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Chapter One



Isabella

I mean, I don’t think I will hate sex with Giorgio Palermo. It won’t excite me, of course, and I guess I’ll probably end up masturbating a lot to take care of my physical needs but I won’t be the first Italian American girl marrying a man because she wants a family and not because she likes the man. At least I won’t be the first Italian American girl with a family like mine. 

The Cicco family. 

We might end up being the Cicco Family. Capital F.  It’s a mafia thing. Yeah. My dad is an underboss, and he’s got the go ahead to propose a process to break free and have his own family. He’s working on that proposal now.  Anyway, the capital F just means that it ends with Dad. The buck stops there. He’s the one people pay tribute to. 

You probably know all about this stuff. I mean, at least you have a general idea about it. Television and movies really romanticize it all. Some of what they do they definitely get right and a lot of what they do they don’t. When they make it seem like it’s some kind of secret society or something, like people who meet in a basement while braziers are burning and someone in a robe is chanting, they’re totally wrong. 

I mean, they don’t make it look specifically like some kind of occult ceremony but you get what I mean, right? Here’s how you can really think about it. You can think of it as a bunch of blue-collar businessmen like plumbers, carpenters, general contractors, and pipe suppliers. Only, it’s not those companies. It’s numbers, bookmaking, prostitution, and drugs. Oh, and corruption.  

Yeah, that’s a big deal, too. I don’t have specifics but people who work for my dad “work” on almost every major government construction project. They don’t actually do what their contracts say. They get paid for it, though, and my dad gets a piece. 

Anyway, the point I’m trying to make here is that television and movies really focus on the people now, and it’s just like a romance drama with a million giant emotional moments more than anything else. Or, if they’re making a crime drama where a police officer is the hero, they make the mob guys nothing but unhinged killers.  

The mob is far more boring than either of those things. My family is pretty much like any other family except, I guess, we’re a bit more well off. We’re traditional Italian, so Mom keeps the house and Dad works but that only seems strange in today’s day and age where everyone hates homemakers. Growing up, I had friends over to the house a lot and none of them realized Daddy was a mobster. 

Anyway, where the hell was I? 

Oh yeah, I guess sex with Giorgio would be unfulfilling but not horrible or traumatic. I could handle it even though I wouldn’t really like it. 

Giorgio is one of Daddy’s lieutenants. He likes me. Mom and Dad like Giorgio. I hear on a pretty regular basis that I should give him a chance, let him take me out on a date. What that means is that they approve of him as a husband and they want me to get around to it. 

Yeah, Mom taught me how to make grandma’s pollo primaverile con fichi. That’s spring chickens with figs. Spring chickens are just little chickens. Mom uses Cornish game hens. Look, the point of all this is that they want me married. Teaching me that recipe is arming me with the advanced kitchen weaponry Mom thinks I need to land Giorgio and get a ring on my finger. 

And hell, if I have to marry a guy around here, at least Giorgio isn’t ugly, right? 

Oh, that’s horrible! Guys around here aren’t ugly. What I mean is that at least I’m not horribly turned off by him even if he doesn’t turn me on.  

I turn down the next aisle in the grocery store and try to shake these sad little thoughts off. I’m not one of these “oh, woe is me” girls, you know? I know I’m luckier than most, especially since I’m not your typical skinny girl but plus-sized. Some people like to call us curvy girls. Whatever. I’m Italian. I like to eat good food, and I like to cook good food. 

But I know that my mom and dad think it’s part of the reason I should accept Giorgio. I mean, Mom is much bigger than me now but she started out thin. Anyway, maybe they’re right. Maybe settling for Giorgio is a good thing because he’s settling for me. Well, that’s just something I have to think about. 

Okay, I said I was going to stop this rambling, and I’m going to, I promise. It’s just that with a family like mine, it’s not easy to say that the answer is no or that you’d like to have time to think about something, especially when you’re the daughter of a crime boss. Underboss. May as well be the same thing, really.

Well, my head is full of all this fun stuff when I turn into another aisle and run into Vittorio, and I mean that literally. It’s like some kind of movie when I turn into the aisle with my cart and bump into him. “Oh ...” I see who it is and the rest of the words are like some faraway wondrous voice. “...I’m so sorry.” 

I don’t know who I’ve hit at first, but then my mind works and I gasp. It’s Vittorio Leone. He’s the big boss’s son. I’ve just assaulted the boss’s son with a shopping cart. And he’s so hot! Damn it! 

But Vittorio gives me a big smile. “No worries, I just got too wrapped up in the good food to notice you.” He looks at me with his very beautiful hazel eyes. “But I notice you now, Bella.” 

I giggle, actually giggle like some high school cheerleader being hit on by the captain of the football team. “I think it was more I ran into you and... Wait, you know who I am?”  

“Of course, I do. You’re the little girl who used to come to our house with her dad and want to go out and pet the geese.”

I laugh. Don Leone is known for his pet geese, and yes, I used to absolutely love chasing those birds and trying to hug the babies. “Oh wow, that was a long time ago.” 

“I wanted to talk to you at the memorial but it was hard to get a free second.” 

I nod and put a hand on his forearm. “I’m sorry about your grandfather.”

He smiles and pats my hand. “Thank you. My great grandfather, actually, and he’s been sick for a long time. It helps when you have plenty of time to prepare. But, eh, what’re you gonna do?”

So, I need to say here that my heart is absolutely racing. Vittorio knowing me, remembering me, is a big deal in my book, especially since I feel I look pretty different. Also, Vittorio is hot. I mean, smoking hot. The man is a firefighter in California, and he looks like every cliche of that you can imagine. He’s tall, toned, got a gorgeous head of hair that falls artfully into those gorgeous eyes.

And he got out of the business. That’s the big thing. 

Yep, Vittorio Leone is a completely honest man. I don’t know how he managed it, but he did.  He got out of the mob.

Now, we definitely knew each other when we were younger, but it’s been a while since I’ve seen him. He’s been living life in California. I smile. “So, how is it putting out fires in the Sunshine state?” 

He gives me a very Italian gesture as he answers. “Ah, you know, the job is the job.” 

We both laugh at that because we both have fathers who sound just like that. “Okay, but really, how is it?” 

“It’s great, to tell the truth. I like California. It’s different, and the people are crazy, but there’s one thing I really miss.” 

I have a brief thought that he’s going to suddenly say something romantic like in the movies. “Oh, yeah, what’s that?”  

Okay, confession time. I have had a crush on Vittorio for as long as I can remember. I never really gave it much room, though, because every girl in the neighborhood had a crush on him. He was always good-looking, but he was also a really nice guy. That is a killer combo in an Italian American community like ours. So, yeah, I daydream. 

But Vittorio just shrugs. “Well, you know, I can’t find any real food, not even treats or snacks in Cali. It’s all gluten-free, super food, less carb bologna, you know? But even without the health idiots, there’s nothing Italian, nothing good. I miss the good stuff.” 

My heart skips a beat when he answers, and then restarts. Of course, he wasn’t going to confess his undying love for me. “I understand the importance of some quality snacks. My mom has me learning all these new recipes.” 

He nods approvingly. “That sounds fantastic. Has she taught you arancini?” 

I pretend offense. “What, are you stupid? Of course! I’ve made those since I was just a baby.” 

He laughs, and the warmth of it hits me. “Well, tell me something you make that’s fancy now.” 

“I’m perfecting my panelle.” 

“Oh, good, good. What else?” 

I throw my hands up. “What else, he asks. Okay, I can make cannoli. But why bother when you have Tonetti’s just down the block?” 

