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Everett read over the purchase agreement again. Ran through every clause line by line to make sure everything was correct because a mistake could wind up being more than a costly annoyance. It had taken him months to find the perfect building to purchase, one that had all the space he required while remaining on the edges of the city centre where the late-night comings and goings of his staff wouldn’t draw the wrong attention. He wasn’t averse to taking risks as this new business venture could attest to, but Everett still wanted to keep his plans off the radar of the Victorian State Police. New businesses never did well if the police stuck their noses where they didn’t belong. 

He gripped the pen tighter, blew out a harsh breath and started scribbling his initials in all the indicated locations and his signature in others. It was uncommon for them to purchase a building as openly as this, to have the family’s name attached to it in such a public matter instead of burying it beneath layers of shell companies and offshore accounts. Alicia had advised against it, pointing out the offshore trusts they’d once utilised to great effect, were no longer viable and were more likely to draw the government’s attention their way and that of the business Everett planned to start.

“There. Done.” Everett dropped the pen and picked up the purchase agreement, tapping it on the makeshift desk he’d had placed in the building’s lobby for the occasion until the pages were once more aligned. He placed them down and gestured to Alicia, who as legal counsel for this new business venture quickly added her signature to the paperwork.

Leaning back in the chair, he drummed his fingers on the desk and waited for the seller’s lawyer to double check no places in the purchase agreement had been left un-initialled. Everett wanted to hurry her out of the building not at all caring that she’d gone out of her way to meet him here on a Sunday morning. But considering the amount money he’d forked out for the eight-storey building—at least a million more than what the delipidated structure was worth—it was only right that she worked to his schedule. And he wanted her long gone when the contractors hired to start the renovations on the place arrived, though they weren’t supposed to arrive for another hour.

Or at least that’s what Everett thought he’d arranged...

His gaze shifted from the lawyer to the glass doors, brows narrowing as the once quiet street suddenly echoed with the screech of brakes and a collection of Ferraris and Alfa Romeos parked haphazardly in front of the building. If Everett had not recognised the cheesy numberplate adorning Ryland’s Maserati, then he wouldn’t have hesitated to bundle the lawyer out the rear entrance of the building while issuing an order for his men hidden in the shadows to attack.

But with Sunday Mass having only ended less than thirty minutes ago, and the fact Everett wasn’t supposed to meet up with Ryland until later in the afternoon, his best friend’s sudden appearance here was concerning. He jerked his head and Alicia scurried toward the doors to intercept Ryland and the soldiers who accompanied him while Everett focused on hurrying the meeting toward its natural conclusion.

“Everything is in order, right? No places left unannotated, correct?” Everett rose from his seat and leaned over the table, not afraid to remind the woman who exactly he was. “Our business here is finished,” he told her with a tone that left no room for an answer that wasn’t a ‘Yes, Mr Bolton.’ “I have other business to attend to that can no longer wait, and your presence will hinder those negotiations.” Straightening up, he brushed a hand over his suit and fiddled with his cufflinks while ignoring the flustered state of the lawyer as she hurried to shove the signed agreement in her briefcase.

“Yes, Mr Bolton, we’re all done. I will make sure these are filed with the courts first thing in the morning.”

“Very good. It’s been a pleasure working with you,” he said with a smile edged with darkness and she fled from the building faster, squeaking as she spotted the cars and men gathered outside.

Ryland at least had the good grace to wait until the lawyer had exited the building before bursting through the doors like a late spring thunderstorm. His mood appeared to be just as soggy and violent too. Everett glared at the man and halted Ryland’s attempt to explain the reasoning behind his unexpected arrival. It didn’t matter what had cloaked his friend in sadness or caused his eyes to burn with rage, Everett couldn’t allow Ryland’s failure to take note of his surroundings before speaking go unpunished. 

Family matters were not meant for public consumption.

And yet many would kill to learn their secrets.

