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      Amici!

      Some of you may be familiar with this world, so you know what to expect. But in case you’ve stumbled on this title, please know this is dark mafia romance. Brace yourselves!

      Here is a list of content warnings for this book, so we’re all on the same page:

      
        
          	
        Breeding Kink
      

      	
        Genital piercing
      

      	
        Spanking
      

      	
        Murder and torture
      

      	
        Cancer/Terminal illness of a parent
      

      

      

      It’s also worth mentioning that you will find many Italian and Sicilian words in here. I’ve only italicized the first usage of each word/phrase.

      Sicilian is an Italian dialect, but I tried to keep the Italian to those phrases and words that most of my readers are familiar with from previous books. So while Giacomo is Sicilian, he still uses the same dirty words we all know and love. (Along with some new favorites lol!)

      I’m so proud of how this series turned out. Remember, join my newsletter for bonus content, links to merch, and more!

      — Mila
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        “It’s not whether you get knocked down, it’s whether you get up.”

      

      

      
        
        VINCE LOMBARDI

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Giacomo

      

      

      
        
        October

        An undisclosed address in Calabria, Italy

      

      

      The meeting was bullshit.

      I had a thousand more important things to do than to sit down with these fucks. But apparently, taking over as the boss now meant doing a lot of shit I hated.

      So I was here. But I had news for them—if they hoped to make peace between our clans, they were wasting their time. My plans to take back what was owed to me were already in motion.

      Across the table sat three Ravazzanis: Fausto, the oldest and head of the vast criminal empire; his consigliere and cousin, Marco; and the heir, Giulio. Two other men were with them, and I assumed by the way the tall one hovered by Giulio’s side that it was his lover, the famous sniper Alessandro Ricci. He was every bit as impressive as the rumors made him out to be.

      I should hate those two, seeing as how Giulio and Alessandro killed my brother and my father only four months ago.

      Instead, I wanted to shake both their hands.

      I loathed my father and brother. Always had. I hoped they were both being ass fucked dry in Hell. Repeatedly.

      No, my problem with Ravazzani was business, not personal.

      Impatient, I tapped my fingers on the table. Bernardo Virga, the head of the Sicilian Cosa Nostra, il capo di tutti capi, glared at me as if chastising me to stop. Fuck that. He demanded that I attend this, not that I play nice. I motioned with my hand for him to get started.

      Introductions first. I shook hands and tried to appear relaxed. This was the part of the job I disliked—meetings and more meetings, talking for hours. I wasn’t a diplomat; I was a fighter. I’d rather settle an argument with my fists.

      But Virga demanded my presence here, so I had little choice in the matter. Everyone was worried I would retaliate for the murder of my family, and they hoped to pacify me enough to drop the need for revenge.

      Like I said, a wasted effort.

      I announced the names of my three men quickly, ending with my closest confidant. “This is Francesco Zaniolo, my right hand.” I’d known Zani forever, and he was more like a brother to me than my own brother had been.

      When it was Ravazzani’s turn, he pointed at his son. “And this is my oldest son, Giulio. He runs our ’ndrina in Málaga now.”

      I nodded, unimpressed, then looked at Ricci. “And this is your ragazzo, no? The famous sniper.”

      The tall man gave no reaction, just continued to stare at me. His eyes were flat, calm. A soldier ready for battle. I could appreciate this.

      It was Giulio who answered. “Yes.”

      “I am a big fan of your work,” I said to Ricci, who merely dipped his head in acknowledgement.

      Ravazzani launched in, saying, “My condolences on the death of your father and brother.”

      Smart to mention this right away. The reminder of my murdered family would’ve irritated me if I gave a shit about either one of them. I folded my hands on the table. “They were both pricks. I hated them.”

      The room fell silent. Not getting the reaction he’d obviously hoped for, Ravazzani gestured to Pasquale Borghese, capocrimine and head of the Calabrian ’Ndrangheta. “Let us get started.”

      Borghese smiled like a kindly grandfather surveying naughty grandchildren. “The ugliness between your families has dragged on far too long. We are here today to settle it.”

      “Ugliness?” Ravazzani sneered. “You mean how the late Don Buscetta pretended to be my ally while working with Mommo and D’Agostino to take me down? Or how Nino Buscetta sent men around Europe to hunt and kill my son like a dog? Is this the ugliness of which you speak?”

      Was he truly acting the martyr? Treating me like a coglione? I didn’t always agree with my late father and brother—far from it—but Ravazzani was not blameless.

      I hardened my voice. “You have repeatedly cut down our profits from the product coming in from the south. And your men killed my father and my brother.”

      Don Ravazzani’s expression remained unchanged. “This does not make us even. At all.”

      Virga cleared his throat. “We must settle this discord because it is bad for business.”

      “We can’t have more dead bodies in the streets,” Borghese agreed. “Car bombs and shootings. This brings unwanted attention to everyone. The police are agitated over these murders, making arrests. Looking for people to blame.”

      “That is a shame,” Ravazzani said, not sounding sympathetic in the least. His consigliere smirked and I longed to punch each of them in the face.

      “It makes problems for me,” I said. “Which in turn could make problems for you.”

      The amusement instantly disappeared on the other side of the table. Don Ravazzani asked softly, “Is this a threat?”

      Was he fucking serious? Of course it was a threat. Unlike my late father and brother, I never said anything I didn’t mean.

      “Signori,” Borghese said. “Let us remain calm.”

      Calm? Did he honestly think this meeting was a good idea? “Why are we here? This is a waste of everyone’s time.”

      “We must settle this,” Virga said. “Make peace. Otherwise, we are in the newspapers with the Guardia di Finanza crawling up all our asses.”

      “And what do you propose?” Ravazzani leaned back in his chair. “Because I am not changing the way I do business.”

