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            MAX

          

          THREE YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      The sacristy of St. Anthony's Cathedral felt smaller than a coffin, and Max Cagliari had never been comfortable in tight spaces. Especially when they smelled like incense and carried the weight of expectations that could crush a lesser man. He adjusted his black tie for the third time, his reflection in the ornate mirror showing a face that belonged on wedding invitations—all sharp angles and calculated charm.

      "You really going through with this?" Michael Silvieri's voice cut through the suffocating silence, his tone carrying the kind of concern that came from years of friendship and shared sins.

      Max turned from the mirror, meeting his best man's dark blue eyes. "That's the idea, right?"

      Michael's jaw tightened, and he ran a hand through his dark hair—a tell that meant he was about to say something Max wouldn't want to hear. "I love my little sister, and I care for you too much to keep quiet. So what if your father owes mine a debt of gratitude that this marriage should offset? I know too well that you're bound by family duty and loyalty to carry on with this.” He paused, drawing in a long breath that seemed to steal oxygen from the already stifling room. The exhale came out as an exasperated sigh. “But this is so fucked up, man!”

      The words hung between them like smoke from a gun barrel. Max had been expecting this conversation for weeks, dreading it almost as much as the ceremony itself. He clamped his fingers on Michael's shoulders, feeling the tension radiating through expensive Italian wool.

      "You're spot on, my friend. But trust me. I've got this."

      Michael's expression remained unconvinced, but he nodded. They both knew the weight of family obligations, the crushing pressure of inherited debts that could only be paid in blood or marriage. Sometimes both.

      Squaring his shoulders, Max made his way out of the sacristy toward the bridal suite. The cathedral's stone walls seemed to whisper with the ghosts of a thousand broken promises, and he wondered if Angela Silvieri would become another casualty of their families' endless games.

      But first, he had an urgent matter to sort out.
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        * * *

      

      The sacristy door opened with a creak that sounded like a death knell. Max stepped into the corridor and closed the door behind him with deliberate precision, his black tuxedo standing out starkly against the gray walls. As he stalked toward the bridal suite, the stone floor seemed to emanate a cold, sharp, and unforgiving chill, matching the ice that had settled in his chest the moment he'd agreed to this charade. Each step on the polished stones brought him closer to a conversation he'd rehearsed a hundred times in his head, yet his pulse hammered against his collar like a caged animal desperate for freedom.

      When he reached the oak door, he knocked once before opening it. "Excuse me!" His voice carried the authority of a man who'd never had to ask twice for anything.

      A tableau of forced domesticity that made his stomach turn awaited him inside. Tony Silvieri stood with the rigid posture of a man who'd built his empire on the bones of his enemies, while Kate hovered beside him like a beautiful shadow, all practiced smiles and hollow eyes. Angela looked fragile in her wedding dress, a porcelain doll dressed for sacrifice, and the sight of her resignation hit him like a punch to the solar plexus. This was Michael's little sister—the girl who used to steal cookies from family dinners and argue politics with men twice her age. She deserved better than to be a pawn in their fathers' endless games of power.

      The weight of what he was about to do pressed against his heart like a stone. In the next few minutes, he would either save them both or damn his family to a war they might not survive. But as he closed the distance between himself and the Silvieris, Max felt something he hadn't experienced in years—the intoxicating rush of choosing honor over obligation.

      Tony and Kate Silvieri turned toward him, their expressions shifting from parental anxiety to wary recognition. Max had known these people his entire life. He had shared dinners at their table. Most importantly, he had watched their daughter grow from a precocious child into a stunning, remarkable young woman who deserved all the happiness in the world.

      "Hello, Max," Tony greeted him, making no effort to hide his foul mood. The older man's face was carved from granite, all harsh lines and barely contained violence; his dark blue gaze could freeze a lesser man.

      Kate's lips curved into a bright smile that didn't reach her green eyes. "It's bad luck to see the bride before the wedding." Her voice carried the artificial sweetness of poison wrapped in silk.