Everett waited for the lawyer to disappear out of sight and then rounded on Ryland, fingers wrapping around the man’s throat as Everett threw him against the wall. “Watch where you fucking open your mouth, Ry!” he snapped. “Now, what’s so fucking important, mio bello that you needed to turn up here with our soldiers while knowing the delicacy of the meeting being undertaken?”

“They’re dead,” Ryland gasped as tears rolled down his face and the need for vengeance burned in his eyes.

“Who’s dead?” Everett released his grip on Ryland as the question tumbled from his lips. He didn’t want to hear the answer. Didn’t want to hear the confirmation of what he already suspected as a pained roar ripped free of his cousin’s throat behind him. Only the death of a family member could elicit such a response from Alicia... and only one of them would cause the tortured expression Ryland wore.  Everett stumbled backward, shaking his head in disbelief while praying it wasn’t true.

“Albie... Gio... they’re dead. Both of them. Gunned down on the steps of the church as they left Sunday Mass.”

“If they’re dead, then why are you here” Everett hissed. “Why aren’t you out there, hunting the bastards responsible down?”

“You think I wanted to leave?” Ryland roared, gesturing wildly. “Do you really believe, Rett, that I wanted to leave my brother’s bullet riddled body on those steps?” His chest rose rapidly, and his hands curled tight as they twitched at his side. “I came here because I was ordered to...by the head of the Tomasi Famiglia—by your uncle—to protect the new heir to the Famiglia in case those who stole Albie and Gio’s life tried to take yours as well!”

Everett shook his head. It couldn’t be true. He didn’t want to believe it was true. His role within the Family was to provide support to Albie—and by extension Gio—and take on the role of underboss when Albie took up the position as head of the Tomasi Family. That’s what Everett had been raised to do and even then, the power granted to him would only ever be on loan; safeguarding it until such time as his cousin’s son was old enough to take up the position....

Except there was no son.

There was no younger brother to step up in Albie’s place.

Only Everett.

But this wasn’t Italy, nor the streets of New York or Chicago and it had been years since the last gangland war had spilled onto the streets of Melbourne. 

“Are they sure Albie’s dead?” he uttered, disbelief and desperation echoed through his voice. This wasn’t supposed to be his future...

“Are they sure he’s dead?” Ryland’s chest heaved as he tried to rein in the anger consuming him. “He died in Gio’s arms... the fuckers riddled my brother’s body with bullets as he held his dead husband and roared in pain! Whether you fucking like it or not, Everett... you are now the heir to the Tomasi Family,” Ryland shouted. “And fuck! I’m-” his voice faltering as the enormity of the situation crashed into him “-I’m my brother’s heir. Shit! Those aren’t boots I ever thought I’d need to fill,” he said, shoving a shaky hand through his hair.

It wasn’t a time to laugh and yet, Everett couldn’t help cracking a smile as he released a harsh breath. “Don’t worry, I won’t expect you to stand in front of the priest with me. I enjoy fucking you and all—”

“Don’t be so fucking crass, ya cunt.” Ryland twatted him on the chest. “Your cock isn’t so magical that I’d want to marry it, but I’m sure you’ll find a person someday who’ll settle for it.”

“Fuck. Fuck.” And there was no better word to sum up the situation because everything really had gotten fucked up. “Do we know who is responsible? Who’d want to risk setting off another ganglands war? Because fuck it, gunning them down in front of the bloody church is asking for some serious retribution.” Everett drew a sharp breath and crossed himself—a ritualistic practice that he couldn’t shake even if Everett spent more time finding reasons to not attend Mass with the rest of his family. Blaspheming the church wasn’t something his mother would appreciate him doing and it didn’t matter that she wasn’t present to hear it. Italian mothers always had a way of dragging all your guilty secrets out into the open. 

Devout believer or not, some traditions were hard to shake. Everett had long accepted that when he finally married it would be in front of the priest at the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity as every member of the family had done so before him. He could disagree with the church’s doctrine, voice his opinion about it until he went blue in the face and still it wouldn’t matter. But as they’d proved when Albie and Gio married, even doctrine could be ignored with the right incentive.

