn’t even say a proper hello to his fiancée at our first official meeting. He let Rocco and my papà do all of the talking. And most of that talking was them telling me that Dario was going to take me up to a private dinner on the roof now.

      Dario and I are in the condo’s sleek elevator. Curse and three of Papà’s men are stationed at the elevator’s doors down in the lobby. No one will get past them.

      No one’s coming up with us.

      It’s the first time I’ve been alone in such a small enclosed space with a man who isn’t a member of my family.

      “Yes,” I tell Dario, tossing the dark locks behind my shoulders. “I just dyed it. I’m having my hot vampire summer.”

      God, this already isn’t going well. I know this isn’t how I’m meant to speak to my fiancé. I’m supposed to be refined and quiet and only open my mouth when he wants to stick his dick in it. Mamma would probably pass away on the spot if she heard me talking to Dario that way.

      Dario gives me a what the fuck? sort of look then mutters, “At least there’s time to dye it back before the wedding.”

      If it weren’t for that one single word – time – my fake smile might crack right off my face. But I latch onto it like a lifeline. There’s time before I marry this absolute limp noodle of a man. Maybe even a whole year before we tie the knot. If I’m lucky.

      Dario turns away from me to stare at the numbers ticking up as the elevator ascends with us inside it. I use the moment to let my gaze really take him in. The oily nose, the thinning hair, the odd hunch to his skinny shoulders, the overly flashy watch on his hairy wrist that practically screams that it’s compensating for something. And the thing is, I don’t think that I’m too shallow. I wouldn’t care all that much about what he looked like if he had some personality, some pizzazz, or even the bare minimum of politeness, for Christ’s sake.

      But he’s giving me nothing. Less than nothing. A single grain of two-day-old rice stuck to the side of a takeout container has more charisma than this man. When politics is so often a popularity contest based more on image than anything else, I find myself wondering, how the hell did he ever get elected?

      Maybe his papà had something to do with that particular election result.

      Maybe mine did.

      The elevator dings, then the doors open to reveal the building’s rooftop. The sun isn’t setting yet, but it’s dipping closer to its eventual horizon, leaving the light tinged with a soft golden bronze. The heat is hazy, humid. Luxurious cream-upholstered furniture and lush potted plants are scattered artfully across the rooftop’s surface.

      Across from us, at the other end, is a sprawling, fully stocked bar, and there appear to be platters of food on the shining bar top. Much like the wall between the lobby and the pool downstairs, the glass, chest-high barrier around the edge of the roof is so clean and clear it’s nearly invisible. This condo building is twenty-eight storeys tall, and for a stomach-sloshing moment I imagine myself accidentally stumbling right off the edge into the summer cityscape below.

      Dario walks ahead of me, not waiting for me or even bothering to look over his shoulder to see if I’m coming. I frown at his back as he heads for the food at the bar, then sigh and take a step after him. I’m still hungry, and if I want to eat more tonight, it looks like it’s going to be with him.

      The first meal together of many. I should try to make the most of it. Try to find some common ground with him, or maybe unearth a redeeming quality that will keep me sane through the next decades of our marriage.

      Decades. Dio mio.

      Pushing that alarming thought back down my throat with a hard swallow, I straighten my shoulders and follow Dario across the roof.

      It really is a beautiful place. I have to hand it to the Fabbris. They know how to construct one hell of a nice building.

      I expect Dario to grab a plate and pile it with the frankly amazing array of food spread out on the reflective surface of the bar, but he doesn’t. He flops down on one of the plush chaises longues and jerks his chin at the spread.

      “Bring me some of that.”

      Ah. So he doesn’t want a wife. He wants a docile little servant that he can fuck. Not so different from many of the men in our world, but knowing that I’m the one meant to fill that role for him makes it all the more nauseating. I ignore his command for now, knowing I won’t be able to pretend I didn’t hear him for long.