He acts stunned. “No! Really? You’re not the little girl who came to look at Pop’s geese. You’re not a little girl anymore. You can do cannoli now? Bella, I should marry you on the spot.” 

And in that very moment, my heart shuts down. Both of us seem to feel the awkwardness. 

“Um, I tell you what, I’ll just make some and I won’t even make you plan the wedding for it.” I pray my fierce blushing is not too obvious. 

He nods. “Now I have something to look forward to but for now I should get going. My dad will wonder why I’m not hurrying home to watch the football with him.” 

“Oh yeah, my dad, too.” Not really true, my dad is not much of a sports guy, except for betting. But I have to say something. I shrug, “At least if he’s got money on the game and the home team covers the spread.”

He laughs loudly at that and says, “My dad, too. But he still wants me there.”

So, we say goodbye and hug, which is weird and wonderful all at once, and then, he’s moved past me and I’m stuck. 

I stand there and try to think about what was bothering me so much before running into Vittorio, but my mind draws a blank. 

Vittorio is all I can think about now.


Chapter Two



Vittorio

It is a strange thing to be home. No. That isn’t actually strange. What is strange to me is realizing this no longer feels like home to me. Oh, certainly, there are aspects of this place that are home. The food is far more what I want than on the West Coast. Garrett often makes spaghetti and meatballs at the Company 417 Firehouse, and it isn’t bad. 

But once a month, I make Sunday gravy just so my brothers there know how Italian pasta is supposed to taste. 

Although I can find some Italian pastries back home, it takes a great deal more work than it should. I can find any pastries, cookies, or cakes I want here. I can also find authentic spumoni, real amaretti cookies, and plenty of home-distilled liqueurs you can’t get in a liquor store anywhere. 

And I can get actual sandwiches. I mean, not the crap people call sandwiches. Real sandwiches with real flavor. I haven’t found anywhere back home for that. Sandwiches like the ones Tony Giardia makes at Sangwich Junction. I’m here now in line. There are six people ahead of me and it’s not even lunchtime yet so that ought to tell you how damned good the sandwiches are. 

I love my family and I love the neighborhood.  

But I’m not Tor, here. Not like I am back in my new home. I’m Vittorio Leoni, Andreas Leoni’s son. Andreas Leoni. The boss. When he took over the family business from my grandfather, he had a plan to make the family business entirely legitimate. It hasn’t happened. He did divest us from drugs and dramatically reduced the violence in our operations but the Leoni’s don’t operate legally. 

He raised me to take over. He still thinks I will, that someday he’ll retire and I’ll take over. He tells me often that I’m the one who can complete the transition to legal enterprise. I have no intention of taking over anything that isn’t legitimate already. 

But intentions change for a family like mine once the circumstances change. Dad is healthy but he’s also getting up there, you know. He had me in his thirties. He’s seventy-two. Even though we live longer lives than pure humans, he’ll still need to step down sometime in the next six to eight years because we don’t want humans to think about our lifespans.  If he has no protégé in whom he’s confident, he’ll ask me to take over again. 

And I’ll very likely agree just to prevent the family from backtracking and further entrenching the illegal aspect of things. The legitimization of the organization is complicated and difficult. To an extent, it means handing over aspects of the business to others and if someone believes they were excluded from the spoils, there can be conflict. 

In our case, conflict means death more often than not. Well, conflict for everyone but death for those who aren’t my relatives. Not for us, for the most part. It’s difficult to kill a shifter. That’s what we are, lions. There are many stereotypes in the world of shifters and we haven’t gotten around to thinking in terms of political correctness to change that.  

Lions are the administrators, the organizers. Tigers are the aristocrats. Wolves are the overly passionate barbarians. Bears are the solitary grumps. I can go on. Horses are fucking crazy idiots who can’t stand still.

Dragons are aloof and that’s all we really know because just as shifters only revealed themselves to humanity about three decades ago, dragons only revealed themselves to other shifters shortly before that. They live for hundreds of years, maybe thousands. So, they’re naturally aloof. Lions average a hundred and twenty-five or so. 

None of that is very important at the moment. Getting sidetracked is easy when I don’t want to think about what I’m thinking about. I don’t want to think about my father asking me to take over. “Mr. Leoni!” Bobby Giardia says, drawing me from my thoughts. “You don’t have to wait in line here! You should come to the front.” 

I shake my head and say, “I don’t mind waiting at all. You’re working here for your grandfather now?” 

He nods. “In between classes. I thought you were in California. Are you back?” 

“Just a visit.” 

Bobby nods. “Well, it’s good to see you. Things haven’t changed much here, huh?” 

I think of Isabella and shrug. “Oh, I don’t know. It always feels different when you come back home, you know?” 

“Yeah, yeah, I get you. To be honest, I wouldn’t mind getting to try something new, but, eh.” Bobby shakes his head. Like me, he knows about family obligations. “Anyway, what can I get you?” 

I order a pepper and egg sandwich, and step to the side for the next person in line. I watch the shop for a bit, the bustle and the faces I know and don’t know. I smell the familiar smells and, suddenly, my run-in with Isabella is front and center again. 

I’ve known her for a long time, and I always thought she was special.  She’s about nine years younger than me, so when her father would bring her to our house, I had to deal with a little kid tagging around after me. I didn’t mind, though. Bella was always an energetic, sweet, and fun kid. 

Today, though, she was so grown and beautiful. I just can’t stop thinking about how much she has changed. It makes me happy and sad all at once, you know? 

“Here you go, Mr. Leoni.” He hands me my sandwich and, when I try to pay, just waves my hand away. “My Nonno would kill me if I took your money.”

I’m not going to change his mind but I get a little victory when I say, “Call me Vittorio, though. My father is Mr. Leoni.”

He nods with a smile. “Go enjoy your sandwich, and I hope I see you later, man.” 

I thank him and don’t bother to argue because he’s right. A lot of the shop owners in the community will give me special treatment because of my father. When you’re the mob boss’s son, you have to get used to the attention and the special treatment. 

Not getting that treatment is one of the perks about living all the way in California. I’m only a firefighter out there. A simple guy just working and paying bills like everyone else. I don’t like California any more than any other place but being a normal person and not the son of royalty, so to speak, feels very good.

But damn, I really do miss this food! 

My first bite of the sandwich sends me right back in time when I used to hang out here after school, trying to look cooler than I was. Really, I loved the people and the food. 

I finish off my sandwich in record time and decide to go check out the old convenience store two blocks over. It was where I tried a fake ID to get some beer for a party, and, of course, stupidly forgot that everyone knows who the hell Vittorio Leoni is, and that I wasn’t suddenly a guy from upstate named Ray Mars. It didn’t matter. They sold me the beer.

I step in and see that, like the Sangwich Junction, the place is now being run by a younger generation, the owner’s son, Paolo Caproni. We all call him Paulie, though. I walk through the aisles and find my favorite candy, torroncini. Another thing I’ve missed. 

I catch Paulie’s eye on me, and I wave. “Hey there, Paulie.” 

He gives me a big toothy grin. “Vittorio, hey, back to stay? Do I call you godfather yet?” 

Our conversation mirrors the one I had with Bobby. He’s taken over the family business and, no, I’m not planning to take over the family business or stay in town that long. “Just missing home a bit and had some time off.” 

He shakes his head. “I wish I could take some time off. This place is a nightmare I don’t know how to wake up from.” He laughs, but I can’t help thinking he’s telling the truth. 

“Well, let me take some candy from this nightmare and see how I feel.” 

