
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Sometimes when young love strikes, you have to grow up in a hurry.

	 

	 

	Growing up so close to the powerful Romano family, twenty-year-old Caterina Russo has always been good buddies with their youngest son, Luciano. How could she predict that being sent to fetch him downstairs for dinner with their families would bring her face-to-face with his latest lover—or worse, that she’d be so suddenly smitten by him? Any such feelings must immediately be quashed, buried too deep to ever threaten her again.

	Stellina—Luciano’s little star. He has always planned to put a ring on Caterina’s finger, just not yet. No need to clip his wings at only twenty-five, not even for her. So why does he find himself monitoring her every move, rescuing her from dangerous situations, and instantly enraged if another man so much as looks at her? And what can he possibly say when, in desperation to avoid an arranged marriage, she asks him to marry her?

	But yes is only the beginning. Having grown up under the harsh rules of mafia families, can either Caterina or Luciano ever learn to trust? Can they possibly overcome the obstacles those same families throw in their way? They’ll have to fight for what they want—together.
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Chapter One: Caterina

	 

	 

	I bang on the door.

	“Lucian, open up!” I yell out.

	Nothing. I groan in frustration.

	“Luciano Romano. You better open up right now, or I swear I’ll—”

	The door flies open, revealing a half-naked Lucian in only a pair of boxer shorts, his top half completely bare. I gulp, staring at his bare chest that’s covered in tattoos with random swirls and patterns. He’s not nearly as tatted as his two older brothers, but he’s still tatted, nonetheless.

	He clears his throat, and my head snaps up to his, my cheeks flushing at the realization that I’ve been caught staring.

	Then I look at him properly. The messy bed hair and the lipstick stains on his neck. He looks like someone who just had sex.

	I ignore the pang in my chest. Yes, he probably had the best night of his life, fucking some random girl he met at some club while I stayed at home, curled up in bed with a book. But that shouldn’t bother me. He’s Luciano Romano, after all, and whatever he does and who he does it with shouldn’t matter to me. It really shouldn’t, but it does, for reasons I don’t even want to think about.

	He notices me staring at the obvious post-sex signs and opens his mouth to say something, but an incredibly annoying feminine voice butts in.

	“Luciano,” the voice calls out, so squeaky, it makes me cringe. “Who is it?”

	So I was right, after all. I may be inexperienced in that area, but I still know stuff when I see it. I don’t read for nothing.

	Plastering an obviously fake smile on my face, I tell Lucian, “Your father says to come down for brunch, since you clearly forgot me and my family were coming over today.”

	Then I turn around to walk away, but he grabs my arm, pulling me back.

	“What?” I hate how bitter I sound.

	He just stares down at me, his eyebrows furrowed. The way he stares at me, it’s like he’s trying to figure me out, and I hate it. I hate it when he tries to read me. I’m afraid I’ll give too much away.

	“What?” I repeat, louder this time.

	Then he tips his head back, stepping aside so that the girl he slept with comes into view. She’s stark naked. The silk bedsheets are barely covering her body. She’s pretty, blonde and blue-eyed. The complete opposite of me.

	“Get rid of her for me,” he says instead of asking. I glare at him. Is he seriously asking me to get rid of his one-night stand for him? How cruel can one person be?

	“What do I look like to you?” I snap, pulling my arm out of his hold. Then I stomp away before he can try and reach for me again. I make my way down the stairs to the dining room where our families are sitting.

	They all turn to me when I reach the table.

	“He’s coming,” is all I say before taking a seat next to my mother. I try not to think about Lucian and his conquest of the previous night as we wait. Of course, they won’t start eating without him.

	“Are you okay?” my sister, Alba, whispers to me. I resist the urge to sigh. Of course I can hide my emotions from everyone else, but she notices. Sometimes I hate how close we are and how well she knows me. She’s only one year older than me, twenty-one years old, and I guess that’s why we get along better than with our eldest sister, Viola, who’s ten years older than me and nine years older than Alba.

	“I’m okay,” I lie, hoping that even if she sees through it, she’ll let it go.

	Then, a few minutes later, Lucian comes strolling into the dining room, probably after saying goodbye to his... whatever that girl was.

