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Gabriel De Luca…

Once upon a time there was a young man who thought he could save the world. Then I grew up. The end. Turns out the world is much darker than I realized.

And now I’m part of that darkness.

As one of the youngest dons in La Cosa Nostra, I have a lot to prove. Weakness is not an option. My father taught me to be fair, but to be ruthless—something I’m a pro at.

Until a chance meeting at an author event, of all places, and one night of anonymous, guilt-free bliss.

Weeks later, an unexpected betrayal drops her in my lap and I own everything about her for six months. She might hate me, but our chemistry is undeniable.

She’s driving me crazy and the feelings she evokes are dangerous. They make her a liability. Especially when I have an unknown enemy that wants nothing more than to see me devastated—and dead.

Now I have to keep both of us safe, or die trying.

I’ll find a way, because I. Never. Lose.
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To all of you who love a morally gray character… you are my soul sisters.
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Gabriel De Luca (Boss)

Bruno Rinaldi (Consigliere)

Pietro (Gabe’s Bodyguard)

Vittorio De Luca (Underboss)

Mario Pollinzi—Capo A

(unnamed) Capo

(unnamed) Capo

Georgio (Soldier A)

Antonio Toscano (Soldier A/Alia’s dad)

Associates
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Gabriel, eight years old…

 

My mother was going to love the picture I was making for her. She always hung them on the refrigerator. I was using her favorite colors, and I hadn’t gone out of the lines at all. I hoped it would cheer her up.

There was a crash, and I jumped, crayon poised above the page, eyes wide. I climbed down from my chair and hurried toward the sound. Mama had fallen off her rolling ladder in the library last week. My heart pounded with worry that she’d taken a tumble again.

“You are a fucking idiot!” I heard my grandfather swear in Italian. My footsteps faltered, and I paused as my heart tried to jump through my chest. Confusion crumpled my brow. Grandfather wouldn’t be talking to my mother like that. He loved her. Didn’t he?

The murmur of voices was muffled by the walls, but I crept closer. Though I was frightened, I couldn’t stop myself from picking up my pace. When I approached the door, I saw it was open a crack. Hesitantly, I peeked through without bumping the heavy wooden sliding doors.

There was a man on the ground, and my grandfather was shaking his head.

“You’re a disgrace to the family, Antonio!” My grandfather sneered as he swung his leg back and kicked the man. “Get your shit together or I will slit your throat.”

Grandfather hit the man and then hit him again. He kept standing him up and knocking him down again. Horror filled me as the man’s eyes swelled shut and his arm looked funny.

I cried out when a hand went over my mouth. Then I was dragged down the hall and into my room.

“Shhh,” I heard, then saw my dad as he faced me and crouched down to my level.

“Why did grandfather do that?” I asked through my sniffles.

“Gabriel, listen to me. One day you will take on a great responsibility. When your grandfather steps down, if I have been a worthy man, I will take his place. After my day, I pray it will be you. We will run the family much differently. But you must remember: if you show weakness, your enemies will exploit that. You must be ruthless but fair. When it is my turn, I will teach you. Until then, I’m so sorry you had to see things like that,” my father vehemently said as he crouched in front of me and held my arms.

“Yes, Papa,” I whispered, fighting the tears that wanted to return. I trembled from head to toe, but I couldn’t stop.

“Oh, my boy,” he said as he pulled me close in his huge embrace.

I would never forget that day.
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“It’s Time”—Imagine Dragons

 

My brothers and I were down in the godforsaken state of Texas to celebrate my parents’ anniversary. Why the fuck they wanted to retire here was beyond me. It was hot as fuck, and it was only May. My parents now lived on about a hundred acres. Their house was beautiful, and they had a bunkhouse from when it was part of a working ranch, which was convenient for our men to stay in, but still… Texas?

Ever since we arrived, Mom had been going on about this book signing she’d bought VIP tickets to. I didn’t realize it was this weekend.

“Jesus Christ,” I grumbled as I glared at my father. “You’re kidding, right?”