      Meaning he wouldn’t cut me into his drug trade, the pezzo di merda. Ravazzani took what used to be a Sicilian staple and made it his own. The Cosa Nostra still controlled the gun trade, but I wanted both. I intended to take everything back.

      “Don Virga and I have discussed this,” Borghese said. “We would like to join the two families in marriage.”

      “Fuck no,” and “Absolutely not,” Ravazzani and I answered at the same time.

      At least we agreed on this.

      “We are not asking,” Borghese said, his voice as brittle as ice. “It is our job to see it settled and this is what we have decided. Neither of you have a choice. There will be a wedding between your two families.” He sat back, a slick grin on his face. “And we have just the bride in mind.”

      Bride . . . Was I the groom? Che cazzo? I didn’t want to marry anyone, no matter who gave the order. Fuck heirs, fuck the traditions. I never intended on having a family of my own. I would serve as the boss on my terms, not anyone else’s.

      “You carry too much anger, Giacomo.”

      My mother’s words when I was a young boy still haunted me, but they were true. A further example of why I’d never carry on the Buscetta line. One of my brother’s many bastards could have the crown when I died.

      Ravazzani spoke first. “There is no female in my household, save my two-year-old daughter. Since you can’t possibly mean her, then I don’t know who you are proposing.”

      “Your wife has two sisters, no?” Virga said. “Unmarried and of age, I believe.”

      Almost everyone in the room froze. The Mancini twins, younger sisters of Francesca Ravazzani, were well known in our circles. Their mother had been a famous Italian model who married a Canadian mob boss. That sort of thing wasn’t easily forgotten by men like us.

      But marry a Mancini? Ma dai. “You mean the one shacked up with D’Agostino since last summer?” I asked with a derisive snort. “Fairly certain he won’t like it if you marry her off to someone else.”

      “No,” Borghese said. “The other sister. Emma.”

      “That is off the table,” Ravazzani said calmly. “I won’t allow it.”

      Virga continued like Ravazzani hadn’t spoken. “Buscetta will marry the Mancini girl and receive some of the Toronto business. Then you will all act like one big happy fucking family, capisce?”

      Toronto business? After Ravazzani stole the Colombians from us? Ma dai, what a goddamn insult.

      I kept my tone steady, unyielding, as I folded my hands on the table. “I’m not marrying anyone—no matter who gives the order and what business I gain. Ravazzani and I will settle this shit between ourselves, without the need for a wedding.”

      Borghese and Virga traded a glance, but I couldn’t decipher it.

      “Finally, some sense.” Ravazzani stood and buttoned his suit jacket. “I assume we’re finished here. I need to return to Siderno.”

      I rose, as well. “And I must get back to Palermo.”

      “We expect this marriage to happen,” Borghese said. “Do not disappoint me, Ravazzani.”

      “The same goes for you, Buscetta.” Virga glared at me, his narrow-set eyes like black orbs.

      “You ask the impossible,” Ravazzani said. “And Buscetta and I both agree this is not happening.”

      The two old men appeared as if they wanted to say something, but how could they complain? Ravazzani brought in most of the ’Ndrangheta’s money and me most of the Cosa Nostra’s wealth. We weren’t men you could easily push around or threaten, not if you wished to keep your big houses, fancy cars and expensive mistresses.

      I walked out first, not wanting to give Ravazzani the satisfaction. Zani and the others trailed me into the hot Calabrian sunshine. “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I said as I climbed into our car.
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        Emma

      

      

      
        
        January

        Toronto, Canada

      

      

      For as long as I could remember, I wanted to be a doctor.

      That dream seemed far away at the moment, though. I was struggling just to keep up in my second year of university. After this came years of medical school and residency.

      I wasn’t quitting, though. Someday this would all be worth it.

      I waved to the guards as I passed through the front gate of my home. Toronto was bitterly cold this time of year, and I always felt bad for my father’s men who were stuck outside. I guided my electric car up the drive and into the four-car garage. My father’s two cars—a big gas-guzzling SUV and a sleek sports car—were idle, as they had been for months.

      After plugging my car in to charge, I grabbed my bags and headed inside. I needed to eat something and then finish my mound of homework. But all of that had to wait until after I checked in on Papà.

      I dropped my things in the kitchen, then strode through the quiet house. The once-vibrant home was now an eerie collection of empty rooms. The loneliness used to bother me, but I was too busy these days to notice.

      Everything changed in the past four years. Not only were my two sisters living on the other side of the globe, happily partnered, but my father revealed four months ago that he has Stage 4 cancer. It started in his prostate, but quickly spread throughout his whole body. The only reason he told me was because he needed to have radiation and chemotherapy to attack the tumor. Because we lived together, he knew he couldn’t hide it from me.

      He made me swear, however, not to tell my sisters. Frankie and Gia had complicated relationships with my father, so I tried not to feel guilty about keeping this from them. It wasn’t like either of them had been home to visit recently. Neither one of them even called him on the phone these days.

      The soft sounds of a television reached my ears as I climbed the stairs. Papà must be watching another old movie. Maybe he’d feel up to playing chess today. Unfortunately his last round of chemo had really sapped his energy. It would take a few weeks for him to regain his strength.

      Gloria, his live-in nurse, was in his room, reading in a chair. My father was asleep, his body completely still except for the rise of his chest. Medical equipment cluttered the large space around the bed. We kept his treatment here, a secret from the rest of the world.

      Gloria held a finger up to her lips and gestured for me to follow her into the hall.

      “Hi,” I said as she closed his door. “How is he today?”

      “Good. He ate some soup and complained about the lack of salt.”

      “Of course he did. Has he been sleeping long?”

      “About fifteen minutes.”

      The doorbell rang, the unusual sound startling me.