And again, my money is no good. “Anything for Don Leoni’s son, and my old friend, eh?” 

I thank him and hurry outside. I’m suddenly not feeling as nostalgic. 

I head back to my car and drive home. I keep thinking about Bobby and Paulie and I think about how the family business gets everyone. Paulie and I used to hang out and get into a lot of trouble back in the day. Now, well, it’s different. 

And it pisses me off. 

I pull into my family home, where I’m staying, but thankfully in the guest house. I hope and pray my father hasn’t noticed me drive past. I really need to think. 

Today has felt wonderful and not so wonderful, but there was a highlight. I think of Bella again and I smile like a fool. “She has definitely lived up to her name.” 

Isabella, Bella, the bell of the ball. I go back to her time and again the rest of that day.  

When I left home, she was eighteen and I could finally see her as a woman and not a girl. Maybe I did. Maybe I’ve noticed it on my visits.

Maybe the food isn’t the only thing I’ve missed since being away from home.


Chapter Three



Isabella

I shouldn’t be here. I absolutely shouldn’t be here! 

But I knock on the door anyway, and when Mrs. Leoni answers, I feel really stupid. But I have my excuse so I lift up the box and say, “Mi scusi signora Leoni, I saw Vittorio in town and we were talking about…” I shrug. “I brought some cookies.” 

She smiles brightly and says, “I haven’t seen you in a long time, Izzy. Do you still go by Izzy?” 

“Except for both nonne. They’ll never call me anything other than Isabella.” 

“My grandmother was like that, too,” she says, “and all I wanted was to be Chris instead of Christina.” 

I wonder if she can see how nervous I am. I wonder if she knows I’m not here on an innocent voyage. She says, “Come in, Izzy,” as she takes the box from me. “You did more than cookies, didn’t you?” 

“He looked so happy to be back where he could get good food,” I say. I kind of freak myself out saying that because it feels like I’m being a whole lot… um, desperate. 

“This looks wonderful,” she says. She gets a tray and puts a plate on it. She puts cookies, pastry, figs, olives, and more on the plate. Then, she pours two big glasses of sparkling water, adds a wedge of lemon in each, and sets them on the tray. “He’s not here in the main house.” 

My heart sinks but then she says, “The whole family is here and I want the grandchildren close so they’ve filled up all of the rooms. Vittorio is in the guest house. Do you remember where it is?” 

“Si, signora,” I say with too broad of a smile. She hands me the tray and opens the kitchen door for me so I can step out to the side of the house. 

Damn it, what am I doing? Vittorio can have any girl he wants. Why would he want a big girl like me? I follow the path down the side of the house past the very impressive tomato garden and a waterfall sculpture that’s interesting as Hell because it has a sculpture, a Medici lion.  The lion stands at the top and the water flows around it as well as the marble sphere on which its paw rests.  

There are Medici lions all over Italy. This is a taste of the old country. It’s lovely. I stop for a moment and just enjoy the sight and how it also fills me with longing to see Italy again. I’ve been there four times. I want to go again so I can visit my nonna on my father’s side again. She taught me about cooking seafood. I want to learn more from her. 

“Izzy?” The sound of Vittorio’s voice startles me but I don’t jump too much.  

“The lion is beautiful,” I say without turning around. I can sense him closer to me now. I slowly turn and I have to stop so the tray doesn’t bump into him. “It makes me feel like I’m visiting my grandmother in Italy.”  

He smiles and says, “I get to be Italian and also have a last name that means lions, so it’s even more beautiful for me.” Damn, his smile is perfect.  

“I brought some things,” I say, “to, um, welcome you home.” I’m immediately nervous as hell after saying that. I’m about to hand him the tray and add a word or two that suggests I’m doing it for my mom but he speaks first. 

“You’re not just beautiful, Izzy,” he says, “but you’re also wonderful. Come with me. You can’t make me eat alone.” 

Beautiful. 

When he says it, I actually believe he means it, too. 

I follow him to the guest house, which is no small little bungalow, but a two-bedroom room villa with a kitchen. Bigger than most apartments. He takes the tray from me and sets it on the coffee table. He takes a moment to look over the various cookies and snacks I’ve brought and nods. “A good Moscato will pair nicely.” 

I smile. “Wow, you fight fires and know your wine. Amazing.” 

“Of course, I know my wine, I’m Italian.” 

He goes to the kitchen and comes back with a bottle that is something I could get at the local grocery store.  I watch him pour, a small smile on my lips. 

He notices. “What?” 

“I just, well, I guess I didn’t expect you to come out with the average store-bought thing. I remember how your dad always bragged about having the best of the best.” 

He sits down by me on the couch, and I feel like a silly high schooler having him this close to me. “You know, I earn my own money now and I buy my own things. I don’t like to take from my father.” 

I nod. “I understand. My dad won’t let me choose what salad dressing to use.”  

He shakes his head. “Well, that’s why I’m in California. It’s far enough away that I don’t have to feel like every aspect of my life is under his control. And being a firefighter gives me a feeling of giving back.”  

The mood feels like it’s becoming too heavy, that happens when your parents are mobsters, so I jump on talk of his life in California. “So, tell me what it’s like to be a firefighter?” 

He instantly brightens. “It’s great, Izzy, really great. There’s a real sense of family with the guys I work with at the station house.” He takes a cookie and takes a bite. His face registers genuine shock. “Izzy, you made these? They’re incredible. You should have your own shop.” 

First, I’m beautiful, and now this? Holy crap! “I don’t think my dad would like that but thank you for the compliment.” 

“No, no, thank you.” He takes another bite.  

I sip the win and rack my brain for something relevant to say. ‘Do the guys at the station know you have this big of a sweet tooth? They may not like that.” 

He laughs and takes another cookie. “They’re really a big bunch of toddlers so they understand.” 

“It sounds really great out there with them.” 

He brushes crumbs from his shirt and nods. “Yeah, they are. It’s funny, in a lot of ways it’s like being in the…” He gives a small smile. “This thing our parents do. I mean, there’s a real sense of brotherhood and loyalty like with the family out here, but it’s not all self-interested. Those guys really care about their job being to help others.” 

“Are you going to stay out there, Vittorio?” A small sliver of worry hits me that maybe, just maybe, I would never see him again after this trip. 

And now, he looks me right in the eyes and I worry that I’ve made some bad faux pas. “I want out of this, Izzy. This… you know what. I want out for more than just now. Forever. I like working for a living at a legitimate job. I like being a firefighter. I like helping people. If I come back, it will only be for legitimate work and a legitimate life.” 

I sense how serious he is about it and my heart breaks for him because I know how hard it can be to make your own way in this world of ours. I can also tell he’s not so sure about that last part. He wants to come back only for a legitimate life but he’s not sure he can do it. He has more control over his life than I have over mine but that doesn’t mean complete control.

He has a little more freedom than I do but a ton more responsibility. “I understand, I mean, my father just wants me married off to anybody who will have me.” I realize how sad that sounds and I feel even more upset. “I want out, too, Vittorio. I really do. This mob life is draining, and ridiculous.” 

He smiles, probably because I skip the whole this thing we do process. Well, if there’s any risk of bugs, he doesn’t seem to care either. “Being the boss’s son, well, it’s just not something I enjoy. I figured that out today. My old friends see me, and they’re treating me with all this deference I haven’t even earned. “  

“Well, I wish I could get some respect. I’ve been trying for years to get him to call me Izzy and to have people call me Izzy, but it’s not dignified enough for a top of the chain under… for who I am. My dad says it’s a stupid nickname that makes me seem like a kindergartener.” 