	He’s cleaned himself up quickly, now dressed in a pair of black trousers and a crisp white shirt that he’s rolled up at the forearms. I hate to admit it, but he looks really handsome all cleaned up. Although his dark hair is as messy as always, like he never bothers to tame those thick tresses, and his bright blue eyes are filled with mischief, like he’s a cheeky little child, even at the age of twenty-five.

	He stops right behind my chair. I freeze when I feel his presence behind me, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up in anticipation. I resist the urge to groan. What will he do now?

	Then he turns to Alba and says quite bluntly, “Move.”

	“What?” Poor Alba blinks in confusion.

	“I said move,” he says, his voice snappy and impatient.

	“Honey, come sit on my other side,” our mother says when Alba has no idea what to do. I roll my eyes. Of course Lucian gets his way. Even in my family, the Russo family, he’s treated like royalty, like better than their own children.

	Alba rises up from her seat and hurries to the one on the left of our mother, her cheeks red in embarrassment.

	“Luciano, was that really necessary?” Lucian’s father, Gio Romano, asks, his tone telling us that he’s tired.

	Lucian merely grins, sitting down next to me. His father hardly seems bothered by his blatant disrespect, almost as if he’s used to it by now. Of course. Lucian is the baby of the family, and so he’s spoiled. People think the same of me, even though that’s the furthest from the truth. “Well, dig in, everyone.”

	Everyone starts eating while I just sit there, my appetite having left me the moment I saw Lucian emerge from his bedroom in that state.

	Then suddenly Lucian scoots closer to me, moving the whole chair to me. I turn to him with questioning eyes.

	“Are you not going to eat?” he whispers to me so that only I can hear him.

	“I’m not hungry,” I tell him, looking away from him.

	“Did you eat yet today?” he asks, and I shake my head. My mother told us to not eat anything today, not even a bread crumb, because we would be brunching here, and we didn’t want to be full and disrespect the Romano family by not even eating anything. Although, that’s exactly what’s happening here with me, albeit for a different reason.

	Lucian picks up a croissant and holds it in front of my mouth. I furrow my eyebrows at him. What’s he doing?

	“Eat,” he simply says.

	I shake my head.

	“It wasn’t a request, stellina.”

	There it is. That stupid nickname. It means my star in Italian. When I was younger, like a fool, I thought it meant something, that maybe I meant something to him, but boy, was I wrong. I never made the mistake of falling for it again.

	“I’m not eating.” I huff like a little child.

	“Yes. You. Will,” he says, holding the croissant closer to my mouth.

	I purse my lips closed when I realise that he might just stuff it in my mouth if I defy him any longer.

	“Caterina, baby, be a good girl and eat the croissant,” he murmurs into my ear. My entire body tenses up. But like I’m not in control of my own limbs, I take the croissant from him and take a bite out of it. He reaches up and rubs his hand down the back of my head. “Good girl.”

	My entire body heats up at his words.

	Oh, lord, I think I may have a praise kink.

	For him.

	For Luciano Romano.

	Fuck.

	 


Chapter Two: Luciano

	 

	 

	Such a pretty little baby.

	She has fire in her, defiance, but when I call her that, so sweetly and praise her, it’s like she melts for me completely.

	Caterina Russo. The bane of my existence.

	I hadn’t expected to see her at my bedroom door today. If I had, I would’ve gotten rid of Christy, or Anna, or whatever her name was, a long time ago. I would’ve never let Caterina see that. But she did. And fuck, did she glare at me.

	She looked so angry, and then, like a complete stupid dick, I asked her to get rid of the girl for me. That was the last straw. She stared at me like she thoroughly despised me before stomping off. Fuck, it may be messed up, but seeing that fiery look in her eyes... made me hard. So fucking hard. All for her. Just for her.

	I look up from stellina to find her mother staring at us with narrowed eyes, but when I catch her, she immediately looks down. Of course she would. Despite the Russos being one of the wealthiest families in Italy, their power is still nothing compared to ours, the Romanos.

	We’re the Italian mafia family, after all.

	I bring my attention back to her.

	“Was that nice?” I ask her, and she nods, albeit reluctantly. “Want another one?”

	She turns her head to mine, and fuck, she’s beautiful.

	With those innocent doe brown eyes, she can bring any man to his knees.

	“Yes, please,” she whispers, her voice so soft I barely catch it. But I do, and so I grab another croissant and hand it to her. She doesn’t protest this time. She just eats happily.