      Gloria and I exchanged a look. It couldn’t be a visitor, not with the guards outside. They would never let a stranger come to the door. Had Uncle Reggie lost his key? He was the only other family member who knew of my father’s illness, and that was because Uncle Reggie needed to oversee the business until my father was back on his feet.

      “I’ll go down,” I told the nurse. “Be back in a few.”

      “No need.” Gloria patted my shoulder. “You must be hungry and have work to do. I’ll sit with your father a little longer.”

      “Thank you. That would be very helpful.”

      The bell clanged again. Jeez, impatient much?

      I hurried to the ground floor. By the time I reached the front door I was breathing hard. I swung it open and found three well dressed men staring at me. “May I help you?”

      The strangers moved forward, pushing past me to enter the house. I stepped back, out of reach, as a sense of foreboding crawled over my skin. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

      “Signorina Mancini,” the older one said, his Italian accent thick. “May we sit?”

      Thanks to my upbringing, I recognized dangerous men when I saw them. And these three definitely qualified. Blank flat stares? Check. Guns bulging under their suit coats? Check. A lack of respect for personal space? Check.

      I fought to stay calm. “Tell me who you are first.”

      He ignored me. Instead, he strode into the formal sitting room and lowered himself into a chair. The other two men followed, standing behind the man now seated. They appeared bored, but I knew better. These were killers.

      The guards let them through. The guards would never let a threat near the house.

      This eased my worries somewhat, until I thought about my father upstairs. I had to get rid of these men before they discovered our secret. If word got out that Papà was sick, everything we had would be stripped away by his enemies. This house, the cars. The protection and money. We’d have nothing—and we’d never be able to afford Papà’s care.

      I took the seat farthest away from the one in the chair. He wore a fancy gold watch and had the straightest, whitest teeth I’d ever seen. Dark hair was slicked off his large forehead. Early to mid-fifties, if I had to guess.

      “We’re sitting,” I said. “Now, please answer my questions.”

      “My name is Bernardo Virga. Have you heard of me?”

      Swallowing, I shook my head.

      He frowned, as if this answer disappointed him. “Your family has done you a disservice, then, Signorina Mancini.”

      “Why? What are you talking about? And how did you get past the guards outside?”

      “Do you know anything about a meeting three months ago between your brother-in-law and Don Buscetta?”

      Did he mean Fausto? Why on earth would this man think I knew anything about the Ravazzani empire? I wiped my sweaty hands on my jeans. “No.”

      “You see, signorina, I am responsible for the whole of Sicily. Capisce? And Don Buscetta is the head of one of my most important cosche.” He waved his fingers. “Clans. ”

      I knew how the mafia worked. If what Virga said was true, then he was il capo dei capi. The boss of all bosses.

      And he was sitting here in Toronto. In my living room.

      This was a very bad sign.

      “You see, Don Ravazzani and Don Buscetta are at odds. It’s a long string of disagreements, the nature of which I will not bore you with. However, these things need to be settled amicably. The way it is going now is very bad for all of us. Too public. Too dangerous.”

      “And you wish to speak with my father about this?” It was the only logical conclusion.

      “No. I am here to see you.”

      My stomach collapsed in on itself like a popped balloon. This couldn’t be good. “Me?”

      “Sì, signorina. You see, a simple solution to the bad blood has been decided. Yet neither side has moved to accept it. I am here to get the process started.”

      That sounded ominous. But I had no idea what Fausto’s disagreement with this Buscetta person had to do with me. “By doing what?”

      “By collecting you. I suggest you go and pack a bag, signorina.”

      “Pack a⁠—”

      Oh. The words collided in my brain and the puzzle began to solve itself. Sicily . . . bad blood . . . solution . . . pack.

      Holy smokes.

      I knew how things worked in the Old Country. They intended to join the two families in marriage to settle a business dispute between Fausto and this other man, Buscetta. I was the solution.

      “No,” I blurted.

      Virga cocked his head. “Perdonami?”

      Though it was likely unwise, I tried to explain. “You hope to marry me to this Don Buscetta person, but I’m not part of that world. I’m in my second year at university. I plan to become a doctor.”

      “You are Emma, Roberto Mancini’s youngest daughter. You are part of our world whether you like it or not.”

      I rubbed my forehead and tried to think it through. No way Frankie had agreed to this. Which explained why no one told me—Fausto had no intention of marrying me off to a total stranger.

      Looking up, I said with total conviction, “My brother-in-law will not allow this.”

      “Your brother-in-law does not have a choice. We serve a greater good, which is the brotherhood. Whether it’s in Sicily or Calabria, the ’Ndrangheta or the Cosa Nostra, it’s all the same.”

      I didn’t believe him. Fausto answered to no one, save my sister. “My answer remains no. You’ll need to make peace some other way.”

      “There is no other way, signorina. And this has already been decided.”

      I pulled my phone out from my back pocket and unlocked it. If this man wouldn’t listen to me, I would ring Fausto.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Virga said. “It would end very badly for your sick father.”

      I paused, my finger hovering over the glass. “What did you say?”

      “Your sick father, upstairs. Did you think we were unaware? Your father is dying, signorina, and if you do not come with me today, I will send my men upstairs to kill him. Is this what you want?”

      My blood turned to ice in my veins and I sucked in a sharp breath. “You wouldn’t.”

      But deep down I knew he would.

      Virga’s smile was filled with menace. “If you wish for your father to live, then you will not involve Ravazzani. You will pack a bag and come with me to Sicily.”

      I thought of Papà, weak but still very much full of life. Could I save myself and allow him to be murdered? I knew I couldn’t do it. This was my father, the man who’d hugged me and helped me with homework. Bought me lemon cheesecake when I was feeling down. Taught me chess. Allowed me to pursue a career as a doctor.

      “And we will shoot his aide, as well.”

      Horror rolled through me. Gloria didn’t deserve to die any more than my father did. I couldn’t live with myself if either of them were hurt because of me.