      “Just going to make myself a drink,” I say lightly, somehow keeping the irritation out of my voice. I never got my champagne downstairs, and if there were ever a time for the desperate inhalation of alcohol, it’s now.

      I head behind the bar and scan the array of bottles, shakers, and glassware. As I do so, I notice a set of sliding metal doors beyond the bar near the far edge of the rooftop. It looks like another elevator, probably one meant for staff that descends down into a kitchen.

      I turn my eyes from the doors and grab a shaker and a chilled glass from inside a small fridge beneath the bar. After I’ve got those, I snatch up a big bottle of vodka and a jar of olives. It’s vodka martini time. Extra dry and extra dirty.

      Vodka, olive brine, and a splash of vermouth go into the shaker, which I slosh around vigorously. A stir with some ice, and then I pour the drink. I choose a nice plump olive from the jar, drop it in the glass, and take a gulp.

      The smooth slide of the cold, briny alcohol down my throat tastes like… Not heaven, exactly. Something a little, well, dirtier. Something closer to what a girl like me from a family like mine deserves.

      The chill of the drink is so satisfying. Especially with the air so hot and thick it practically feels like it’s painting itself on me.

      Dario must be getting impatient waiting for his dinner delivery. With a huffy sigh through his nose, he gets up and starts loading up a plate before returning with it to his seat. He takes a big bite of a shrimp, and suddenly my appetite is entirely snuffed out. I come around the bar and sit across from him, holding nothing but my martini, having left my clutch and all the rest of the food on the bar.

      Dario swallows his bite and wipes the back of his hand across his mouth before his gaze snags on my left hand where it rests in my lap.

      “I need the ring back.”

      I swirl my drink, trying not to get too hopeful that this might mean he’s breaking off the engagement. I can’t imagine either of our papàs would be happy about that. They’re the ones who decided on this marriage for us, after all.

      “Oh?” I ask, sounding far away and disinterested to my own ears, like my voice is floating somewhere high above my body. “Why?”

      “For the cameras down there. Do the whole getting down on one knee thing. But you obviously can’t be wearing the fucking ring already.” He says it like I’m an absolute imbecile, then puts his plate down and holds his hand out expectantly.

      “So you’re going to propose – or pretend to, I guess – at the unveiling of your papà’s new condo building? How very romantic,” I say dryly.

      He must not pick up on my sarcasm, because he merely gives an impatient shrug and says, “Yeah, that’s the point. Media loves all that romantic shit. Good photo op. Good press.”

      “Fine.” I set my drink down on the low table beside my chair and yank off the ring. My hand immediately feels lighter. So light I know it has nothing to do with the actual weight of the piece of jewellery. I drop the giant rose gold and pink diamond monstrosity into his palm and foolishly wish that I didn’t have to take it back at the end of the night.

      Dario unceremoniously dumps the ring into one of the pockets on his navy suit as I pick up my drink and take another large sip. I can feel the lazy pulse of the alcohol working its way through my blood now, and I sigh gently before sucking the olive into my mouth.

      At the same moment, the elevator doors behind the bar go ding!

      “What the fuck?” Dario says, scowling and standing up. “The service elevator is locked down tonight. I put in the code myself. No one’s supposed to be coming up here.”

      He’s right. No one is supposed to be coming up here. It’s why the guest elevator doors downstairs are being guarded by Curse and three of my papà’s biggest guys.

      But no one’s guarding this one.

      Figuring that Dario probably screwed up the code and it’s likely just a wayward server, I relax back against my chair and roll the olive between my tongue and teeth.

      Dario takes a step in the direction of the elevator. The doors open.

      And he freezes to the spot. The anger, along with all colour, drain from his face.

      I hold the olive against my upper teeth and tip my head up to see who’s come.

      It isn’t some pretty, lost server, like Persephone from downstairs.

      It’s a man.

      Maybe Dario and I have something in common after all. Because just like my pale fiancé, I go suddenly and entirely still at the sight of him. Like he’s paralysed me simply by opening those elevator doors.