“Targeted. We know that much. It was too well timed for it to be opportunistic. But they always exit the church first, and by the time rest of us raced out the doors...it was too late.”

Everett sighed and rubbed his jaw. Whoever was responsible for killing his cousin wouldn’t be able to stay hidden for long. Peace had benefitted the criminal fraternity in Melbourne, allowed them to work in the city’s shadows without too much harassment from the police. But this hit had shattered that peace, placing organised crime back on the front page of the newspapers where they didn’t want to be. Those responsible needed to be found quickly and disposed of before they attempted to spill more blood... first though, Everett had family matters to deal with.

He turned to face the Tomasi soldiers who’d accompanied Ryland. Loyal, dedicated men who could trace their lineage back to the first head of the Tomasi Family who arrived in Melbourne almost a century ago. All of them looked to him for direction, and over the next few days while his uncle mourned the loss of his son, the rest of the family would also expect Everett to guide them.

It was a responsibility that weighed heavily on Everett’s shoulders.

A mantle he’d never been expected to wear.

––––––––
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HE PULLED THE WOOL coat tighter around him as an icy wind whipped its way through the cemetery and danced amongst the mourners gathered to say farewell to two men slain before their time. Two weeks had passed since that day and Everett still struggled to accept that they were both dead. He wanted to shove the lids of their coffins open and rail at the pair for having the audacity to die, leaving him with the heavy weight of responsibility that should never have been his to bear. Everett wanted to hunt the fuckers down who’d ordered the hit and introduce them to the next life in the slowest, painfullest way possible.

If it weren’t for the extra police presence on the streets of Melbourne and their constant harassment of all members of the Tomasi Family even as they grieved, Everett would have already located the bastards.

Everett focused instead on the priest’s lips as they formed the Latin words uttered at every Catholic graveside while the man’s voice remained a mystery. He didn’t need to hear the words to understand what was being said. Prayers uttered in English and Latin an enduring memory of his years of religious education and from standing at gravesides like this one. Death a familiar part of their world, but none had ricocheted through the family as devastatingly as Albie and Gio’s.
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Chapter One
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Everett swirled the wine in his glass and watched the light play with the red colour of the pinot noir as it swished up the sides. He knocked it back as though it was nothing more than cheap coloured water rather than the expensive vintage it was. But tonight, wasn’t a night for savouring the flavour profiles of fine wines. It was a night of drinking until they could barely stand while wallowing in the grief that still haunted him and Ryland three years after their deaths.

“So, your new PA starts tomorrow?” 

He groaned, scrubbed his face, and wondered how he’d ended up in this predicament before remembering it was for the same reason he and Ryland were drinking. “Fuck, Ry... what am I supposed to do with a PA?” Everett hadn’t wanted a PA or even a damn secretary, but what he wanted no longer mattered when the person approved by HR started tomorrow.

Ryland shrugged, topped off his glass with the last of the bottle—the third one they’d finished off tonight. “Get them to answer phones... file paper and stuff... organise your schedule—which you bloody need someone to do by the way—and even liaise with people you don’t want to bother dealing with.”

“Organise my schedule... yeah, I’m sure that will go down well if I ask my PA to pencil in regular beatings of wayward employees, signing for deliveries of class A drugs... or better yet-” swirling the wine in his glass before knocking it back “-they can liaise with the assassini di famiglia, because I’m sure any half-decent PA knows the ins and outs of organising a hit.”

“Rett...” Exasperation at his melodramatics etched Ryland’s words. “Your PA won’t have anything to do with Tomasi Famiglia business—if they were to, then we wouldn’t have hired outside of the family—but only the House of Bolton business... you know that company you thought would be a brilliant way to launder money earned by the Famiglia that can’t be declared to the tax man,” Ryland pointed out once he’d finished laughing.

But Everett hadn’t thought it funny at all.

He’d been deadly serious.

And if Ryland hadn’t been one of his oldest friends, his consigliere, and sometimes fuck-buddy, then this night would have taken a rather bloody turn.

“Why did I think it was a good idea again?” he groaned.