He laughs. “Wow, I hadn’t thought of that nickname with you in a while. When I saw you in the store I just went to Bella because well, that’s what you made me think of, something beautiful.” 

The compliment comes out of nowhere and I feel a blush rising up my body. “Um, thank you, yeah. I like Bella when you’re the one saying it.” 

“Well, it will be our little secret then.” He puts one hand on his heart and takes one of mine in the other one. “I solemnly swear.” 

I feel my breathing getting faster. “Seal the deal with a kiss,” I whisper. 

And he does. 

Vittorio leans towards me, and I meet him halfway. Our bodies lean into each other as our hands roam. His lips are just as wonderful as I could’ve imagined. He kisses me like he wants to devour me, and I return his aggression with a dose of my own. 

Holy fuck, I’m kissing Vittorio Leoni!  

My head lights up with that fact, but my body shuts down any hesitation. I melt into him as his mouth moves against mine. I feel his hands travel over my breasts and then, move lower, and I can’t believe that I'm about to have sex with my lifelong crush. 

A knock on the door makes us both jump. It’s followed quickly by a loud, stern voice. “Vittorio! Come answer the door.” 

We both know that voice. It’s his father. 

Vittorio stands up and I can see the tension build again in his body as he goes to open the door. 

His father steps in and sees me sitting there. “Hello, Isabella, good to see you.”

“Hello, Don Leoni, very good to see you as well, Sir,” I say with a deferential, very slight bowing of the head.

He nods with a smile and moves his attention to Vittorio. “You’ll have to send Isabella home now. Your auntie and your uncle have traveled fourteen hours to see you.” 

He looks at his father. “I wonder how the news got out.” 

His father turns to me, ignoring his son’s remark. “So sorry, Isabella, but dinner is already on the table and we didn’t realize Vittorio would be having company, but ...” 

I jump up as I cut him off before the inevitable invitation is issued. An invitation I couldn’t refuse, and I really am not prepared for any kind of scrutiny. “I, um, am expected at home, actually. So, I need to get going. Thank you so much for everything, Vittorio. I’ll be on my way now. Again, Don Leoni, it’s wonderful to see you again.”

In my nervousness, I actually curtesy to Don Leoni.  

And with that brilliant move, I head for the door.


Chapter Four



Vittorio

I drive to the house in Brax Hill, a rural community about two-hundred miles south of the city. We own eleven houses here. Two apartment buildings, too. I arranged all that in high school, trying to help my father along to a legitimate business process. All of them are rented out except this one, which the family keeps for times like now. 

At the house, I change into a jogging suit and then get out through the backyard. I jog a mile or two into the forest until I come to a small hut. We own the hut, too. We own the land I’m on as well. In the hut is a mountain bike, and the mountain bike takes me over three or four miles of trails to another hut. I put the bicycle in the hut, strip, and shift. 

And everything returns to focus. 

The perspective is entirely different as a lion. Perhaps the most significant change in relation to perspective is just the awareness of the ground. I’ve come to believe that humans are unaware of the ground for the most part. This is why they trip over things they don’t see. Their center of gravity makes focus higher.  

Of course, lions in human form are also less aware of the ground. 

Now, though, with my head in a different position, I am fully aware, and the change is refreshing and exciting to me. The truth is my eyes are still almost six feet above the ground. Shifters are about half- again larger than the natural animals. I weigh almost a thousand pounds. In the wild, a very large male lion might get to six hundred pounds. 

But the position and the nature of a lion's body make me more aware of the terrain. I’m also aware, of course, of the wildlife. I’m instantly distracted by an Iberian pig, a feral boar. I don’t intend to hunt when I come here but now that I hear it rooting a short distance away, I’m in a different frame of mind about that entirely.  

I haven’t hunted in a long time. Back home, it isn’t really something I get much time to do. Even though I’m with Company 417, which is entirely composed of shifters, we are still an active fire company. We also have to keep our nature secret. Even though shifters came out to the world, most people do not really believe in our existence.  

There is a good deal of worry that perhaps the world is not ready for a shifters’ positions in important services to be revealed. We are drawn to such services. Fireman. Police officers. Military. Rescue. Anything that requires physical activity and physical strategy.  

Some of us, Lions in particular, are drawn to business, which makes my family’s business unsurprising. The criminal nature of things isn’t surprising, either. For thousands of years, shifters’ very existence was hidden from humanity. The idea of operating in the shadows is part of what we are.  

But that is changing, and so, too, my family is changing. 

The pig is a more interesting thing to consider now. I am downwind from him so stalking him will not be as difficult as it might otherwise be. That is not to say that it will be easy. On the contrary, I am so large that there is no way to move silently in this forest with leaves, twigs, and more covering the ground. The most I’ll be able to manage is to move quietly. 

I can feel the excitement of the hunt rising within me. I am an African lion, far more at home hunting in grasslands than forest, of course. Nonetheless, this is exhilarating.  

Perhaps not as exhilarating as being right on the edge of making love to Isabella but if for some reason the boar gets away, I won’t be nearly as crushed. I can promise you that. 

I get to a point where I can see the boar. I’m amazed I’ve managed to get this close. I crouch and slide closer on my belly. The boar’s head comes up and he sniffs the air and grunts. His tail switches. I freeze. Seconds go by and neither of us moves.  

And then I pounce. 

My leap covers the distance between us easily, but this boar was already on the alert and it bolts to the side just in time to avoid my claws. I turn rapidly and start after him. He’s not far enough to make me expend much effort. He’s mine, if I want him. 

I speed up a little and the distance closes. He decides to turn and fight. He's small in comparison to me, but he’s wily and he’s a fighter. He snorts and I can tell he’s actually going to run at me. The insanity of it makes me leap aside when he gets to me. I suddenly am not interested in taking his life. He’s brave and deserves to live.  

I trot off into the forest, lengthening the distance between me and the boar very quickly. My heart races with the unspent adrenaline. I feel very alive and everything, every sense, is heightened. Isabella pops into my mind and I feel a thrill excite me. I run faster through a clearing and dive into the trees again. 

It is strange still for us Leonis to be running through forest. America was not our first home. We originated from Africa, but around 1779, my ancestors decided to migrate to Italy. About a hundred years after that, along with so many others, another ancestor, my great-great grandfather, Agosto Leoni, came over to America with his wife and their three cubs…kids. 

He was a bookkeeper in Italy, with a small shop of odds and ends on the side. His ability to understand numbers is what first gained the attention of his mafioso neighbor. That guy brought him to the boss at the time and, well, the rest is history. 

Agosto was the first Leoni to work for the mob. He worked his way up and brought more lion shifters over, eventually, to form his own crime family. When I say he was wily, I mean it. He managed to outsmart quite a few tough guys. He knew numbers well enough and accounting, he could hide money he was skimming from the top. Not a great role model, but I understand why he did it. 

Now, though, there isn’t the need for all of that illegal bullshit to continue. It’s a business that I want to end with me. I have no intention of entering into the illegal side of things, but my father is making that difficult. He wants me to take over whether or not the legitimization is complete.

And then there’s Isabella. 

Her family have been involved with the business almost as long as my family. It would be just as hard for her to cut ties with it, but I remember how she seemed so certain that she wanted to leave it all behind. That is what helps me to believe she could be the one to help me legitimize things. She is the mate I’m looking for, the one who would understand. I sensed it the moment I saw her again. 

I stop where I am and let the forest envelop me. Sounds and smells shift like the light, and I try to sink into my lion senses and forget, for just a moment, that I’m even a man. I have the strongest urge to roar and let all my frustration pour out of me, but it would be heard for miles. It doesn’t sound like the lion at the start of movies. That’s a tiger.  