      Did this mean I was agreeing to marry a Sicilian mafia don?

      No, no, no. Please, no. I didn’t want a life of violence and blood, death and destruction. My sisters might not mind it, but I needed to help people. To heal and comfort. To give back.

      I couldn’t become a mafia wife.

      Lightheaded, I gripped the chair’s armrests. Air refused to enter my lungs, my body seized in dyspnea. “This can’t be happening,” I wheezed.

      “I’m afraid it is very much happening, signorina. If it doesn’t, then not only will you cause the deaths of those two upstairs, you will cause a war between Buscetta and Ravazzani. Is this what you wish, to risk your sisters and their families?”

      I knew how mafia wars ended, with carnage and loss. There were no winners. Fausto’s first wife died in his last war, after all. I couldn’t risk Frankie or my niece and nephews.

      My eyes grew hot, but I wasn’t a crier. I had to be strong for myself and for my family.

      I had to be the responsible one.

      I pushed my emotions down and tried to think logically. “This Don Buscetta, does he want to marry me?”

      Virga’s lips thinned, the lines around his mouth deepening. “It does not matter. He will do as he is told, as will you.”

      Ah. So, Buscetta didn’t wish to do this, either. Good. It meant he and I could come up with a solution to this problem.

      I forced myself to my feet. “I’ll go pack.”

      “Va bene.” Virga didn’t move, but one of his men started toward me. “Sandro will come with you. And so you know, my men will stay behind here until the wedding in Sicily. Just in case.”

      Here? Near my father? “You can’t do that. It will upset him.”

      “All you need to do is marry as I’ve instructed and they will leave Toronto.”

      I glared at him, feeling my life and future slip through my fingers like sand. I wasn’t prone to dramatics and tantrums—that was more Gia’s style—but I was close to starting right now. Maybe I should scream for the guards outside.

      Virga spread his coat wide to show off the pistol he wore in a holster. His tone was as cold as Lake Ontario in February. “If you are hoping for a rescue from the men outside, I hate to disappoint you.”

      “What did you do to them?” I choked out.

      “That shouldn’t concern you at the moment.”

      I’d known most of these men my entire life. Were they injured? Dead? “Are they hurt?”

      “I would focus on your own well-being, signorina, rather than anyone else’s.”

      More threats? “If you hurt me, I can’t come with you.”

      “You very much underestimate me, then. There are plenty of ways I can hurt you, Miss Mancini.” He let that statement sit for a minute, and I could feel sweat building up at the nape of my neck. Then he said, “I suggest you start packing and we can avoid any further violence.”

      What choice did I have? I’d rather suffer at the hands of this man than see Gloria or my father harmed.

      Buscetta didn’t want this union either.

      That gave me a tiny sliver of hope.

      Shoving aside my panic, I started for the stairs. I had to speak to Buscetta as quickly as possible. We needed to come to a practical agreement—one that would save my family, while also avoiding a lifelong commitment between a pair of strangers.

      Then I would return to Toronto and my father’s bedside, war and marriage avoided.

      Don Buscetta, whoever he was, would certainly be reasonable about this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Giacomo

      

      

      “Be reasonable! Vi prego, Don Buscetta,” the man gurgled.

      I hit his face again and blood spurted from his mouth. “Reasonable?” I snarled. “Reasonable when you are stealing from the family? Reasonable when you are so disrespectful? Ma dai.” I punched him in the stomach. “Why should I be reasonable after such grave offenses?”

      I let him fall to the ground, where he crumpled into a little ball. He was one of my brother’s men, a high-level soldier who handled transactions with the Russians. He thought I was stupid, that I wouldn’t know what he’d done.

      People underestimated me because of my large size and rough appearance. They believed me stupid, nothing more than a thug. This included my dead brother and father.

      Except I liked math. I was good at it. Math was easy, straightforward, and it never changed, never lied. Which is how I was certain this coglione had stolen from me.

      Whimpering, he said, “I’m not stealing from you, Don Buscetta.”

      “Cazzata.” I spat into the dirt next to his head. “You are undercutting my profits, skimming from the top.”

      Slowly, he tried to crawl away, a denial on his traitorous lips. “No, I swear it.”

      Advancing, I kicked him in the ribs with the toe of my boot. “You sold them eight-hundred-and-fifty-thousand worth of guns, stronzo. Except I only have seven-hundred-and-fifty-thousand Euros to show for it. You are short one-hundred-thousand. If I had to guess, it’s either up your nose or in some random pussy.”

      He didn’t talk much after that. We dumped his body where it wouldn’t be found by the carabinieri. Word of his disappearance would soon get around amongst my men and serve as a deterrent to others. I wouldn’t tolerate anyone stealing from the family.

      After we cleaned up, I climbed into my car and started the engine. Zani dropped into the passenger seat and pulled out his mobile. “Virga insists on meeting today,” Zani said. “I have five messages from his people.”

      “Tell him no.”

      “You can’t refuse him, Mo.”

      “I can do whatever the fuck I want,” I corrected. “And I don’t want to see that coglione ever again.”

      Since the Ravazzani meeting a few months back, Virga had hounded me. He thought he had the right to tell me what to do, but I didn’t take orders from old men. Not anymore. I had enough of that to last a lifetime.

      “Virga has come to Palermo to see you. He’s here. And he’s the boss.”

      “I know what he wants to discuss. The subject is closed.”

      Zani exhaled heavily and tapped the side of his phone against his leg. “You’re being stubborn and it’s bad for business. He could have you killed. Replace you with one of his men.”

      “He could, but he won’t. Virga tries to replace me, he has chaos on his hands.” While my father’s men hated my brother, they liked me. Maybe because I treated them like human beings, instead of dogs, as my brother had. And I controlled too much money to get rid of based solely on a whim.