      Max ignored the comment entirely. Superstitions were for people who believed they had something left to lose. With a polite grin, he said quietly, “Could you guys give us some privacy?"

      When Tony hesitated, Max arched an eyebrow and held the man's stare. It was a game they'd played since Max was old enough to understand that, in their world, respect was earned through fear, and weakness was a luxury neither of their families could afford.

      "Come, Kate. Let's give them the room," Tony finally said, his grip on his wife's forearm speaking volumes about the control he wielded over everyone in his orbit.

      The moment the door clicked shut, Angela's composure cracked. "Did Laura talk to you?"

      Max nodded, allowing an irritating smile to hover over his lips. He'd perfected that expression years ago. It was just smug enough to be infuriating, just charming enough to be disarming. "She did."

      Angela's foot tapped against the cracked concrete, a nervous tic that reminded him she was still young enough to believe in fairy tales. "I've had the worst week of my life, wondering what had happened. Why didn't she tell me so?"

      Before Max could answer, Laura appeared beside him with a chuckle that cut through the tension like a blade through silk. "We decided it'd be better not to."

      Max watched Angela's face transform from anxiety to relief to confusion in the span of a couple of heartbeats. When she glanced at him over Laura's shoulder, he let his phantom smile develop into a full-on smug grin.

      "To your question, Laura didn't tell you anything because we were afraid you wouldn't keep your mouth shut and ruin our plans."

      Angela's reluctant nod spoke to a wisdom beyond her years. "I might have. What exactly are these plans?"

      The smile vanished from Max's face as he dug his fingers into her shoulders, feeling delicate bones beneath ivory silk. He pinned her with a somber gaze that had made grown men confess their sins. Angela’s almond-shaped gray-green eyes held his without flinching.

      "Even before Laura came to me, I was trying to come up with an honorable way out of this mess for both of us. I don't want to force a woman to marry me." The scoff that followed was bitter as burnt coffee. "Hell, I don't need to. But there's that contract and the consequences of breaking it."

      Angela's hands fisted on her hips, and for a moment, Max saw the fire that had made him notice her in the first place. "No shitting, Sherlock. Tell me something I don't know."

      The unexpected profanity dragged a laugh from his chest, deep and genuine. "Man, you're feisty. I like that." When she huffed in frustration, he couldn't resist a wink. "Here's what's going to happen."
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Max stood at the altar watching Angela walk down the aisle with her father, each step bringing them closer to a moment that would change everything. The wedding march poured from the organ like honey over broken glass, sweet and sharp in equal measure.

      Tony's face was a mask of patriarchal pride, but Max could read the tension in the older man's shoulders, the way his eyes scanned the congregation for threats that might materialize from shadows. Angela moved beside her father like a woman walking to her execution, beautiful and terrified.

      When they reached the front of the church, Max stretched out his hand and accepted Angela's from her father. The moment required delicacy. One wrong move and the whole house of cards would collapse into bloodshed.

      He waited until the music died down before addressing Tony, making sure every soul in the cathedral would hear him clearly.

      "Thank you, Tony, for giving away your daughter to me. This is what this means, correct?"

      Tony's thick eyebrows met over his nose, confusion replacing calculation. "Yes."

      "Would you say that from now on, Angela is my responsibility?"

      The older man's shoulders tensed like violin strings. "Yes, of course."

      Max grinned, feeling the weight of destiny shifting in his favor. "Splendid." He slapped Tony's back with calculated familiarity. "That's all I needed to hear."

      The front doors opened with a crash that echoed through the vaulted ceiling like thunder. Max's heart didn't skip a beat. He'd been expecting this interruption, had orchestrated it down to the second. Nick Tennant strode down the aisle like an avenging angel in a black tailcoat and dress pants. His white shirt was crisp in contrast with his black tie and light gray waistcoat. His red hair tamed, but his eyes blazed with purpose, and his grin was as wide as the horizon. Behind him came his brothers, Dave, Tommy, and Shelby, as well as their father, Jack Boyle, and a small army of dangerous men walking into the heart of enemy territory.