As I head back, though, I realize I feel better. A shifter always feels more clarity after going wild. It’s especially needed in the times we’re living in. Free space to roam in is becoming in short supply. Thankfully, this land was available. 

I make it back to the house, shifting back before I leave the cover of the woods. I slip on the stash of clothing I keep by the garden wall for these occasions, just a shirt and a pair of sweatpants. I get back into the house and I have the strongest urge to call Isabella to come out and meet me here. 

I pick up my phone and stare at it like an idiot, and then I put it down. 

All of this would be a little much for her to handle, I think. I know because it’s almost too much for me.


Chapter Five



Isabella

I open the door and he stands there in all his perfect glory. “Come with me,” he says. 

It’s like a command. 

I mean, it’s like he tells me to do it without even the slightest idea that I might ask anything or that I might refuse. 

Of course, it only occurs to me to think about how he asked (well, told) me once he’s already opening his car door and I’m sitting in the passenger seat. He closes the door and goes to the passenger side. I still don’t say anything. When he pulls out of the driveway, though, I finally ask, “Where are we going?” 

“To my place.” 

“Dinner?” I ask. 

“No. We can order something if you want or pick something up on the way but the whole point is that I don’t want anyone to interrupt us.” 

I breathe out a sigh, and even though it’s a damned foolish thing to do, I unbuckle my seatbelt and lean over onto his lap. I’ve never done road head before. I have to be honest and tell you that I never expected to do it in my whole life. But now, well, everything about now already defies expectations.  

“Izzy?” 

“Shh,” I say as I get his belt undone. “Me too. I don’t want to be interrupted, and I know as long as you’re driving nobody is going to open the door.” If he has anything else to say about it, he’s silent. I get his slacks unbuttoned and unzipped, and there it is right in front of me. 

Holy crap, he’s big! 

He’s really big.  

Thankfully, he’s not fully erect right now so I can get my mouth on him. It’s still a mouthful, of course. I moan softly as I move my tongue and I moan less softly as I feel his cock respond and grow in my mouth. I’m kind of shocked by how good it feels to give a blowjob like this. I mean, I don’t hate blowjobs but this is the first time I really like it.  

Does that make sense? 

Like, there’s a difference between not minding something or even enjoying that it makes someone else happy than there is to actively enjoy something. Damn, I’m doing a poor job of explaining. The point is that I really love sucking his cock right now. 

One of the reasons, I’m sure, is just the naughtiness of giving road head. I’m certain that’s a big part of what I find so enjoyable. I come from a traditional Italian family, and even though we can be sex demons behind closed doors, the key word in that sentence is behind. You’re not a sex demon on the wrong side of a closed door.

But I am. I most certainly am right now, and it’s very sexy. It’s very exciting. Hell, it’s thrilling. 

But there’s more to it. I can’t really explain it and I’m afraid it will sound crazy anyway. I mean, let’s face reality here. I’m sucking a dick. How in the world am I turning that into something special and significant, right?  

It feels that way to me, though. This doesn’t feel like quickly taking care of a boy because you’re not ready to have sex with him. This doesn’t feel like some sort of consolation prize or even… 

Wow. 

I know the word. 

It feels mutual. 

That’s it. Even though the focus is on him and, obviously, he’s the one receiving sexual pleasure, this still feels like a two-sided activity. It doesn’t feel like he’s just taking and I’m just giving. It feels like we’re both receiving as the car moves along the road.  

And I can tell I'm definitely having a big impact on Vittorio, literally and figuratively. I mean, his cock is growing bigger and harder as I bring a hand up and use it with my mouth to stroke him. He shifts in his seat and moans, and that drives me to try to go as deep as I can on him.  

Now, his pants are partially in the way and keeping me from going all the way down on him, but I’m not sure I’d even be able to do it, honestly. Actually, I’m pretty sure I could only manage about two-thirds no matter what and I’d need to be in particularly good form!

I seem to be doing enough, though, because I feel his hand rest on the back of my hand and then, he’s holding me as he lifts his hips to thrust deeper into my throat. I do my best to relax and keep my hand on him to guide him. His cock hits my throat and I almost, so I adjust my position and let him thrust again.

This time, he goes even deeper. I try to slip my hand down his pants and cradle his balls. I tease them with my nails, touching softly and then, squeezing gently as I go even lower. 

I’m at my max, though, and I feel how excited and close he’s getting. I start to bob my head gently, and I keep playing with his balls. I come up all the way and tease the tip of his cock with my tongue. He’s rock hard now and every touch makes him moan. “So good, Izzy. So fucking good.” 

It’s strange but the more he says things like that, the better I want to make it for him. I force myself down, trying to take him all the way in one move and he groans. I come up and stroke him round and round with my tongue. I try to surprise him at every turn, but when I feel his grip tighten in my hair, I start to just focus on going deep and sucking hard. 

Finally, his cock throbs hard in my mouth and his hand grips even tighter. The car swerves a little and I have a brief fear of us driving off the road, but I don’t let that stop me. I guess, honestly, it kind of turns me on. I feel the car stop and almost giggle. He knows he has to pull over.

I don’t giggle because once the car’s in park, he has both hands available. He pushes my head down as his hips lift. He’s in my throat again and deeper than I went. He holds me there as he groans and even though his fingers tighten in my hair, he uses less force keeping me down. I pull up in a panic and his cock is deep in my mouth but out of my throat as he cums.

I swallow reflexively. Which is strange because usually I don’t do that. In fact, I’ve never swallowed with a blow job. Part of me thinks that it’s just the panic. I mean, his cock is still right at the opening of my throat. The other part of me thinks that I just want to give Vittorio something nobody else has.

This is Vittorio, and I feel a deep pleasure as I make him shudder and cry out. My body is humming as he finally releases his grip on me.  

I sit up slowly. Vittorio looks my way briefly before getting his eyes back on the road. That look sends a fire through me. It is pure lust and I feel it like fingers on my skin. My body feels hot and my vision is blurry. I’m breathing hard and it takes a moment to get myself a little more controlled.

He pulled over a block from his place. We pull into a private back driveway I was entirely unaware of, and then we’re there, the guest house. 

He gets out and I see him working at his zipper back up. He comes to my door and opens it. “Come on.” 

He’s abrupt and breathless and again I get a little intense thrill at his having enjoyed my blow job so much. It’s a strange sense of power that I’m not sure I can really explain. I just know that it makes me hot as hell. 

I follow him into the guest house, and just as I pass the door, he slams it behind us and grabs me. The man is rough and passionate. His hands start working at my clothes, pulling them off and tossing them away as we move through the house. 

His hands roam everywhere, and his mouth follows. My bra disappears and he dips down to suck my nipples into his mouth, one after the other. His tongue turns them into nothing but pure sensation. I grab his shoulders to steady myself as he keeps us moving. 

Finally, we reach the doorway to his room and he puts my hands out to either side of the door frame. He ducks down and grabs my panties and pulls them right off me. They tear like paper and then, he kisses my pussy softly. I shudder so hard that I lose my grip on the doorframe. He grabs me and swings me up into his arms. 

I know I can’t wait any longer.


Chapter Six



Isabella

Look, I don’t think that I’m ugly. Maybe I should get that out of the way right now. I don’t think that I’m ugly or disgusting. I’m just not hot. I mean, guys aren’t disgusted by me or anything but nobody looks at a big girl like me and is really turned on. That just doesn’t happen.  