      And stepping out of them.

      I’ve been around powerful men all my life. Murderers and millionaires make up the characters populating every page of my story. I’m used to them. At this point, I’m not even afraid of them.

      But I’ve never felt a man cut himself into the world, into me, like this. My skin stings, my heart slams, and sweat beads between my breasts at his approach. Two steps, and he’s drenched in that not-quite-sunset-sunshine, his hard, tall, tattooed body illuminated in its plain white T-shirt and faded jeans and boots. His hair is the colour of rust and bold blood.

      Dario’s been spooked into movement. His chaise tips and then clatters, sprawling on its side as he stumbles backwards and away.

      “Darragh,” he pants, raising his hands like a shield.

      And all at once, I know this man. This man who’s sliced his way into the scene with the silent terror of a knife.

      Darragh Gowan. Mad Darragh. The insane, sadistic leader of the Irish mob.

      The man who turned Toronto upside down trying to find Deirdre and who nearly killed both her and Elio in the process. The last time he had any contact with our family was in the boxing ring, where he broke several of Elio’s ribs and put my cousin’s kidney out of commission for weeks.

      The sweat turns to ice on my skin. Has he come for me?

      That question dies as soon as it arises. Because he doesn’t even glance my way. Darragh’s eyes are fixed on my fiancé.

      Darragh doesn’t seem to rush, yet somehow he closes the distance in no time at all. Dario keeps tripping and half-falling backwards, colliding with furniture until Darragh puts him out of his misery with a punch to the face so swift his fist reminds me of a striking snake.

      Stunned, Dario’s knees buckle. Darragh seizes him by the lapels of his suit…

      And drags him to the edge of the roof.

      My fiancé’s back hits the glass barrier. Darragh bends him backwards over it until the tips of Dario’s shoes scrape and stab at the roof’s surface, trying to gain purchase so that he doesn’t fall.

      I can’t hear what either of them are saying. Blood roars in my ears like a storm. And behind the storm, there’s the sound of punches and a door clicking closed as a man dies behind it.

      Four years old in a darkened hallway.

      Nineteen years old on a sunlit roof.

      These are the moments that make me. The moments I can’t escape. The violence that acts like lethal landmarks, damning drops of blood on the map of my life.

      Dario’s feet are off the ground. I know what’s going to happen before it does.

      But it shocks me all the same. The way Darragh hoists my fiancé up like he weighs nothing at all…

      And throws him off the roof.

      My body jerks violently. It’s only then I remember the olive still in my mouth.

      And just like a second ago, I already know what’s coming next. A spasm of breathless dread goes through me at the exact same moment that I gasp involuntarily.

      The olive lodges in my windpipe.

      I choke.
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      Fucking Fabbri fucked me over and I should have fucking known he would. Don’t know why I expected any better from the Sicilian piece of shit. He deserves far worse than the nice sunny flight with the sudden stop on the pavement below that I just gave him.

      He deserves to have his balls ripped out, sliced open, then emptied into his eyes.

      But he’s not some low-grade mafia nobody who’d only be missed by his own mammy. He’s a Toronto city councillor. Or was, if the meat-sack thud that just cut off his scream is any indication. He’s too public, too well-known for me to just make him disappear without a massive investigation. A staged suicide is certainly more boring, but in these circumstances it’s the better move.

      I step away from the glass at the edge of the roof and fix the chairs Fabbri knocked over in his pathetic attempt at escape. Rage writhes within me like a living thing, unsatisfied with the near-bloodless way I killed him. I know from experience that this is the sort of anger that won’t go down easy – not without my knife in the guts of some poor sod. But I don’t have anyone else on my hit list today.

      I’ll fight instead. Get inside the ring and beat the shit out of somebody – or maybe three or four somebodies – so that I can fucking sleep tonight.

      I’m ready to split when the sound of shattering glass makes me pause.