      "What the hell is going on?" Tony's voice cracked like a whip, confusion giving way to rage. He glanced over his shoulder at the priest, “Forgive me, Father.”

      Father Lucca was too stunned to reply. He took a few steps back, eyeing the exits that flanked the altar, clearly preparing for an emergency escape in case of a confrontation. He knew that such a gathering of rival mafia men rarely ended up peacefully.

      A dozen of Silvieri’s soldiers stood to their feet at various spots around the nave, drawing their weapons. The guests dropped to the floor for cover. More men swarmed into the church, coming from the side doors as well as the main entrance: all Cagliari and Boyle’s security. Over twenty, and still coming into the place, positioning themselves.

      Max raised both arms above his head as weapons appeared like deadly flowers blooming throughout the congregation. "Put your guns down. You're in the house of God, sacred ground."

      “At ease, boys,” Tony barked the order.

      Dave glanced around and gave his men a brief nod.

      The clattering of metal echoed under the vaulted ceiling as the soldiers obeyed their bosses and the guests returned to the pews.

      Max turned to Tony with the satisfied expression of a man who'd just won a game the other player didn't know they were playing.

      “You’ve just given your control of Angela’s life over to me. You agreed that she’s now my responsibility. You said as much in front of these witnesses and God.” He gestured toward the altar's crucifix.

      Tony’s cheeks beamed an angry shade of red as his nostrils flared. “Your point?”

      Max stretched his flat palm toward Nick and his family as if making an offer. “I’m relinquishing her to them.”

      “This is unacceptable. We’ve got a contract,” Tony retorted, fuming.

      “That establishes I may take whatever actions I deem appropriate regarding Angela, once she’s under my responsibility.” He paused to let his words sink in. “Isn’t it how you worded the document?”

      Squinting his eyes, Tony scanned his daughter’s and Max’s faces. His expression began to transition from rage to concern. He muttered, “This might lead to deadly consequences.”

      Gasps and murmurs spread through the congregation like wildfire in dry weather as Jack Boyle stalked past his sons to stand in front of his decades-long rival, hands clasped at his waist.

      “Tony, we’re both fathers. I want the best for my son, just as I’m sure you want the best for your daughter. Our families have suffered through enough loss. I say it’s time we stop this endless feud.” He paused, watching the other man’s reaction.

      Tony gritted his teeth in stubborn silence.

      Jack resumed talking, “We’ve got the power to end this. If we do it now, maybe our kids can find happiness. Maybe it’s up to us to spare them this curse that has fallen on our families such a long time ago.” He stretched his hand out. “I promise you the Boyles will keep Angela safe. And Max has pledged to do the same. You’ll get two powerful allies instead of one.”

      Tony's face cycled through emotions like a slot machine. Rage gave way to understanding, until finally, a grudging respect, tasting like ashes in Max's mouth, settled in.

      The rest unfolded like clockwork—the handshake that sealed Angela's freedom, and the careful choreography of exits that prevented a massacre.

      Max signaled his men to file out of the church, but his eyes caught on golden hair and innocent blue eyes. Chiara Vitorelli stood nearby as maid of honor, clutching Angela's bouquet against her chest like it could shield her from harm. A fallen angel in lavender silk—nineteen years old and untouched by the darkness that defined his world.

      Too young, he reminded himself as he stepped into the gray afternoon. Too innocent for what you are.

      But as his car pulled away from the cathedral, Max couldn't shake the feeling that some hungers were too powerful to deny forever. He'd spent years telling himself that Chiara was forbidden fruit, that her innocence made her untouchable.

      I've been telling myself for years now, he thought, watching the city blur past his window. This woman will be my downfall.