I’m not fat. 

I’m not thin. 

I don’t know how to explain it. I’m the best friend, not the star of the movie. I’m the one the friend makes her boyfriend fix up on a date. I’m not the kind of girl a man looks at and wants. If I’m what he gets, he’s okay with it. I don’t turn him off but… 

Okay, my mind is running in circles. 

It’s running in circles because I’m naked on Vittorio’s bed and he’s undressing while he keeps his eyes on my body. Those eyes are filled with absolute lust. I don’t mean anticipation. Any guy might see me naked and have anticipation about things because he knows what happens next. That isn’t what’s happening right now.  

Right now, he stares at me with such lust in his eyes! He wants me! I mean, he wants my body because he finds my body attractive even though I’m big. He likes my body! It’s such a new experience for me. It’s such a wonderful experience for me. Nobody has ever looked at me the way Vittorio looks at me right now. 

His shirt comes off and I marvel at the definition on his chest and his abs. It’s like he’s a sculpture and not a man. His abs definitely have the six-pack, and that’s just… I mean, a guy with six-pack abs wants me! I guess I’m foolish for the way I keep coming back to this but it’s difficult not to make this the focus of things. An incredibly hot man wants me! 

And then I see his pants come down. 

And then I see his cock again. Dear God, it seemed huge while we were driving and I was giving him a very wild blow job, but I’m really seeing it now, you know?  

I am not a girl who thinks size matters. In fact, I always think about that as a foolish thing that male-driven ego cares about, not something girls care about except online. In real life, big dicks require a great deal of care unless a girl wants to feel a lot of pain in the one place she doesn’t want to feel pain.  

Okay, so I say all that because Vittorio is enormous. 

I mean, he’s scary big. How did I not get that idea in the car with my mouth on him? I guess the awkward position and his pants obscuring part of it. I don’t know. I just know that it’s, well, it’s making me very excited and very nervous. 

I stare at his cock in something pretty close to shock and try my best to get my mind wrapped around how in the world I’m going to manage it. I think the only thing I’ll be able to do is be on top so I can control the speed and depth. I don’t like that, really, because on top, my body is on full display. I don’t know how else I’ll be able to handle it, though. 

And then he grabs my knees and spreads my legs. I feel my heart skip a beat as he pulls me forward so my ass is right on the edge of the bed. My pussy ends up just an inch in front of his very large cock, and something crazy happens. Instead of me telling him to wait so we can change positions, I remember that his cock has already been in my mouth. 

Why the hell does that suddenly matter? Am I thinking I’ll seem foolish if I stop him now instead of before?

Wow, my mind is all over the place and running in circles. Fuck! 

And I feel so silly about not thinking about his size well before I actually see his dick.  

I mean, it’s been in my mouth and I’m sure I caught dark glimpses of it in the car, right? 

But I don’t get a chance to tell him about changing positions and real panic, paralyzing panic, takes hold as he steps forward. He doesn’t shove that monster into me, though. Instead, he drops to his knees, puts my legs over his shoulders, and leans forward. And then his mouth is on me. 

I gasp and then moan loudly as his tongue thrusts into me. The sensations that rush over my body are almost impossible to describe. Nobody has ever gone down on me. A big girl never expects something like that, so it’s just not anything I ever ask for. I guess I assume if I ask, I’ll be refused. Who wants to go through that sort of humiliation? 

“Vittorio,” I breathe out. “Oh, it’s… Oh, Vittorio.” I don’t intend to say anything at all. It just comes out. I mean, I don’t intend to be silent but there’s no intention to speak either. I just don’t know what to say or do here. I’m so completely overpowered by the way his tongue wriggles about inside of me.  

His tongue goes everywhere. He slides it up and down my pussy and even goes lower and teases my ass. I can’t stop moaning and my hands grip the covers on the bed. He gets to my clit and flicks over and around it. I gasp. It’s so good! I’ve never felt like this during sex! I’ve never felt so overwhelmed with pleasure. Every nerve in me is on fire! 

My stomach tenses and relaxes in rhythm to his attentions. He puts his whole mouth on my clit and sucks and I groan so loudly it’s more like a yell. “Oh, oooooohhhhh fuuuuuccckkk…. Oh!” 

The orgasm hits, and my body seizes up so powerfully! After that, I can’t control anything. I do know that I want Vittorio in me. Any fear is completely gone. I want him. I want his cock inside me. I want it now but all I can do is moan through gritted teeth. 

Fortunately, though, he’s ready for me, too. He pulls me even closer to him and lifts my lower body up against him so that my legs are running up along his chest, and then I feel the head of his cock pressing against my throbbing, cumming, desperate pussy.  

Throbbing, cumming, desperate? It’s like my life is an advertisement for a porn movie right now!

But all of it is true, and I scream when he thrusts and I’m instantly filled. I’m beyond filled. I scream in pleasure but there’s some fear there, too. I mean, I’m so stretched that I feel like I might break. I’ve never had sex like this. I’ve never had a man treat me as someone who could be nimble. Who looks at a plus-sized girl and thinks that? But Vittorio has me almost bent like a fucking pretzel and it’s the most amazing thing in the world. 

He parts my legs and leans over me to drive that thick cock even deeper into me. I cry out with every thrust. He kisses my mouth, my neck. He runs a hand over my breasts, clumsily, wildly, like his need for me is just uncontrollable. It makes me feel things more intensely.

By a hundredfold!

It’s more than amazing. It’s breathtaking. 

He speeds up to a pace that makes my body bounce wildly on his bed. I wrap my legs around his hips the best can and pull him to me. I reach up and grip his shoulders. He looks down at me. “You’re so fucking beautiful, Izzy!” 

I hold his face in my hands, and we stare at each other as he thrusts deeper, and then, I feel his cock swell inside me, and his body tenses. I feel my own orgasm explode to the surface again. Vittorio falls onto the bed and rolls me to my side so that he stays inside me. We kiss and grab at each other like we’re trying to stay afloat after falling into the ocean.  

It’s the most amazing feeling, being in Vittorio’s arms like this, feeling our bodies shiver together as we’re both overwhelmed. His hold on me is so powerful. Neither one of us wants to let go, and we drift in a daze of spent lust, tangled and exhausted. 

“Bella, Izzy, my Bella, my wonderful girl.” he mumbles into my hair, kissing the top of my head. 

And I realize that this is not just about lust. I realize that what I’m feeling is deeper. That’s not a pun or a comment about his dick size. 

I love Vittorio Leoni. I love the mob boss’ son. 

So much for leaving the mob behind.


Chapter Seven



Vittorio

Marone, that girl is a handful!

I don’t mean she’s a handful when it comes to how she behaves. I don’t think there’s a man on Earth who could possibly complain about that. She’s not high maintenance at all. She’s not mean-spirited, petty, or demanding. She’s sweet and kind and just about perfect.

But I can tell you right now that I think she’ll never get enough sex from me!

What a strange way to put it. It’s true though. She’s insatiable. Oh, we can go at it until she’s finally just exhausted and wrecked. She’ll collapse into sleep and there’s nothing more she can do.

Until she wakes up.

And then she’s right back at it!

Don’t get me wrong. I am not complaining at all. On the contrary, I guess I’m living every man’s dream, right? I’ve got a girlfriend who wants sex as often as I can manage it. This is what guys want pretty desperately, right? Well, that’s what I have, and it’s difficult to think of the situation in any kind of light other than gloriously positive.

Not that I want to, of course.