“I wish I were. But I figured that since you and your brothers will be here, you can take her. With you and your security details, she should be safe,” my father explained. He was lounging by the pool in the sun. Looking at him in his “Don’t Mess With Texas” T-shirt and swim trunks, I couldn’t believe this was the man that had successfully run La Cosa Nostra, or the American-based Sicilian mafia, in Chicago. In a way, I could see how people never guessed who he really was. The nose job and minor plastic surgery didn’t hurt either.

“Dad, I’m not going to some book nerd convention,” Alessio grumbled as he stood there glowering with his arms crossed and dripping water from his swim. While Vittorio and I had gone running, Alessio took advantage of the pool.

“Fucking hell, don’t let your mother hear you call it that,” my dad snapped as he quickly sat up and glanced over his shoulder toward the house. “It’s an author event.”

Alessio cocked a brow. “Like I said.”

Dad pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head and slid his hands down his face. “Boys, I need this favor of you. Besides trying to keep a low profile, I have the people coming to install the new kitchen equipment at the restaurant. I can’t go. I figured since you’re already here, you could cover for me.”

“You think we won’t look suspicious?” I incredulously barked. Sweat trickled down my back and dripped off my nose. Dad tossed me a towel, and I wiped my face.

“Yeah, not a one of these three looks like they can even read,” Vittorio snickered as he motioned to me and Alessio, then the upstairs window where Leo was still out like a light. I flipped him off.

“You boys have done a better job of staying out of the media than we did in my time. They don’t stalk you like they did us. You’re less recognizable than I am,” my father cajoled.

It wasn’t that we lived so differently, it was just a different world. We learned to be quieter about what we did. More of our business was conducted digitally, and if someone ate a bullet, we were better at covering it up. With our family’s roots in Sicily, we were one of the closest ties to the Sicilian mafia in America. My grandfather had returned to Sicily when he retired, and Enzo Conti took over, with my father as his underboss. Enzo was killed in a boating accident a mere three months in, and my father took over.

When Dad retired, I know my older half brother thought he would take over, but while Dad had helped financially with his upbringing, he hadn’t been there to guide him like he had us. When I was voted in as don, it had left our older brother resentful, despite his working his way to the position of capo. He hadn’t been doing a bad job so far—he just tended to be a bit entitled and bigheaded at times.

Vittorio had been appointed as my underboss, the position I’d held for my father before he retired.

“Breakfast is ready!” Mom called out from the back door.

Knowing we didn’t dare keep her waiting, we filed past her and into the kitchen. She wrinkled her nose at me and Vittorio as we came in.

“You two stink,” she announced with a wave of her hand in front of her face. “I hope you plan on showering.”

Alessio followed us in, wearing a towel around his hips and roughly drying his hair with another.

“And you! You’re dripping all over my floor!” Standing with her arms akimbo, she muttered something about boys never growing up.

After kissing her cheek, I filled my plate and dropped into a barstool at the breakfast bar.

My brothers did the same.

“Can someone tell Leo breakfast is ready?” Mom asked with her head in the refrigerator.

“If his lazy ass wants to stay in bed all day, that’s on him,” Alessio replied before he shoved a slice of bacon into his mouth.

Mom swatted him with her dish towel. He yelped and hopped up from his seat. “Ouch!”

“Now you can go wake him up,” she informed him with an arch in her brow that dared him to argue.

He grumbled the whole way, but he stomped off through the house. We heard him shout, obviously from the bottom of the stairs. “Leo! Get your lazy ass up! Breakfast is ready!”

“Oh, for crying out loud! I could’ve done that!” Mom smacked her forehead and muttered under her breath in Italian.

Vittorio and I snickered, but when Mom’s calculating gaze hit us, we covered our laughter by shoveling food into our mouths.

Dad finished his breakfast, rinsed his dishes, then put them in the dishwasher. He kissed my mom’s cheek and whispered something that made her blush. She looked years younger than her age in that moment. They shared a secret smile that did something to my chest, then he went into the living room and turned on some game show. It was odd but pretty fucking awesome to witness this domestic side of them after years of seeing my dad as the ruthless don he’d been.