      A woman rises, shuddering, from where she’s apparently been sitting this whole time. I don’t know how I missed her with that black dress and black hair against all the sunbaked white furniture. Wet glass sparkles at her feet – a drink she’s just dropped.

      This could be a problem. It’s not like I can just throw Fabbri’s whore, whoever she is, over the roof with him. There’s not a woman alive in this world who’d kill herself out of grief for that greasy dipshit. No one would believe it. And if I kill her another way, it’ll make Fabbri’s death look a lot less like suicide and a lot more like somebody purposely made him go splat on the pavement.

      I could take her with me. Kill her somewhere else. But it’s already going to be tricky getting out of here without being noticed, let alone with some wriggling, screaming Italian girl in my arms.

      She’s not screaming, though. Why isn’t she screaming?

      She’s half-hunched, one hand in a fist banging against her belly, the other clawing at her throat. Dark hair hangs in front of her face, but I see the food on the plate nearby and I know what’s happening.

      She’s choking on something.

      I move closer to be sure. I don’t hear the sound of breathing.

      Well. If that isn’t damn good luck, I don’t know what is. She’ll die choking on something she swallowed all by herself, not from anything I did. Couldn’t have wrapped this up any neater if I’d fucking tried.

      I start walking again, passing her. I expect she’s about to collapse.

      But she doesn’t.

      She seizes on my arm, and in that little manicured hand is the strength of fucking God, dragging me to a halt. Dark red nails dig deep into my flesh, breaking the skin.

      Some fucking nerve, this one. But that’s what imminent death tends to do to a person. Turns them into a puddle of piss. Or makes them ballsy.

      And you’d have to be ballsy to grab my fucking arm that fucking way in this fucking city. Grabbing it like it belongs to her.

      “Let go.” I grasp her wrist, ready to wrench her hand away.

      That’s when I see her face.

      This isn’t some expensive escort or a tipsy, nameless girl from the party downstairs.

      It’s Valentina fucking Titone.

      Daughter of Cosa Nostra royalty Vincenzo Titone. Cousin to Elio Titone, a man I’d happily stuff dick-first into a barrel of acid if I ever got the goddamned chance.

      I’ve never seen her up close in person like this, but there’s no mistaking her face. The distinctive heart shape of it, with the high, soft cheekbones and the delicate, pointed chin. You’d have to be a fool not to know who she is. It took me way too long to notice it myself. It’s because her long hair is usually lighter in the photos I see of her. Photos that accompany the articles and press releases about whatever bullshit charitable gala or fundraiser the Titones are putting on that month to make everyone forget that they’ve built their vast empire on the foundations of this city’s spilled blood.

      Just like I have.

      “This hair colour suits you,” I say. I drop her wrist and seize her chin.

      It does suit her.

      So do the tears streaking dark lines of makeup down her cheeks.

      A Titone dying right in front of me. God really is too good.

      Maybe I’ll stay a little longer than I’d planned. Just to watch the show.

      She’s got to be close to losing consciousness now. But she’s a stubborn fucking fighter, like her da and her cousins, I guess. Because she only digs her claw-like nails in harder. Blood wells and rolls down my arm. Her other hand rises, then clasps the front of my shirt, pulling so hard that in any other circumstance I’d assume she was desperate to press her mouth against mine.

      “What?” I ask, bending towards her. Just a little. “You want me to kiss you? You can’t possibly think that I’d save you.”

      She’s the only witness to the murder I just committed. She’s a massive liability, not to mention a Titone – an integral member of a family I would love to see go completely fucking extinct. If she died, I’d go dance a merry little jig on her grave.

      And then I’d piss on it.

      So why the fuck am I leaning closer to her now?

      I always thought her eyes would be dark brown, like her cousins’ eyes, or like my right eye, but they’re not. They’re bloodshot and swollen and ringed with ruined makeup, but the irises are scathingly clear. They’re the colour of sunlight hitting a tumbler of whiskey at the precise angle to give birth to gold fire in the glass.