I’m in the shower right now. I have to get going early. There’s a meeting with my father and his capos. He wants me there. I don’t want to be there, of course, but that’s not really relevant. Don’t get me wrong. My father isn’t a tyrant. There isn’t going to be some sort of battle if I’m not there but it would be a terrible show of disrespect.

I don’t mean the others would see it that way. They might not even know he intends to have me there. They already know I don’t want to take over and he intends to hand it to them at some point. But it would be a show of disrespect to my father when it comes to my father and me, and that’s enough of a reason.

The water feels good.

But I hear Izzy’s voice ask, “Mind if I come in?” and that feels even better. And then it’s even better because when she comes in, she immediately drops to her knees and her mouth is very busy. She does it without any precursor. She doesn’t…

Hell, how do I explain it? She just does it. She doesn’t make a comment about how she’s doing it. She doesn’t do anything to make me think she’s keeping score or that I need to remember she does this next time she wants something. There’s no gamesmanship here. It’s difficult to explain because my world, at least the mob side, has some built-in cultural norms that aren’t easy to overcome.

The man is in charge.

The woman stays home or the man allows her to do a job he approves of her doing.

The woman’s job is taking care of the husband.

It’s not as cut and dry as all that but it’s a pretty good approximation of things. The kinds of things that develop in relationships where my culture is the norm are different than in other cultures, I think. Hell, how would I know, right? But with us, what a woman can so involves giving or withholding affection. I don’t mean the sex.

That’s another cultural thing. You have sex with your man. It’s part of the job. However, if you don’t think a woman can withhold affection while sucking your dick, you haven’t received enough blowjobs to understand how things work.

But the point I’m trying to make is that Izzy does none of the things that others might do to use the situation to gain a measure of control. Instead, she seems very sincerely interested in simply making me feel good.

I could see myself falling in love with this girl.


Chapter Eight



Isabella

Anal sex hurts a whole lot less than I expect it to hurt. It still hurts, though. I mean, online there’s some pretty clear advice. Lots of lube. Tell him to take it slow. Focus on your breathing. Relax. I do none of that. I give it to him without preparing the way I should, just pulling him out of my pussy while we’re spooning and guiding him back.

I still move and moan like it’s the best thing in the world, of course.

I give him my ass because I need him to want me.

I need him to want me more than he wants to go back to California.

He’s been in town for four weeks. He has three weeks of vacation time left. I guess his firefighter contract gives him a lot of vacation but once he has some accrued, he has to use it or lose it. He’s using it now. Three weeks. How am I going to survive when the man I love leaves again?

Yeah. Love. There’s no denying it.

And so, yeah, I guide his cock to my virgin ass. Why not, right? As I understand it, couples break up all the time because the girl won’t give the guy the backdoor. I’ll use it to keep him close. And it doesn’t hurt as much as I expect. Oh, it hurts, but it’s manageable and even… Hell, it’s almost good that it hurts, sexy. I don’t know.

Anyway, he screws my ass and it doesn’t hurt as much as I expect and I actually feel damned sexy. When he cums, everything gets so slick and easy that I end up rubbing my clit like crazy when he’s still inside me. I cum and it’s really powerful.

Anyway, that’s not right now. That’s an hour or so ago. I’m thinking about anal sex right now because he’s gone on an errand for his mother, and so far, I haven’t heard him tell me how he’s decided to just stay here in the city forever.

Yeah, like he’s going to say, “I just can’t imagine leaving not that you’ve given me your tiniest, tightest, and most absolutely forbidden hole.”

I giggle at the thought, which makes a few of the people browsing the greengrocer’s rows of fresh peppers, zucchini, and other veggies pause and smile. There are a lot of things I can imagine Vittorio saying. I can promise you most absolutely forbidden hole isn’t one of them. I grab some fruit, my reason for being here but all at once I decide to make dinner for Vittorio.

I grab peppers, a lot of them, along with some onions and other veggies. I end up getting far more than I expect but I’m just getting started! Next door is the butcher, and I get enough meat to make a feast. What the hell am I doing? I’m crazy.

And I go to O’Malley’s. Yeah, an Irish place. What can I say, he’s the only fish monger in the city you can trust. I get shellfish, calamari, and striped sea bass his sons caught. I don’t know what’s going on in my head but there will be a feast at Vittorio’s little guest house tonight and a ton of leftovers to freeze afterward.

I feel really good.

I drive directly to his place because I’ll be working all day. I haven’t done something this impulsive in a very, very long time. My phone rings just as I step out of my car. I answer, giggling, “You’ll never guess what I did but you’re in for a surprise.”

“I’m leaving for the airport,” he says, and it’s confusing because I hear his voice not only through the phone. I turn and see him walking out of the house, suitcase in hand.

“Airport?” I ask. My heart sinks. “But… But why?”

“Wildfires,” he responds. The Fire Authority asked all of us to come back.”

“But you’re on vacation,” I say. Damn it, I’m going to cry.

He leans down and kisses me softly. “I’ll try to come back after the fire. If not, I’ll send for you.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“No.” he says sharply. “You stay here. I’ll either come back or I’ll send for you but you stay here. Do you understand?”

Well, what the hell am I supposed to do? Am I supposed to weep and beg? I’ve been preparing my whole life to be a mafia bride. I’ve been preparing for a husband who goes to jail for years. I can handle a firefighter.

At least until he drives away.

Then, I climb into my car, drive until I’m out of sight of his house, and cry like a baby.


Chapter Nine



Vittorio

Mark is directly outside of security when I arrive. He grabs my bag from me and the first thing he says is, “Are you hydrated?”

“I’m good. How close?”

“To here? There’s no real risk yet. But it’s not right here we’re worried about. There are already a hundred homes gone.”

“Fuck.”

“Yeah. It’s bad. They even let Xander make a firebreak.”

If that’s the case, this fire is really bad. Xander is a dragon shifter. They aren’t even out to the world of humans yet except for certain members of various government agencies such as the Fire Authority. “Any effect?”

“Yeah, it helped the fire from spreading toward the coast but that’s it,” he says.

“And what’s our strategy here?”

“I didn’t get the full picture. I was sent for you but there’s a town fully cut off from the rest of the world right now, surrounded. There’s natural geography helping them right now but not for long. We’ve somehow got to get past the fire and get everyone out or clear a path for their escape.”

“Fuck.”

“Yeah.”

Marcus is a lion shifter. In some ways in lion society, he’s like my father. He’s not mafia or anything like that but when two prides of lion shifters are at odds, Marcus’s family negotiates the process to keep the peace. There are dozens of kings in charge of dozens of prides. Marcus and his family keep them from killing each other.

It’s a specific role in lion society. It’s a lot like my father does with two different crews yelling at each other over territory. He deals with the situation before bullets fly. Marcus deals with situations before the shifting and the fighting starts. The prides would be constantly at war if not for his family and their legacy. It’s sort of how my father keeps all the smaller operators from constant war.

But ethical.

“Any accidentally created lakes around?” I ask.

“I wish,” he says.

The lake is a reference to an earlier fire. The whole town was in flames. It was a ghost town, a tourist attraction. There were still a few dozen people at risk. Company 417, because of the shifters involved, broke through a dam and flooded the valley to put out the fire. I’d give a whole lot to have a lake available now, I can tell you.

“We might lose someone,” I say.

He doesn’t respond. He knows I’m not talking about civilians. If there’s one thing about shifters, it’s that we won’t stop even when we should. Because there is healing in the shift itself, we tend to think of ourselves as immortal. The key is not to die before you shift.

Ay, there’s the rub.

Am I really quoting Shakespeare right now? Is that Shakespeare?