Not that my dad was abusive to my mom, because he wasn’t. He never raised a hand to her that I knew of, and he spoiled her rotten. But growing up, there was a cool reserve and certain decorum that was expected. Part of me believed that it was so the outside world—his enemies—didn’t realize how madly in love he was with the woman who was chosen for him.

Leo stumbled down and into the kitchen. Bleary-eyed, he made a plate heaped with food and plopped down next to Alessio. I made a mental note to talk to him about his partying.

“You gonna make it?” Vittorio asked him with a smirk. Leo stuffed a bite into his mouth and flipped Vittorio off without making eye contact.

After I finished eating, I rested my elbows on the bar and watched my mom as she flitted around the kitchen. I’d already had one woman chosen for me, and I let her marry my cousin, but that was another story. Had I loved Autumn? Yes. But not the way a man should love his wife. After seeing her with Dominic, I was glad I hadn’t put up a fight because I couldn’t have given her a happiness like that.

What they had was what my parents had—true love.

Something I doubted I’d ever have because it was too dangerous for me and the unsuspecting woman. At least my father had never pushed for me to marry after Autumn married Dominic. I’d leave that to my younger brothers.

Besides, in the Sicilian mafia, succession wasn’t patrilineal—the best man for the job became don. It had only gone to me because my father had groomed me for it my entire life. I’d worked my way up the ranks the same as anyone, and I’d been fair but merciless.

I had to be.

“I think this book thing is a big mistake,” I began. Being firm with my mother wasn’t an easy task. She rivaled my father in her stubbornness, but I got it from both of them.

She huffed and rolled her eyes. “Not you too.”

“Gabe is right,” Vittorio chimed in.

“I don’t care. We moved here to be normal. To have a life. To do things we enjoy. I enjoy reading. The thought of meeting some of my favorite authors is a dream,” she explained.

“Right. But you still need to be safe. Your existence here is precarious. You’re already pushing the limit by owning a restaurant. This is too much,” I argued.

“I’m going. Whether you, your father, one of your brothers, or all of you take me—or I go by myself. This is something I’ve wanted to do for a long time but was never able to.” The look she gave me brooked no argument, but I wasn’t done.

“Mom, you don’t need to be going to some huge-ass book signing. That’s a security nightmare!” I practically shouted. My brothers all shot me looks of varying degrees of surprise. Losing my cool was extremely out of character for me.

“That’s exactly what I’ve been telling her,” my father chimed in from the other room.

“Shut up, Lorenzo! No one asked you!” Mom grumbled. “Gabriel, you might be the big boss in Chicago, but here, I’m your mother, and you won’t dictate where I go and what I do—no more than your father will.”

She said the last bit loud enough to ensure my dad heard her. He snorted from his recliner in the living room.

“Mom,” I started again.

“No.” She held up a hand to silence me. “Do you know that some of these authors write and work full time? Some of them are just starting out, some are established. For some, this is their sole source of income. But each and every one of them look forward to these signings because as excited as we readers are to meet them, they are just as excited to meet us. If I never attend another one after this, I’ll be happy with this experience.”

“It’s bad enough you two insisted on opening an Italian restaurant here. You can’t be running around in public,” Vittorio added to my argument.

“It’s not even in our real names. Everything with the restaurant is in our assumed names,” Mom came back with. “And good Lord, we go out in public all the time.”

“No, but the Demented Sons know who you are,” I argued. “And I wish you wouldn’t go out so much.”

“And we trust them. They look out for us, and they are good people.” Mom was going to give me an aneurysm. “Gabriel, I’m going. So many of my favorite authors are going to be there. Did you know M. Merin will be there? She’s from Chicago. Well, she was, but then she moved to Minnesota.” Mom rambled on about Kristine someone, or were there two Kristines? God, I couldn’t keep it straight. Then someone named Darlene, and Sapphire, and Liberty, and Kathleen, and Amy, and—Jesus, the list didn’t end. These couldn’t be their real names.

I was the head of the Chicago family, and yet I couldn’t disrespect or refuse my mother. Christ almighty.