      Jesus. It’s like bad poetry. I should let her die just for inspiring such a shitty line.

      “Here’s the thing,” I murmur, so close to her now that my breath skates across her lips. Her body convulses, but I don’t know if it’s from my proximity or the lack of oxygen. “If I save your life, then that life becomes forfeit. That life becomes mine.”

      Her grip weakens on my arm. As if she’s going to let go. Give up. Like making a deal with the mad devil Darragh is a far worse fate than death.

      It probably is.

      But then, at the last second, she forces strength back into her fingers, squeezing my arm one final, searing time.

      She’s made her choice.

      And I, apparently, have made mine.

      I don’t know why. And I’m fairly certain this choice will fuck me up the ass someday. Maybe someday soon.

      But I’m not going to let the Titone principessa die tonight.

      Without even realizing I’m doing it until it’s already done, I brush my lips lightly over hers.

      Then, I step swiftly behind her back. I lock my fists together in front of her. Before I drive them hard against her belly, I put my mouth to her ear and whisper, “Every breath you breathe belongs to me now, pet.”

      One. Two. Three hard slams of my fists below her ribs. Three times her body is jerked violently in response, the same way it would if I were thrusting into her instead of just against her. My front feels hot where she makes contact, like I’ve been sunburned. Toronto humidity and the sweet scent of her hair swirl around me, intoxicating fog.

      When the food dislodges and she takes her first sobbing, ragged breath, I realize I’m hard.

      Valentina sags heavily in my arms. I adjust my grip, one hand flattening against her belly, the other going to her throat, pinning her against me as she coughs and splutters.

      I saw the pictures in the news. I know her birthday, with its giant, gaudy party, was last week. But I can’t help but feel like today is her true birthday. Like she’s taking her first breath all over again. A second chance at life. A life that I now own.

      Valentina Titone is mine.

      I’m not precisely sure what that means yet. All I know is that it’s true.

      There’s screaming below. Sirens stab the air. Vincenzo’s men will no doubt be up here any second, pouring out of that other elevator like hornets. The police won’t be far behind.

      “Goodbye for now, pet,” I whisper. “Don’t tell anyone it was me.”

      Me who killed him

      Me who saved you.

      I drag Valentina to the closest couch and dump her shaking body into a heap atop the cushions before I leave.

      My arm bleeds all the way home.
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      I squint through blurry eyes, struggling to rise into a seated position on the creamy cushions. My head somehow feels both heavier and lighter than it should, pounding and wobbly atop my neck. My throat aches like someone tried to shove a big rock right down the length of it.

      But I can breathe.

      I can breathe.

      I feel like I’m coming up for air after drowning in some terrible dream. A dream that swirls with images of long strides, blue jeans, and rust-red hair. Tattoos. And the strangest set of eyes I’ve ever seen. One hazel-green, one dark brown. Both impossible to look away from.

      Darragh Gowan.

      Was he really here? The more I stabilize, the more my heart returns to its usual, not-dying rhythm, the less it, he, seems real. There’s no sign of him now. No sign of him or my fiancé.

      Late fiancé.

      I swallow and scrape damp hair away from my face. My mind is in ragged-edged pieces. I can’t seem to latch onto anything to make sense of this.

      The only word left in my brain is that word from the dictionary, the one I stopped at years ago. Apparition.

      The appearance of something shocking or unexpected…

      Or a ghost.

      A ghost who must have saved me. He had to have been real.

      Every breath you breathe belongs to me now, pet.

      I remember that much. And I remember the vicious drag of my body against his as my vision blinked away to black.

      And then he was gone. And now I’m here.

      Alone.

      Not for long. A cheery-sounding ding, the same sound that heralded Darragh’s unexpected arrival – apparition – sounds from behind me. From the same elevator that I took up here with Dario, my papà and Curse come rushing out. Curse has a gun in his hand, his dark eyes sweeping the rooftop as Papà hurries straight to me.