      The prophecy felt less like a warning and more like a promise.
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            CHIARA

          

          THREE YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      Chiara's breath caught in her throat as Max Cagliari strode down the cathedral aisle. His broad shoulders cut through the sacred space like a blade through silk. Even amid chaos with guns drawn, alliances shifting, her best friend's fate hanging in the balance, she couldn't tear her eyes away from him.

      God, I'm pathetic.

      At nineteen, she was old enough to know better than to harbor fantasies about a man who probably saw her as nothing more than Angela's tag-along friend. Eleven years stretched between them like an insurmountable chasm. Besides, she was fully aware that Max moved in circles where innocence was a liability she couldn't afford to keep.

      She scolded herself. Men like Max and Michael don't fall for girls like me - they use them. They're from Dad's world, where women are possessions to be traded.

      But watching him orchestrate Angela's escape from a loveless marriage with surgical precision, seeing the dangerous intelligence that lurked behind those dark brown eyes, Chiara felt something molten unfurl in her chest. This wasn’t the crush of a schoolgirl anymore; it was the forbidden feelings she had hidden for so long that had turned into something darker, hungrier, infinitely more dangerous.

      The lavender silk of her bridesmaid dress suddenly felt too tight against her skin as she watched Max's retreating form. She'd spent countless nights imagining what those hands would feel like on her body, what that mouth would taste like against hers. Sometimes in her dreams, it wasn't just Max. Michael Silvieri featured prominently in her midnight fantasies, too. She wasn't always alone with either one of them.

      Heat flooded her cheeks at the direction of her thoughts. Here she was, standing in the house of God, watching her best friend's life change forever, and all she could think about was the way Max's tailored pants hugged his muscular thighs and round…

      "Wait a second, please,” said Dave Boyle, his booming voice cutting through her inappropriate musings, snapping her attention back to the drama unfolding at the altar.

      Nick’s older brother joined their father and brothers, pressing papers into Father Lucca's weathered hands.

      Chiara's heart hammered against her ribs as she noted Angela’s stare searching Nick's face as if probing him for answers. Even from her position among the other bridesmaids, she could see the love radiating between the couple: raw, desperate, beautiful in its intensity. It stirred something deep inside her, a longing so sharp, so painful, that it pricked behind her eyes. She gritted her teeth to avoid crying and making a spectacle of herself.

      What would it feel like to be loved like that?

      The thought whispered through her mind like smoke, foreign and intoxicating. She'd never experienced anything close to the passion she witnessed between Angela and Nick. Her few fumbling encounters with boys her own age had been disappointing at best, leaving her wondering if there was something fundamentally wrong with her.

      But when Max had looked at her just now, only for the briefest moment, his gaze seared across her skin like a brand. She'd felt more alive than she ever had in some college boy's inexperienced hands.

      Nick dropped to one knee in front of Angela, and Chiara's breath hitched. The cathedral fell silent except for the whispered comments of the astonished guests and the distant echo of traffic beyond the stone walls.

      "Will you make it official? Will you show the whole world that I'm yours?"

      The words hung in the air like incense, sacred and profane all at once. Chiara pressed Angela’s bouquet of white roses against her chest, using the flowers to hide the way her hands trembled. She wasn't sure if it was from the raw, emotional scene unfolding before her or from the memory of Max's eyes on her skin. If she were to be honest with herself, probably both.

      When Nick revealed the rings — a wedding band made to resemble a miniature collar with angel wings, and a Claddagh — Angela gasped. It was clear that those held some private meaning for the couple. Even though Chiara didn’t understand it, her throat tightened with unshed tears. The Irish wedding ring caught the beams of light filtered by the tall stained windows, throwing rainbows across the bride’s tear-stricken cheeks.

      "Yes!" Angela's voice rang through the vaulted space, and Chiara couldn't help but smile through her own misty eyes.