“Because it is a good idea,” Ryland replied, tilting his glass toward him. “No one is going to question the large sums of money passing through a business like this... they won’t think to check the shipping containers bringing in bolts of fabric from China for other, far more lucrative merchandise. Nor will anyone question the purchasing habits of Melbourne’s socialites... and honestly, your idea to sell more than just designer threads through our retail boutiques is ingenious, we just need to fine tune the system before implementing it.

“But that’s not what you’re complaining about. You always knew this venture would be a success—you wouldn’t have settled for anything less—but what you hadn’t counted on was your uncle leaving the project in your hands after Albie and Gio died.” Ryland’s breath hitched at the painful reminder of why they were drinking heavily on Sunday night with several bottles of wine already lying empty on the apartment floor and more would join them before they finally retired to bed.

Ryland wasn’t wrong. When Everett had first suggested the idea to his uncle, the Tomasi Capofamiglia, he’d thought his uncle would dismiss it or pass it over to someone who had the skills to make it work. His sisters or even his cousins would have been a better choice, they at least had an interest in fashion. Everett had nothing more than a Bachelors in Fucking Around and a Masters in Drinking Until Blotto compared to Ryland who’d graduated with a double degree in Commerce and Law, gaining his Masters in the former and passing the bar exam for the latter. Qualifications that perfectly suited for Ryland’s role as CFO for the House of Bolton and Everett’s consigliere. 

And when the underboss position fell into Everett’s lap with the unexpected death of his cousin Albie three years ago, along with it all the responsibilities of being the heir to the family business, Everett had been ready to hand his role as the House of Bolton’s CEO off to someone else. His uncle had other ideas, determining that Everett would remain at the helm of the fashion house while still undertaking the other responsibilities expected of him... and it wasn’t easy.

Everett wasn’t stupid. You couldn’t be heir to a multi-billion organisation like the Tomasi Family—the Famaglia—without having some smarts. For all that he downplayed his time at university, Everett had graduated with a Master of Psychology with distinction and could have gone into a clinical setting if he so wished. His skills favoured the social side of life and business. Negotiating deals face to face, delivering cleverly veiled threats to government officials or those who sought to oppose the Tomasi Famiglia, and ensuring the Family’s bloodied history continued in Melbourne. He might have spent his nights mingling with the city’s elites drinking wine, gin, and whiskey while slipping them tabs of ecstasy and keeping their noses filled with coke... it didn’t qualify him to manage a company. At least not a legal one that paid taxes and obeyed labour laws—in theory.

But the fashion industry... he knew even less about it then, and not much more now.

He preferred to grab his suits straight off the rack and kept to a classic colour scheme of black, navy, and pinstriped suits that were guaranteed not to date or show the flecks of blood Everett couldn’t avoid getting on them. His fashion conscious, suit-wearing Italian ancestors were probably rolling over in their graves when they saw how little care Everett put into his appearance. Ignored his sisters’ complaints—Ryland’s too—with his lack of concern for his clothing beyond the price tag.

Everett had learnt fast. His whole team had. Learning enough about the technical aspect of the business to fib their way through interviews with the media once the House of Bolton officially opened its door for business. Identified who the major players were in Melbourne’s fashion scene—what debts they carried, the vices they indulged in, and who had the necessary capital—labour and property—that would be beneficial for the House of Bolton to acquire. Everett bought, closed down, and dismantled businesses before folding their workforce into his.

Success came easily, but it wasn’t glamourous.

He needed to oversee the ordering of fabric, and the importation of class A drugs. 

He needed to settle labour disputes with unions and maintain his feared status within Melbourne’s ganglands.

He needed to set profit margins and hide the Family’s illegal money within that legally earned...

Which was why the unwanted PA had been foisted upon him.

Everett swirled the pinot and watched it rise up the sides of the glass, the colour fading from deep red to one that was brighter and reminded him of the blood he’d spilt earlier in the day. The memory of the punishment he’d dished out brought a smile to his face before it too faded, pushed aside by the frustration at having someone in his space tomorrow who he’d need to hide that part of himself from.