	I spend the rest of the brunch just watching her. Unlike other girls, she isn’t shy about stuffing her face if she’s hungry. In fact, she asks me to pass her something at least three more times, and when she’s full, it’s obvious on her face.

	I stare down at her, my focus on the hand that splays over her stomach. Her left hand. It’s completely bare, not a ring in sight, and I keep my eyes on her empty ring finger. One day. One day, I’ll put a ring on that finger.

	My infatuation with Caterina Russo is no secret in my family, and the only reason why my father doesn’t protest the idea is because of what family she comes from. I still remember my older brother, Alessandro, falling in love with a commoner, and ultimately, he lost his title, and it was given to our eldest brother, Dante. Unlike them, I’m not interested in being the Don. I’m fine just the way I am, and besides, unless Dante fucks up or dies, I’ll never get the title, seeing as I’m the youngest. Father says I’m still too wet behind the ears to be Don. Not that I care. I’m perfectly fine with the way things are right now.

	Stellina taps me on the shoulder, bringing my attention back to her.

	“Yes, stellina?” I love the way she blushes when I call her that. Stellina, my star. It’s fitting because that’s exactly what she is and what she means to me. I’d give my life for this woman. Without a single doubt.

	“Can I have some orange juice?” she whispers to me, and I smile. She’s never shy with anyone, always being bold and making her opinions heard, but right now, she’s relying solely on me. I’m the only one she’s talking to, the only one she’s looking at. I love that. I don’t want her looking at any other man but me. Not even my father. Because I know very well what a perverted bastard he can be sometimes.

	Pouring a little orange juice into a glass, I hand it to Caterina, who takes it willingly and hums as she takes long sips of it. I can’t stop myself from reaching out and cupping the back of her head. She freezes momentarily but doesn’t push me away.

	Seriously, how can this girl not see how absolutely enamoured I am by her? I think she’s the only one who doesn’t know. I know her catching me this morning wasn’t a good look, but still. Surely, she should have some sense of what I feel for her? I can’t be more obvious.

	When brunch is over, I pull Caterina away from our families and up the stairs.

	“Where are we going?” she asks, but she doesn’t protest, just lets me drag her with me. I stop in front of my bedroom, and she grimaces. “I’m not going in there.”

	I smile at her.

	“What? You can’t tell me that the remnants of your night with that girl aren’t still there,” she says, her voice bold, but her lips still forming a pout, like she’s sulking.

	“I had the cleaner clean up my room while we were downstairs,” I inform her, but she still narrows her eyes at me. Then I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her flush against me. She lets out a soft gasp. “Why? Is there another reason why you won’t go in there?”

	She glares up at me.

	“Come on, baby,” I say, leaning down. “Don’t be like that.”

	There’s barely an inch between our faces, and my eyes flicker down to her lips. That pout, I want to kiss it away.

	“Be like what?” she challenges. “I don’t want to go in there, so I won’t.” She huffs as if to make her point.

	“I just wanted you to help me pack,” I give in and say. Her eyebrows raise.

	“Pack?” I might be imagining it, but she sounds a little sad. “Are you going somewhere?”

	I nod.

	“I’m moving out.”

	“Where?” she blurts out, her curiosity getting the better of her.

	I smile. “Just an apartment in the city,” I answer. Then I smirk. “Why? Were you scared that you’d never see me again?”

	“Yes,” she shocks me by saying. Then she wraps her arms around my lower back. “You may be a dick, but you can’t go anywhere too far away from me. After all, you’re my only friend.”

	“Aw, you consider me your friend?” I tease.

	“Don’t ruin it, Lucian,” she snaps, and I smile, pulling her impossibly closer with both arms. She seems to be more comfortable in my arms now, considering how she grips my shirt in between her fingers.

	“I’m not going anywhere, stellina,” I murmur, grazing her nose with my own. “I’d never leave you.”

	And it’s true. I’d never leave her.

	Not even in death.

	 


Chapter Three: Caterina

	 

	 

	“Miss Russo, you really shouldn’t do this.”

	I shrug off the words of my personal maid, Mary.

	Yes, she may be right. Yes, this may be stupid. But this is something I want to do.

	It’s no fair that others get to have fun, but I can’t. Yes, I’m the youngest daughter of the Russo family, but still. I need some sort of freedom myself. Viola goes out every other night with her friends, and although Alba prefers to stay home, she still has that choice. Whereas me, I don’t.