      If I expected some kind words from my dearest papà in the wake of me almost dying, I’m sorely mistaken. He grabs my shoulders and hauls me up into an unsteady standing position.

      “What happened?” he hisses, giving me a small shake when I don’t answer immediately. “What the fuck did you do?”

      “What… What did I do?” I repeat raggedly, sure I must have heard him wrong.

      “Rocco’s already checked. The service elevator’s lock code is in place. Cheap-ass security system apparently hasn’t been saving any footage for the last two months which nobody discovered until fucking today. Nobody knows what the fuck just happened except for the fact that you were the only two up here.” His brown eyes harden. “And now, you’re the only one up here.”

      I try to process everything he’s just said.

      No security footage.

      The elevator’s code is back in place.

      Darragh’s been planning this. Down to the most minute of details.

      He knew where to go and when to get here.

      He knew where Dario was.

      I’d almost want to admire it if my papà weren’t looking at me like I’d just set a hundred million of his dollars on fire.

      Why did Darragh alter what had to be one tight escape timeline just to stop and save my life?

      Especially after what I witnessed?

      “Rispondimi! Answer me, ragazza!” Papà gives me another shake, harder this time. “You’re the only one up here, meanwhile your fiancé’s fucking brains look like smashed gelo de melone on the pavement! I’m about to have so many poliziotti crawling up my ass that I’ll be shitting them out for days!”

      I stare at him in stunned horror. What the hell does he think? That all five-foot-one of me somehow managed to push Dario over the glass barrier? Or that I was so shrill and terrible to him during our first meeting that the man dove headfirst over the edge just to escape the fate of taking me on as his bride?

      Papà knows I didn’t want to marry Dario. Everyone with eyes and enough braincells to put two and two together knows it.

      Testarda come un mulo.

      Stubborn enough to kill a man just so that I don’t have to marry him?

      Now, telling the truth feels out of the question. Ridiculous. Throwing Darragh’s name in my papà’s face when he’s somehow left not a single fucking trace of his presence behind would be absurd. I wouldn’t be surprised if Darragh even managed not to leave fingerprints in the elevator that he’s apparently managed to freeze back into its secure state. It would be like trying to blame some phantom from a fairytale.

      Apparition.

      Curse comes to a stop beside us after completing his check of the roof.

      “No one here. And no signs of a struggle,” he says.

      His eyes go to me, and papà’s grip tightens on my bare upper arms. There are no accusations in my cousin’s probing gaze.

      But there are questions.

      And suddenly, I’m so furious that I swear I’m choking all over again. So furious that my vision pulses black. While they were doing God knows what downstairs, I was watching a man die and then nearly dying myself.

      It hits me like a blow to the stomach. Like Darragh’s fists below my sternum. I almost died. And my family didn’t do anything to stop it, because they were too busy giving me alone time with the son of the famiglia they sold me to.

      The only one who deigned to help me was our enemy, even when it slowed him down. Even when it could have cost him everything.

      For the first time in my life, I understand the saying “so angry I can’t see straight.”

      And for the first time in my life, I lie to my papà.

      I raise my chin and practically spit the words.

      “He jumped.”
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      By the time we get downstairs, it looks like most of the guests from the opening have been ushered out. There are a few traumatized-looking servers, paramedics, police officers…

      And my papà’s legal team.

      Lawyers descend on me like flies on a corpse, just before I’m led aside to answer preliminary questions from the police. I keep my story straight. Simple.

      “He asked for the ring back,” I say woodenly. “Then he jumped.”

      Whether it’s Papà’s dirty connections with the force, the veritable army of lawyers surrounding me and shutting down any questions they don’t like, or the fact that accepting a suicide is probably easier than opening up a murder investigation, I’m released from questioning before I expect to be. There’s the promise that I may be called upon to answer more questions again soon. And with that, I leave the building with Curse and Papà, their large, male bodies hemming me in tightly.