“Mio caro amico... whatever disaster you’re imagining, it won’t come true. Besides... HR might have gifted us with a beauty to look at,” Ryland said with a dangerous smirk. “If they have a tight arse perfect for fucking, I’ll fight you for them... but if their assets are more...top heavy, then they’ll be all yours.”

“Top heavy?” Everett laughed. “Tits are good no matter their size, Ry.”

“I wouldn’t know. They’ve never done anything for me.” Ryland downed the last of his pinot and rose from his seat, a hand reaching for Everett. “Now, am I sleeping alone tonight, mio bello... or will you be joining me?”

He placed his empty wine glass on the coffee table and stared at his friend’s hand knowing it wasn’t only sleep on offer. Normally, Everett wouldn’t hesitate to accept and fall into Ryland’s bed instead of his own, especially on nights like this when the memories of Albie and Gio’s death haunted them both. But Everett knew that sleep wouldn’t come until they were both well fucked and exhausted... He didn’t want to scare his new PA off and necessitate going through the whole recruitment process again. It wasn’t easy to find someone willing to work for a business rumoured to have ties to the mafia.

“Tempting as it is mio caro, it might be better if I greet my new PA with at least five hours of sleep under my belt.”

Ryland withdrew his hand and nodded, swallowing down any disappointment he might have had. He leaned in and pressed a kiss to Everett’s cheeks and then strode across the living area of the penthouse they shared to his bedroom. 

Everett waited for Ryland’s bedroom door to click shut before getting up himself. He collected their empty wine glasses placing them on the kitchen bench next to the sink and deposited the empty wine bottles in the recycling bin. Checked that the doors and windows were locked, the security system switched on before grabbing his phone and disappearing into his own bedroom. Sleep was slow to come and harder still when Famiglia business didn’t appreciate the need for it. 

So, much for getting five hours of sleep, Everett thought as he rolled out of bed and hurried to dress, storming out the apartment with Ryland hot on his heels. Now if only Everett could get this business sorted before his new PA arrived at the office.
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Aliya took a deep breath and resisted the urge to tug at her skirt—far shorter than what she usually wore. Given a choice she’d rather be wearing sweatpants, the baggier the better and a comfy sweatshirt. Clothes that were covered in tailors chalk, bits of thread, and had pins stuck haphazardly in them because Aliya had forgotten where she’d put the pin cushion. Again.

But this wasn’t her workspace. Far too tidy for one. Aliya’s consisted of a desk buried under half-bolts of fabric that threatened to knock her computers off it; several shelves with pattern and design books; a long table with fabric laid out on it waiting to be cut, and another laden down with an assortment of buttons, zips, and lace. Hidden beneath all of that would be the missing pin cushions, dressmaking scissors, and quick unpicks as well as the messages she’d jotted down from customers.

Dealing with people wasn’t her favourite part of the industry, so why she thought this plan—one that involved dealing with lots of people, strange unknown people—was a good idea, Aliya couldn’t say. But there weren’t too many options available to her.

Honestly though, if she’d not seen House of Bolton emblazoned across the front of the building, and then again on the floor directory next to the elevator—hell, it was even embedded in the ostentatious mosaic floor of the lobby—Aliya might have thought she’d wandered into the wrong building. That instead of wondering why her new boss was late, it was Aliya instead, who’d failed to turn up at the agreed time. She was tempted to walk out of the office and disappear back to her own cosy design studio on the other side of the Yarra River.

Except Aliya had worn this skirt and the uncomfortable pair of heels for a reason.

Her new boss, Everett Bolton had launched his fashion house just over two years ago, but within two seasons, he’d managed to rise to the top of the fashion scene in Melbourne. His designs were coveted by the city’s elite, profiled in international magazines—both industry focused and gossip rags—and were the talk of the social media darlings who viewed themselves as trendsetters. People who all stood on the outside of the fashion industry in Melbourne and weren’t aware of the man’s dubious business practices—aggressively buying up smaller, more established designers and dismantling their legacies. Everett had even sent his goons to knock on the door of her family’s business—Sutton Designs a stalwart of men’s fashion in Melbourne, known for its tradition of challenging what a man’s suit should look like—and she refused to let her family’s legacy disappear, no matter how aggressive or lucrative Bolton’s overtures were.