Finally, I met my brothers’ gazes one by one. My shoulders sagged in defeat. We weren’t winning this one.

I grabbed my phone from where it was charging on the counter and messaged Pietro.
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Dad had booked four of the resort’s little cabins for us to stay in at the signing. One for Pietro and Dario, Vittorio’s man. Then one for Mom and Alessio, one for Vittorio and Leo, and the last for me. Mom’s cabin and mine were sandwiched between theirs, and we looked out on the lake.

“Why do you get your own cabin?” Leo grumbled. Vittorio smacked him lightly on the back of the head.

“Because he’s the boss,” Vittorio snapped.

“So?” Leo slouched on Mom’s couch where we were waiting for her to get ready. Pietro and Dario sat on the front porch. They were both scary enough that anyone who walked by quickly averted their gaze and kept moving.

“You can’t wear that to the signing!” Mom cried with her eyes bugging and waving her hands like our clothes were flies she could shoo away.

I glanced down at my Armani suit. It was the least expensive one I owned.

“What the hell is wrong with it?” I pushed back the unbuttoned jacket and propped my hands on my hips.

“You look like… the mafioso!” she snapped back. With her fists propped on her hips, she glared at me. The similarity in our stances wasn’t lost on me.

My hands dropped to my side, and I gave her a deadpan stare that screamed, “Really?”

Vittorio, Alessio, and Leo all stared at her and me, waiting to see who would come out the winner in this argument. They were evidently safe, since they were dressed casually in jeans and T-shirts.

“Just go change.”

“Ma, I don’t have anything else with me except my gym clothes!”

“That works. Now, go change, or we’ll be late!”

My mouth hung open.

Surely she wasn’t serious.

She was.
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“Rest In Peace”—Dorothy

 

“I can’t wait to see you again!” Merin practically squealed.

“Well, if someone’s husband hadn’t gotten a phenomenal job offer in Minneapolis, you could’ve seen me every day,” I teased as I pulled my suitcase off the conveyor belt.

“Hurry up! I’m in the pickup area, and some airport guy is giving me the stink eye,” she exclaimed.

I laughed as I wheeled my checked bag and my carryon and held my phone with my shoulder. “Hold onto your britches, I’ll be there in, like, five seconds.”

We worked out exactly where she was, and I made my way outside. The minute I stepped out of the airport, I heard my name shouted.

Merin was waving at me, standing next to her open trunk. A huge grin lifted the corners of my mouth, and I picked up my pace. She wrapped me in a bear hug, and we both laughed. Then we broke apart and quickly loaded up my bags. After piling into the vehicle, we were on the road.

 

“Hey, boss lady! So how’s Chicago?” she asked as she merged with traffic.

I chuckled. After college I’d started editing part time to make money as I tried to figure out what to do with my life. It had ended up becoming a full-time gig, and I loved it. So when Merin started writing, she had contacted me. I’d been her editor ever since.

“Same ol’, same ol’. Some things never change,” I replied. The crime rate had seen a massive surge over the last year, and it made me sad. I’d always loved Chicago. It was the only home I knew.

I sent a message to my dad letting him know I was safely with Merin, then tucked my phone away. I ignored the messages I had from Mario as well as the ones from Paul begging me to take him back.

“Well, for the next six days, you’re not going to worry about anything. This is your vacation, and we’re going to enjoy it,” she insisted as she checked her mirror and changed lanes. “Even though we’re going to a book signing, you’re not Editor Alia—you’re just my friend and PA, Lia.”

Laughing, I gazed out the window at the passing scenery that was utterly foreign to me. I’d never traveled to this area. It was both exciting and a bit terrifying to think I would be flying to Texas with my friend tomorrow. Two places I’d never been—Minnesota and Texas.

“Sounds good. We’re going to have an adventure,” I agreed. “Just the girls.”

“And lots of book boyfriends,” she added with a smirk. We were flying down for this big book signing thing that Merin had been invited to. Though I edited for many of her associates, I’d never had the chance to meet any of them. After I shitcanned Paul, she
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