      Zani’s phone buzzed. “Virga’s man again. You want me to ignore it?”

      “Fuck this.” I reached over, grabbed the phone out of Zani's hand, and answered it. “Buscetta.”

      “Don Buscetta. How kind of you to pick up.”

      The sarcasm was not lost on me. I put it on speaker so Zani could hear. “This is Buscetta. Who’s this?”

      Some shuffling in the background, then Don Virga’s voice filled my car. “I expect to see you standing in front of me within the next fifteen minutes.”

      I scowled at the phone. “Why?”

      “Because I am telling you to.”

      Che cazzo? “Today is not good. Maybe I can make time tomorrow.”

      “Giacomo, this is not a request.”

      “And if I say no?”

      Zani dropped his head into his hands, but I ignored him. I rolled over for no man, even one as powerful as Virga.

      Il capo dei capi grew quiet, then spoke softly. “Do you think I have no leverage over you, that I have come here with nothing? Eh, cretino? Ma dai, you think I don’t know about Mirabella and who is living there?”

      Instantly, my muscles locked up. I heard Zani hiss through his teeth, but I kept my attention on the phone as my fingers strangled the steering wheel. I’d busted my ass to protect this secret, so how had Virga learned of it?

      My jaw ached from how hard I was grinding my teeth together. I didn’t like being backed into a corner.

      “Where?” I snapped.

      He rattled off an address. We weren’t far. Without saying another word, I hung up on Virga and tossed the phone back to Zani.

      “Mo—” Zani started.

      “Don’t say it.” I couldn’t handle this conversation, not right now. As the only person I trusted, Zani knew that my sister, Viviana, was still alive. I had her well protected at Mirabella, a facility on the outskirts of the city. So how had Virga discovered this information? The entire world, including my late father and brother, believed Viviana dead. I’d purposely arranged it that way.

      Zani spoke up anyway. “It wasn’t me. You know I would never tell.”

      I did know this. Even under torture, Zani wouldn’t share my secrets. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t pissed off, that I didn’t want to wrap my hands around Virga’s throat and squeeze the life out of him.

      We rode in tense silence. Virga wanted to meet about the wedding. Again. So I would walk in, tell him to fuck off, and then demand he forget all he’d discovered about me.

      “Call Mirabella,” I said as I punched the gas pedal. “Check that Viviana is okay. Virga could have a man there. I want to make sure she’s safe.”

      Zani dialed and spoke to the guard outside Viv’s room. He reported that my sister was fine, everything perfectly normal. After warning the guard to be on alert, Zani hung up as I parked at the address we’d been given.

      It was an old hotel, the kind that had passed its prime decades earlier. Exactly the sort of place I’d expect Virga to patronize, the outdated fuck. His man approached us in the lobby and we were quickly hustled into the elevator.

      Zani and I didn’t speak on the way up. In our world there were eyes and ears everywhere, and I wouldn’t put it past Virga to be listening in.

      When the doors opened we arrived at a large suite with plenty of windows and a balcony. The furniture looked cheap, the kind you self-assembled. I would probably break the sofa if I tried to sit on it.

      A group was gathered on the balcony. Virga was surrounded by several men, everyone looking very serious. But that wasn’t the disturbing part.

      A priest was with them.

      Che cazzo?

      “Mo,” Zani asked quietly over his shoulder. “What the hell is happening?”

      Virga came toward us. I counted the number of men with him. Eight in total. Not great odds, but I was confident I could give them all a fair beating before they subdued me.

      “Don Buscetta” Virga called cheerfully as he approached. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Don Virga. What is this about?”

      He grabbed me and kissed my cheeks like we were family. “I would think it obvious, even to a man such as yourself.”

      Stupid, in other words. Though the old insult stung like salt in a wound, I didn’t react. Out of necessity, I’d learned to hide my emotions at a very early age. Virga couldn’t rattle me. “Maybe you should explain it.”

      “You thought you could ignore me.” Virga moved in closer and put a bony hand on my shoulder, squeezing. “You thought you didn’t need to do as you’re told, that you are more important than the brotherhood. But you are not more important than me or the Cosa Nostra. And you will do what you are told, starting today. Capisce?”

      I met his smug gaze with steady calm. He was talking in riddles and I needed answers. “How did you learn of her?” We both knew who I meant.

      “I have friends everywhere, Don Buscetta. You would be wise to heed this moving forward.” He dug his fingers into the muscle of my shoulder. “And should you try to move her, I will find out where. You can’t escape me, ragazzetto.”

      Little boy.

      Outside, I wore a mask of indifference. But inside I was a storm, raging with anger and resentment. He dared to threaten my sister? My pulse pounded with the need for violence, a burning desire to maim and destroy. I could almost taste Virga’s blood on my tongue.

      “Va bene,” he said and patted my shoulder. Then he called the group on the balcony. “Let us proceed.”

      “What is happening?” I snapped at Virga. “Why is a priest here?”

      A door opened in the rear of the suite and one of Virga’s men emerged with a young woman—very young, probably late teens or early twenties. She was pretty, with dark hair and big brown eyes. No makeup, which meant she wasn’t a mistress or wife. Someone’s sister, maybe.

      I watched her gaze bounce around until it landed on me, and the uneasiness and fear I saw there sent a sliver of trepidation through me. Who was⁠—?

      Understanding struck like a lightning bolt. No. It couldn’t be. She was in Toronto, well guarded by her father’s men.

      Except my eyes didn’t lie. This was Emma Mancini.

      I stepped backward.

      “Take your place, Giacomo,” Virga ordered. “Right the fuck now.”

      “You can’t do this.”

      “I am the boss, so I may do whatever I like. At my request, you will marry her today. You will consummate this marriage after the ceremony. And you will get her pregnant in six month’s time—or else I will burn everything and everyone you love down to the ground.”