She planned to uncover the reasons behind Everett Bolton’s acquisition of rival businesses and then threaten to expose it unless he agreed to leave Sutton Designs alone.

However, Everett Bolton was late.

Releasing a frustrated desire, Aliya dumped her handbag on the absent man’s desk. She’d gone to all the trouble of turning up on time as requested, but the man himself had the gall not to be here. The urge to leave, or at least rummage through Everett’s desk prickled beneath her skin, but Aliya ignored it, not wanting to risk being caught by Everett Bolton and ruin her chances of uncovering his secrets.

She walked over the large window behind his desk and marvelled at the view. Melbourne stretched far into the distance until the grey buildings blended into the parched earth before merging with the horizon in a mix of ochre, burnt reds, and light blues. Colours that some days worked well together, while on others they clashed so badly it was a wonder why anyone wore them at all. But it was the shade of each colour used that was important. Blending the soft with the harsh until they melded into the perfect design... her fingers twitched as an idea formed in her head, one that she reluctantly had to let go. 

Aliya wasn’t here to design clothes, and she couldn’t afford to let slip to Everett Bolton that her understanding of the fashion industry stretched beyond knowing the price of garments sold in Melbourne’s high-end retail stores. Couldn’t afford to risk the man digging into her life and uncovering her true identity. Here at House of Bolton, she wasn’t Aliya Sutton, but Aliya...

“Miss Swinson?” a deep voice asked from behind her, and Aliya turned away from the window to face its owner. “Or do you prefer Ms or Mx?”

Her breath caught as she stared at the man standing in the doorway. She cast an appraising gaze over him and calculated his measurements from the breadth of his chest to the width of his hips before reigning it in. Aliya smiled thinly at him; Mr Bolton had been the one who’d left her waiting after all.

“Ms... not that Miss isn’t accurate, but it makes me feel like a small girl.”

“Well then. Ms Swinson... I hope you’ll forgive me for being late.”

“Is that an issue I need to be concerned about, Mr Bolton? You do work in an industry where time constraints are common.” Aliya shrugged her shoulders and ran a finger along the edge of the desk while trying not to stare at Everett Bolton like a teenager vying for her crush’s attention.

Hard not to stare when the man oozed an arrogant confidence that would only be amplified further by the wearing of a well-fitted suit, of which Everett Bolton’s current one was not. Strange too that the man chose to wear such ill-fitting clothes when he managed one of the largest fashion houses in the city. Her fingers itched to grab a few pins and mark where the suit needed to be taken in... especially his pants which were far too wide for Aliya’s liking. A slimmer fit would suit Everett Bolton better, something that accentuated the muscular frame she could only imagine lay hidden beneath the expensive, yet horrendous poly-wool blend suit... And Aliya shouldn’t be focusing on that at all.

“Everett, please... and no, it won’t be an issue. A problem cropped up in another part of the business, one I couldn’t easily delegate to someone else, and it took longer than desired to rectify it.”

“Good to know.”

An awkward, uncomfortable silence fell over them and Aliya struggled not to fidget or tug at her skirt again. Maybe she should have gone with her navy-blue pinstripe suit, except the design would be far too recognisable as one produced by Sutton Designs with its lace edged pockets and the hand-beaded embellishments on the wide lapels. But this strained silence wasn’t her responsibility to end. Everett was her boss, and yet the strange, half-expectant look on his face suggested he expected Aliya to speak first. 

Another mark in the weird CEO behaviour column.

She pinched the bridge of her nose and swallowed hard. “Is there a specific task you wish me to start with?” Her brows furrowing as she glanced around Everett’s office and tried to work out where her workspace was. There hadn’t been a desk in the area outside her new boss’ office door either
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