	“Then, shall I call Mr Romano?” Mary offers.

	I sigh, shaking my head.

	The Mr Romano she’s talking about is none other than Lucian, and instead of supporting me in my decision, he’d convince me to stay home like the good girl I am. Like the good girl I’ve always been. In fact, he’d lock me up if he could. For what reason, I have no idea.

	“I’m going on my own,” I announce, ignoring the way Mary cringes. I’m a big girl now. I’m almost twenty-one, yes, only in a year, but I’m basically an adult now. No, I’m an adult.

	“Then, Miss. Russo...” Mary trails off as she hesitates. I raise an eyebrow at her. “I’ll come with you.”

	“You’ll get in trouble,” I point out, although that’s useless because the moment she lets me out those doors, she’s in trouble.

	“I’d rather be there with you than worry about you here,” she says, and although I want to protest, wanting that taste of freedom, I find myself nodding in agreement. With her there, it won’t be so bad. She isn’t as restricting as everyone else.

	She breathes out in relief.

	“Now, how about you help me pick out an outfit?” I tell her, and she nods, stepping forward and scanning my closet with narrowed eyes.

	“Is there a specific theme you’re going for here, Miss. Russo?” she asks.

	Sexy might be a bit dangerous, especially since I’m planning on just having some fun, not ending up in bed with a stranger, but still. I find myself faltering. I’ve never considered myself sexy, especially since I’m always wearing clothes that cover up everything, as per my father’s instructions. He doesn’t even know of the little sexy options I have in my closet, and I’ve never had an opportunity to show them off, but this might be the right time.

	“Sexy,” I go with, and she nods, albeit reluctantly. Then she sticks her hand into my closet and comes out with a little black sparkly number. It’s skin-tight, off-the-shoulder, and really short. Mary’s eyes widen when she examines the dress, but I grab it from her before she can put it back.

	“M-miss Russo—”

	“Thank you,” I say with a smile, cutting her off. “Grab something from my closet for yourself. You can’t go to a club wearing your work clothes.”

	Then I disappear into the bathroom to change. When I’m done and emerge from the bathroom in the dress, Mary’s eyes become wide. I’m happy to see her wearing a dress of mine, one a lot less revealing than mine, but still. She looks cute.

	“How do I look?” I ask, giving her a little twirl. I did minimalistic makeup to go with the dress but went a little bold with a winged liner. As for my hair, I left it down in its natural waves. I think I look good.

	“Miss Russo, you look... exactly how you intended to,” she says, awkwardly skipping over the use of the word sexy.

	I smile, satisfied.

	“Then we can go,” I say, grabbing a matching black purse and walking out the door.

	We catch a taxicab to a club downtown. I don’t know its name and apparently, it’s not that popular. It’s a good thing for me, though, because there’s no risk of me running into people who know my family.

	When we arrive, the name The Dungeon stares down at me. The Dungeon... I’m not sure how fitting that is. Kind of sounds like an illegal underground fighting ring.

	Shrugging off my thoughts, I lead Mary down the line, and the bouncer lets us in without an ID check, thank goodness. My name is on my ID card, and even here, down in the dumps, the Russos are known.

	Immediately, I’m hit with smoke, causing me to cough.

	“Miss Russo—”

	“Cat,” I interject. “You call me Cat tonight.”

	She nods, although the distress is evident on her face. I understand why. This place is not what I expected at all. The entire place is covered in smoke, and I can barely see anything. I try to ignore it, though. I made this decision—this choice—and I’m not about to back out, not without a proper try first.

	“Are you sure I shouldn’t call—”

	“I’m sure,” I cut in, already knowing what she’s going to say. Then, as if on point, my phone dings with a message, and I spot Lucian’s name in my notifications. I should probably respond, but just as I’m about to click on the notification, I’m pushed forward by a strong force, and my phone slips from my hand and lands on the floor with a crack.

	Great.

	I look around, trying to find my phone on the floor, and it’s when I’m crawling on the floor that I realise that I’ve lost Mary. Oh no.

	I stand up immediately, calling out her name, but I can’t even hear myself over the loud music. I try to look around, but all I see is white smoke.

	Then, a pair of hands land on my waist from behind, and I’m pulled into a stranger
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