      My body recoiled, everything inside me screaming to run, to fight. There was one person I loved, just one, and Virga had somehow learned of her existence. And he was using her to force me into a marriage I didn’t want.

      Emma couldn’t want this, either. I had done some digging into her after the meeting with Ravazzani three months ago. She was only twenty, far too young for me. Not to mention studious and smart, on her way to becoming a doctor. She wasn’t interested in the role of a mafia wife. Everyone knew it, including her family.

      I had to reason with Virga. “What of her father? Her brothers-in-law? As of three months ago, her family didn’t want this.”

      “They will do as they are told, just as you will.” Merciless dark eyes stared back at me. “Don Borghese will keep Ravazzani and Mancini in line, just as I am doing with you. In this we are in agreement.”

      Leaning in, he continued more quietly. “You stupid fuck. Think of the leverage this marriage gives you over both of those men. You can get our drug business back from the ’Ndrangheta. Marry her, ragazzetto. Get her pregnant. Do your duty to the brotherhood or your sister pays the price.”

      I didn’t move. I let him see all the hatred boiling inside me at that moment. But I was cornered—and we both knew it. I wouldn’t risk Viviana’s life. I’d survived a family full of vipers for thirty-two years just to keep her safe.

      I could survive this, as well.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I edged around the old man and headed for the priest.
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      Hope soared in my chest as Don Virga argued with another man across the room. This had to be Don Buscetta, who appeared about two seconds away from ripping Virga’s head clean off his shoulders.

      What I learned about my prospective groom earlier today didn’t ease my worries, either.

      “Obey him,” Don Virga had advised. “Don Buscetta used to fight professionally. He once beat a man to death in the ring. What do you think he will do to a woman who defies him?”

      Beat me, too? I didn’t want a violent husband. I didn’t want a husband at all. I needed to finish school and help care for my father. The End.

      But I couldn’t back out. Don Virga’s men were in Toronto, waiting in hiding to kill Papà if I didn’t go through with this.

      My only hope was that Don Buscetta had a way to avoid a marriage between us.

      Please let him refuse.

      Buscetta started in my direction, his chin set with determination, and my heart sank. Oh, no. Please, no. I shivered, even though I was sweating in my day-old clothes.

      Holy smokes. This couldn’t be happening.

      I tried to take a step back, but the man on my right tightened his hold on my arm, preventing my escape.

      Buscetta snapped at the priest, his deep voice reverberating with anger. I understood Italian, but not the Sicilian dialect. So I couldn’t catch each of Buscetta’s rapid words, but I noticed that the priest visibly paled as he started the service.

      The service. As in, my wedding.

      A high-pitched ringing filled my ears, my mind reeling. Was I actually being married off to this man? Things like this weren’t supposed to happen in the western world anymore. This was the twenty-first century.

      “You know the mafia has different rules than everyone else.”

      How many times had Frankie said this to Gia and me growing up? An ache settled in my chest. I missed my sisters so much.

      Never had I felt more alone. Taken from my home by a group of murderers and brought to a run-down hotel in a strange country. Now I was standing next to a stranger, repeating words against my will in a room full of men with guns. Not a single member of my family was in attendance, not even my twin. No maid of honor, no bridesmaids. My father wasn’t here to give me away. The backs of my eyes burned with unshed tears. This was a nightmare and I couldn’t wake up no matter how hard I tried.

      I’d get an annulment. No one was required to stay married anymore. My family—my two brothers-in-law, to be exact—would never let this marriage stand. I needed to go through the motions today and Virga would withdraw his men from Toronto. Then my father would be safe and I’d dissolve this marriage.

      It would be like it never happened.

      “Lo voglio,” Buscetta growled from behind clenched teeth. I do.

      The priest turned to me and rattled off a quick stream of Italian. When he paused, I knew what was required. Except I couldn’t force the words out. My tongue felt thick and awkward in my mouth.

      Once I said the words I was married.

      Annulment, annulment, annulment.

      Everyone stared at me. Yet I still couldn’t do it.

      “Speak,” Buscetta hissed at me under his breath.

      “Lo voglio,” I choked.

      The priest made the sign of the cross with his hand and offered up a final blessing. Before I could prepare myself, Buscetta was turning toward me. My husband. It was absolutely surreal.

      He sighed heavily, leaned down, and briefly kissed my forehead.

      Relief poured through me. I definitely didn’t want to kiss him on the mouth.

      “Evviva gli sposi!” everyone yelled and suddenly bits of wheat rained down on us like confetti.

      “Basta!” Buscetta barked.

      I could see the fury he was barely containing, the rage that simmered underneath his bulging muscles. He beat a man to death in the ring. I slowly edged out of his reach.

      “Let us celebrate the happy couple,” Virga declared and clapped his hands twice.

      I looked around at the room full of strangers. Celebrate? Were they crazy?

      As if on cue, waiters emerged carrying glasses of champagne that were quickly distributed to Virga and his men.

      Virga lifted his glass. “Auguri e figli maschi!”

      Congratulations and may you have male children. Ugh.

      The man at my side said nothing and I stared at my hands, a refrain of WTF looping through my mind. How was this happening?

      Buscetta held a delicate champagne flute and I stared at his hand. It was large with thick fingers, his knuckles scraped and raw. Had he beat someone to death today?

      No one offered me champagne. This was for the best. Doubtful I could’ve kept it down anyway. My stomach was tied in knots.

      In the oppressive silence, Buscetta and Virga engaged in a mafioso stare down. Why on earth had Buscetta agreed to this? What secrets did Virga hold over on Buscetta to force a marriage between us?