      Their kiss was electric, sending ripples of energy through the gathered crowd. Father Lucca's scandalized throat-clearing only made Chiara's smile grow wider. Even amid mafia politics and family obligations, love had found a way to bloom.

      Maybe there's hope for the rest of us, she thought, unconsciously scanning the pews for a glimpse of dark hair and dangerous eyes, but Max was long gone.

      The wedding ceremony that followed passed in a blur of blessings and exchanged vows. Chiara found herself studying Angela's face, memorizing the joy that transformed her best friend into something luminous. Twenty-one and already claiming her forever. It all seemed impossibly romantic and terrifyingly adult all at once.

      "I, Nicholas Boyle, take you, Angela Silvieri, for my lawful wife..." Nick's voice carried clearly through the cathedral, each word weighted with promise.

      When Angela repeated the vows, her voice strong and clear, Chiara felt something shift in her chest. Her best friend was no longer just Tony Silvieri's daughter or Michael's little sister. She was becoming her own person, choosing her own destiny.

      "Sorry, Father," Angela said with a rebellious grin that made Chiara bite back a laugh. "To have and to hold forever because not even death can do us part."

      The modified vow sent a shiver down Chiara's spine. Such fierce, unapologetic love—it was everything she'd dreamed of and nothing she'd ever experienced. Watching Nick slide the rings onto Angela's finger, seeing the way they gazed at each other like they were the only two people in the world, Chiara felt both inspired and achingly lonely.

      Before the newlyweds made their way down the aisle, Chiara handed the bouquet to Angela and fell into step behind the couple. Her own bouquet was wilting slightly in her sweaty palms. The cathedral doors opened to reveal a gray Boston afternoon, but Angela's radiant smile could have powered the entire city.

      Outside, as the wedding party arranged itself for photos that would never appear in any society pages, Chiara caught fragments of Nick and Angela's conversation.

      "How did you pull this off, getting the rings done in only a couple of days?"

      “When I gave you that collar, I told you that it came with accessories. These are just two of them.”

      Chiara's eyes widened at the kinky implication in Nick’s words, heat flooding her cheeks. She'd always known Angela was more experienced than she let on, but hearing about submissive collars and accessories made Chiara's imagination run wild. What kind of sexy games did people play behind closed doors? What did it feel like to trust someone enough to surrender control completely?

      The thoughts were dangerous territory for a virgin who'd never even been properly kissed. Still, Chiara couldn't stop herself from wondering, especially when images of Max Cagliari's hands kept flashing through her mind, along with darker fantasies she barely understood.

      As Nick helped Angela into the waiting limousine, Chiara heard her friend's next words carried on the afternoon breeze: "Too bad we've left your toys at the cabin on the other side of the country."

      Toys. The word sent electricity racing down Chiara's spine, awakening parts of her body she'd only recently begun to explore in the privacy of her bedroom. She pressed her thighs together, grateful for the full skirt of her bridesmaid dress.

      "I've brought them with me.” Nick's response was low, intimate, but Chiara was standing close enough to catch every syllable. "I want only the best for you on our wedding night."

      The limousine door closed with a soft click, taking her now-married best friend away to a future filled with passion and possibilities that Chiara could only dream about. Standing on the cathedral steps in her lavender silk dress, surrounded by the remnants of a wedding that had begun as a business transaction and ended as a love story, she felt as though she was teetering at the edge of a cliff.

      Somewhere in the city, Max Cagliari was continuing his life, probably forgetting she existed. But Chiara knew with bone-deep certainty that she would never forget the way he'd looked at her today, like he was seeing something he wanted but couldn't have.

      Eleven years, she reminded herself as her family's car approached to pick her up. He's thirty and I'm nineteen. He probably thinks of me as a child.

      But as she settled into the leather seats, smoothing her skirt over trembling legs, Chiara couldn't shake the feeling that some chasms were meant to be crossed. Some age gaps were just numbers waiting to become irrelevant.

      Three years, she thought, watching
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