      Anxiety lurches in my stomach when I move from the air-conditioned lobby to the sticky air outside. I expect to see Dario on the ground. Brains like gelo de melone, Papà said. Sicilian watermelon pudding.

      I don’t think I’ll ever be able to eat it again.

      But his body isn’t here, and I realize it’s because this isn’t where Darragh threw him off. He must have landed beside the building, in the alley. I clench and release the fingers of my left hand, feeling out the sudden absence of the ring I’ve been wearing for more than six months.

      The sun has finally begun to set, the gathering darkness in the air so heavy it’s like a visual representation of this city’s godawful summer humidity. My hair feels matted and damp against my neck. My face is bizarrely numb. I wipe at my cheeks. Makeup comes away on my fingertips, but no new tears.

      Even the tears I had before were because of the choking. Not for Dario.

      I don’t think too hard about what sort of person that might make me. Not right now.

      “You take your Zizi,” Papà says to Curse. “I’ll take Valentina.”

      I can’t remember the last time Papà drove me anywhere. A man like him has better things to do than ferry his daughter around. There’s an unspoken undercurrent in the command. That he has no plans to let me out of his sight anytime soon.

      I think there’s a good chance he doesn’t believe my story.

      Maybe he shouldn’t. Because I sure as hell know it isn’t true. And Vincenzo Titone hasn’t gotten to where he is today by swallowing bullshit like mine.

      But the only other explanation he can see is that his daughter somehow killed the man he chose as her fiancé. And if that were true, he’d have a serious reckoning coming his way. The Fabbri family don’t have the same standing we do in the underbelly of this world. But they have more money than God, and Dario was a local politician.

      Papà has to swallow my suicide story. No matter how bad it stinks.

      He’s silent on the drive home, his thick, calloused fingers tense on the steering wheel. Unlike Elio and Curse, Papà isn’t an overly tall man, but that doesn’t really matter. He fills space like almost no one else can. Broad shoulders, wide neck, and a face that can make you feel like you’re trying to stare down a bull about to charge.

      Sometimes it’s hard to breathe beside him.

      I turn my gaze to look out the window instead, watching Toronto buildings and lights and people wash by in a hazy blur, like they’ve been painted on the window with watercolours.

      We leave the denser areas of the city behind, turning onto our street. It’s quiet here. Lush with thick trees, foliage, and professionally maintained gardens that surround castle-like mansions. It’s hard to believe that this stretch of massive properties, with houses that look like they belong in the French countryside or on a Swiss mountain, is in the middle of the most populous city in the country.

      Like many of the houses here, ours is gated.

      But our gates are higher than most.

      And inside the guard booth is a man loyal to my father and armed with a gun.

      The gate opens at our arrival, the seamless swing of a heavy fortress door. We continue along a drive so long it’s almost an entire street unto itself. Twisting in my seat and peering through the rearview mirror, I can see Curse not far behind us, escorting Mamma home.

      There’s a third vehicle that looks like it’s just parked as we finally come into the huge circular part of the driveway in front of our house. I’m not a car person, and I’ve basically given up on trying to keep track of all of our family’s fancy rides. So it’s not until the driver emerges that I know the vehicle is Elio’s.

      My eldest cousin, sixteen years my senior, has height like Curse but breadth like Papà. He’s a walking wall of a man, all in black, including the black leather gloves he never goes without, even in the most unbearable heat of summer.

      One of those dark, gloved hands is already at my door handle, pulling open the passenger side door.

      “Such a gentleman,” I mutter as I unfasten my seatbelt and step out of the vehicle.

      “Can’t say I’ve ever heard that one before,” Elio says in his characteristic low rumble.

      “Can’t say you’ve ever held the door open for me before,” I say. “That wife of yours must be a good influence.”

      I wonder where Deirdre is right now. Probably safe at home surrounded by about a dozen Cosa
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