      I studied him out of the corner of my eye. Buscetta was big and thick, with muscles bulging under his clothes. His nasal bone had been broken once or twice, judging by the bump on the ridge, which made sense if he’d been a boxer. Dark brown eyes rested beneath heavy eyebrows, and full lips framed a wide mouth, with the lower portion of his face covered in stubble. His hair was cut short, almost buzzed, with slightly more length on the top than on the sides.

      He wore a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows, which revealed a myriad of tattoos covering his olive skin. Dark jeans stretched across strong, thick thighs, and his brown boots were spattered with—my god, was that blood?

      And it looked fresh.

      I tore my gaze away, only to discover that the men in the room were watching me as they finished their champagne. What were they waiting for? Well, I wouldn’t cower or cry in front of them. These Sicilian mobsters didn’t scare me. I’d once been kidnapped by Russian sex traffickers. Now that had been terrifying.

      I set my glass down and walked over to Don Virga. “Signore, a word?”

      He ignored me and sipped his champagne. It was like I wasn’t standing there at all.

      I tried again. “Signore, I did as you required. Now please, your men⁠—”

      Buscetta was suddenly at my side. “We are finished here. Zani, amunì sprigati!” When he reached for my wrist, I did my best not to recoil. Except then he began towing me toward the exit.

      “Wait,” I said to the large man dragging me away. “I need to speak with Don Virga. He made me a promise.”

      “Giacomo,” Virga said behind us, his voice cool. “You are forgetting the most important part.”

      Buscetta stopped but didn’t let go of my wrist. “We said the vows, old man. We did as you ordered. As I said, we are through here.”

      Virga strolled toward us. “You are not finished, ragazzetto. You have only performed one of the three tasks I have given you.”

      Buscetta’s neck flushed with anger, but his grip on my wrist remained gentle. “I will take care of those things in my own time,” he growled.

      Virga didn’t care for that answer. He stepped closer, the lines around his mouth deepening. “That is not how this works, Giacomo. And refusing me is disrespectful. Shall I place a call to Mirabella?”

      Mirabella? Who was that?

      The man at my side grew even bigger, his muscles swelling as he glared at Don Virga. I could read the violent intent written on his face. Buscetta would make Virga pay one day very soon.

      “Where?” Buscetta asked harshly.

      “There is a bedroom in the back. I’ll be waiting for proof.”

      Bedroom . . . proof.

      That could only mean one thing. And I was not about to do that one thing, not with this man. Fear flooded my system and I struggled to free myself from Buscetta’s grip. “Absolutely not.”

      Buscetta looked down at me, surprised, like he couldn’t believe I was capable of speaking. “Quiet.”

      “I will not be quiet.” Then I glared at Don Virga. “Proof of a torn hymen is unnecessary, barbaric, and highly improbable. I’m twenty years old, after all.”

      Virga squinted at me, then addressed my husband. “Do your duty. And teach your new wife better manners.”

      My jaw fell open.

      Buscetta exchanged a brief glance with the man he’d arrived with earlier. Then, despite my protests, he tugged me across the room, past the leering stares of Virga’s men. Shivers shot down my spine. No one here would help me.

      “Don’t do this,” I said, trying to pull free, but he was stronger. I wasn’t above begging, though. “Please, signore. Don Buscetta, vi prego. You don’t want to do this.”

      Ignoring me, he kept going, taking me to the back bedroom.

      Please don’t let my first time be here, in a hotel, with a complete stranger.

      Yes, I was a virgin. I knew it was silly. But it wasn’t like I was waiting for marriage. That perpetuated an arcane patriarchal view of a woman’s body and her rights.

      No, I was waiting for a man I loved and one who loved me back. I wanted a man who looked at me like Fausto looked at Frankie, or Enzo with Gia. I hadn’t found a man like that yet. In fact, most men thought I was too studious, too serious. Too quiet and boring. Too everything, except what they wanted.

      It wasn’t a big deal. And I was too busy these days to even think about it. Who needed a partner anyway? I was very handy with a vibrator.

      When Buscetta closed the bedroom door, he released me, and I raced to the other side of the room. If he tried anything, he would have a fight on his hands.

      Except Buscetta didn’t come after me. Instead, he sagged against the door and rubbed his hands over his face.

      Huh. I hadn’t expected that.

      Still, I wasn’t about to roll over and let this violent man hurt me. I darted to the single window and jerked open the curtains. Bars covered the glass, making escape impossible. My hands slapped against the glass in a futile display of frustration.

      “A smart idea,” Buscetta said. “But Virga will have thought of this already.”

      Spinning, I glared at him. “I don’t want to be married to you.”

      “I don’t want to be married to you, either.” His eyes raked me up and down. “They say you are twenty, but you look like a little girl.”

      Okay, that was uncalled for. I knew I wasn’t gorgeous and sophisticated like my older sisters, but I was happiest with no makeup and a messy bun. “You are insulting me? You’re covered in blood, obviously straight from fighting with someone.”

      “Hardly a fight. An hour ago I beat the shit out of a man, then killed him.”

      Revulsion slithered over my skin. He murdered someone today. Minutes ago. My god.

      I tried for reason. “Look, we’re married. We did it. Now I’ll go back to Canada and we’ll pretend this never happened.”

      “Virga doesn’t care only about the marriage. And he—” He slammed his lips closed and shook his head.

      “He, what?” When Buscetta didn’t answer, I kept talking. “Why are you agreeing to this? What dirt does he have on you to force you into this marriage?”

      “There is no dirt. And what is between Virga and me is none of your business.”

      Did he think I hadn’t been paying attention out there? “Who is Mirabella? Your girlfriend? Your relative?”

      His jaw tightened and fury twisted the lines of his face. “Never say that name to me again, little girl. Capisce?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. “You are making a huge mistake. Do you know who I’m related to?”

      “Fausto Ravazanni,” he said, but the tone held no deference, no respect.

      “And Enzo D’Agostino.”

      “You are not related to D’Agostino. Your twin and he are not married.”

      “A formality, believe me. They are as committed as two people can possibly be without a piece of paper. And both of my brothers-in-law will skin you alive for this.”

      “Me? I’m not the one who forced you into this marriage. And Ravazzani can do nothing to help us. This is Sicily, not Siderno.”

      I rubbed my forehead, a migraine forming between my temples. “I have to get back to Toronto as quickly as possible.” To my father.

      There was no bend in his harsh expression, no understanding or mercy. “You will stay.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I must follow Don Virga’s orders. As must you.”

      I couldn’t believe this. “You aren’t going to fight? You’re going to let him win?”

      He reacted as if I’d insulted his mother. His olive skin turned nearly purple, loathing burning in his eyes as he stared me down. “Let’s get this over with.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Emma

      

      

      Oh, heck no. This was absolutely not happening.

      I moved to the opposite wall and crossed my arms over my chest. “No way. This marriage will remain unconsummated.”

      He frowned and blew out a long breath, his expression exasperated, like I was a toddler who wouldn’t listen to reason. But I wouldn’t budge.

      Without warning, Buscetta spun and punched the wall. Twice.

      My hand flew up to cover my mouth. What in the world . . . ?

      Blood ran down his fingers, the cuts on his knuckles from earlier now openly bleeding. Without explanation he strode to the bed and yanked the top cover off. Then he sized me up head to toe, examining me. I took a step back.

      Bending, he rubbed his bloody knuckles into the fitted bedsheet. A tiny smear of red was left behind.

      Oh. That was actually pretty smart. Would that be enough to fool⁠—

      Then Buscetta’s hands went to his belt. The buckle jangled as he unfastened it and tore open his jeans. I croaked, “W-what are you doing?”

      “I am doing what needs to be done. Unless you’d like to help me?”

      He reached inside his briefs and pulled out a very thick penis. I saw a flash of silver before quickly averting my eyes. “Oh, my god! Warn a girl first.”

      He muttered in Italian and I heard his clothing rustle. I didn’t look. It felt like an invasion of privacy. Was he . . . ?

      Then he grunted softly, a soft erotic sound.

      Holy smokes, yes he was. He was masturbating in the room with me. What in the world? Why? How was he even aroused?

      Questions bombarded my brain at a rapid-fire pace. Gia always said I was too curious for my own good, but I was a proud science nerd. Curiosity came with the territory.

      Then I thought about that smear of blood on the sheet. Buscetta was adding semen to the deception to make it believable. Doing what needed to be done, as he said, so Virga would think the marriage had been consummated.

      Wow, that was actually pretty smart.

      Another grunt sounded behind me. I’d seen men masturbate in videos before. I knew what it looked like, the stroking up and down, strong fingers swiping over the sensitive glans. Most Italian men weren’t circumcised, which meant Giacomo’s foreskin would offer a small amount of natural lubrication.

      And now I was thinking about his foreskin. What was wrong with me? I should be repulsed. I should be running out of the room.

      Instead, my skin was growing hot. I could hear his heavy breathing, the sound of skin rhythmically sliding on skin. His belt buckle jangled with the force of his movements, his fist tugging hard on his shaft. I could sense his arousal climbing, his pace increasing, and my mouth dried out. Were his muscles taut? His forearm veins popping?

      I couldn’t help it. I peeked.

      His heavy lidded eyes were locked on me. Not on my chest or my ass, but on my face. Like he knew I would sneak a glance at some point and he was waiting to catch me.

      His lips curved in satisfaction, softening his features, and I felt an answering tug in my lower belly. Oh, this was wrong on so many levels.

      I spun toward the wall, an apology stuck in my throat.

      The mattress springs creaked, then his breath hitched. I didn’t move, didn’t blink, as the moment stretched, but I imagined what was happening. I pictured the semen leaving his shaft, his head thrown back in ecstasy, muscles clenched as he ejaculated. Hormones, organs and nerves all working together to produce the greatest high humans could ever experience.

      My whole body tingled.

      “You can turn around now.”

      I spun slowly and found Buscetta buckling his belt. I wasn’t sure what to say. Good job?

      With one hand, he ripped the stained bottom sheet off the bed. “Let’s go.” He started for the door, not waiting to see if I followed.

      I hurried after him. I didn’t know where we were going, but no way was I staying in this hotel room. Besides, I had no phone, no money. I’d take my chances on the Palermo streets with Buscetta.

      At the door he paused and looked me over. The displeasure in his expression made it clear I’d disappointed him somehow. “Try to look as if you’ve just had the fucking of a lifetime.”

      “What does that mean?” I stared down at myself. What was I supposed to look like after sleeping with him? “Should I mess up my hair?”

      He heaved yet another sigh, shook his head, and yanked open the door. Once we entered the other room, Buscetta tossed the sheet at Virga’s feet. “There’s your proof.”

      Virga poked at the sheet with his toe. “That was fast. Too bad for your wife, eh, Don Buscetta?”

      A stamina joke. Awesome. I guess we were checking all of the clichéd misogynist boxes today.

      Buscetta and his man were already out the door, but I didn’t move. To Virga, I said softly, “You made me a promise. I expect you to honor it by bringing your men home from Toronto.”

      “I don’t negotiate with wives,” Virga sneered, not even bothering to look at me. “You may bring this issue to your husband and he will discuss it with me. As is customary.”

      I heard the elevator ding in the hall. Shoot. I needed to get out of this hotel room, away from this nightmare. “This conversation isn’t over.”

      When I reached the hall the elevator doors were just closing. “Wait!” I sprinted down the hall. A hand shot out to keep the metal doors open and I dashed inside. The other man who came with Buscetta was holding the door. “Thank you,” I told him as the doors closed.

      “Prego,” he said
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