“I hope it’s not you, Tor. It’s good to see you.”

It takes me a moment to realize he’s saying he hopes I’m not the firefighter we lose. “It’s good to see you, too, Marcus. We need to find a way for it to be nobody. Are they going to leave it to us?”

“That’s why they sent for you. For everyone. It’s entirely a Company 417 operation. We get anything we ask for but it’s on us.”

“We get to shift openly?”

“We get almost anything we ask for,” he corrects.

“Air support?”

“As long as it’s safe for the pilots to fly. They’ve been dropping water and supplies.”

“How long before the fire reaches the town?”

“We thought we had two days. They’ve been flying a helicopter into town and evacuating but only two passenger guys, something about the smoke, heat, and radar, I don’t know. They’ve been evacuating for two days straight and only about a hundred people.”

“How many are still in town?”

“Almost a thousand.”

“And we have two days to get them out or get the fire out?”

“We thought we did, Tor,” he says. “But the word is now that we’ve got something like eighteen hours.”

I let out a long sigh. “This really sucks,” I say.

I thought I’d be getting laid tonight. Instead, the lives of a thousand citizens are suddenly on my shoulder.


Chapter Ten



Isabella

Mom and Dad are probably going to be pissed at me. That’s why I wait until I hear the announcement for the final boarding call and only then send the text to Mom letting her know I’m flying to California in case Vittorio needs any help during breaks fighting the fire. 

And then I turn my phone off and board the plane. 

It’s a redeye flight. It’s just after midnight now, and we’ll touch down in Los Angeles at two-fifteen. The flight is four and a half hours long but we lose two hours because of time zones. I’ve already got a hotel room reserved and it’ll be held for me. 

I’ll get there and be whatever he needs me to be. 

There’s going to be hell to pay, I suppose. My family will be angry with me. Vittorio’s parents might be mad at me as well. There will be less hell to pay than there would be if my dad was the big boss and Vittorio’s was the underboss. That’s the good news. 

The truth is, though, I just don’t care. If I just live in California with Vittorio, I’ll be happy. Hell, I might be a whole lot more than just happy. I might be overjoyed at the opportunity to live free of my family’s business just like he lives free of his. 

But I pound down three shots of vodka from a stewardess happy to take the twenty-dollar bribe to give them to me before takeoff. Then, I close my eyes and when I open them again, it’s because there’s a beep when the seatbelt light goes on for the descent into Los Angeles. 

I want to sleep more when I get to the hotel but there’s just no chance of it all. I’m too hyped up and too worried about him. So, I take a long shower to at least wash the travel off me and then turn it from nice and hot to freezing for the last twenty or thirty seconds just to energize me again. It’s about three-forty-five in the morning. 

I do some research to find out where that town of his is located and get in my car. My navigation app tells me I’ll be there in about two hours. I think that means I’ll get there right about dawn. Of course, what actually happens is that two hours later, I’m stopped by a roadblock and I end up bribing a clerk at the roadside hotel to give me a room she’s supposed to be saving for people in county government.  

Yeah, well fuck them. I want to see my man. 

I know I’m being an idiot with that last comment but c’mon. I’m a mafia princess. I didn’t win any good citizenship awards in high school and I probably won’t win anything like that my whole life. I want out of the whole mob lifestyle, sure, but that doesn’t make me Snow White in a world of Jezebels. If anything, the rest of the world hangs out with the dwarves.  

Hangs out with the dwarves? Wow. I’m close to Vittorio now so I’m losing it. I mean, I’m close in terms of proximity but… Well, holy crap. I’m not going to defend myself to you or anyone.  

But I sure as hell wish I could see Vittorio and know that he’s okay, for fuck’s sake. I desperately wish I could see him, touch him, kiss him. 

Know he’s still alive. 

I am so terrified that this fire will claim him. I’m so terrified the last time I saw him will be the last time ever. 

And so (just in case you don’t already think I’m an idiot), I decided to find a way to get past the roadblock to check on my man. And I see a little motorcycle. I hurry to the office. “Who owns that dirt bike?” I ask the girl. 

“My boyfriend uses it,” she says, “but it’s mine. I bought it for him.” 

“I want to rent it.” 

“Rent it?” 

“One hundred dollars just for today.” 

“It’s not even worth a hundred dollars, I think,” she says. 

“I don’t care.”  

She shrugs and looks around in the drawer, she pulls out a key and hands it to me. “You know how to ride, right?” 

“Why would I rent it if I didn’t?” I ask.  

I leave without telling her that I’ve only ridden a dirt bike over one summer when I was fourteen. I hope like hell it’s like riding a bicycle.  

What the fuck am I doing? I don’t know anything about wildfires, and I sure as hell have no business being out here. I can promise you, though, that it’s not about anything logical. I just can’t be without him. I can’t. 

Damn it all, I sound like a character in a bad, poorly thought-out movie! 

“Where’s the fire?” I ask. 

Her eyes narrow. “You want to take my motorcycle to the fires?” She shakes her head. “We shouldn’t even be this close. The only reason I’m here is I’m getting extra pay until the police show up to take care of the place until the fires are gone.” 

What a horrible time for me to come to my senses. It happens, though, horrible or not. I burst into tears and just collapsed there on the floor. The girl is very sweet, and before I know it, she’s on the floor with me, and I’m weeping against her shoulder.  

She holds me and strokes my hair and I guess in the middle of my sobs I must tell her about the man I love and how he’s fighting the fire because she whispers assurances that he’s going to be okay. I don’t know how long I weep but I can promise you that I’ve never cried a cry more desperately needed than this one. 

When I finally back away, I whisper, “I’m Isabella. Izzy.” 

She smiles. “I know. I checked you in.” I smile as well, and she says, “And I’m Arielle. Do you want to sit with me and watch the news reports? Or do you want to sneak sips of the owner’s bourbon? He has a case he keeps in the cabinet here.” 

I smile mischievously. “What about both?” 

“Now you’re speaking my language,” Arielle says as she stands and helps me to my feet.  

Arielle finds the bourbon and pours us both some full glasses. I’m thankful she doesn’t believe in skimping. We sit and watch the news. Nothing really changes for a while and then, there’s a news flash. I lean forward and grip the edge of the counter. 

The news anchor, a pretty young blonde, explains that Company 417 have rescued the town but that they are now trapped in a canyon. I wait for the news anchor to offer more information, but she just talks about how very dangerous this whole business of firefighting can be, and how brave these men are. 

I turn to Arielle. “Do you know what canyon they’re talking about?” 

“I imagine it’s the one just on the other side of the park. It’s ...” 

I cut her off. “How far is it?” 

“About four miles, but you aren’t thinking of going there, are you? If they’re trapped, you’re going to be in real trouble. Hey!” 

I ignore her pleas to come back and run out to the dirt bike. I’m zooming away before Arielle can say something that would convince me to not go searching for the man I love.


Chapter Eleven



Isabella

The smoke in the area is awful, and riding the bike makes it so that it’s especially awful. I don’t care, though. I have a horrible image of Vittorio lying wounded in the middle of a raging inferno.  I kick the bike into a higher gear and speed around curves that make the bike shake and wobble. 

I should be afraid. I should be worried and pacing. I shouldn’t be zooming around on such a little bike, a bike that definitely is worth less than the money I gave Arielle for the rental of it. But I'm not so much afraid as determined to find my man and save him from this disaster.  

I’m laser focused on this one goal. Get Vittorio. 

I come to a bend in the road and I only realize how sharp the turn is when it’s already too late to adjust. The bike skids on some gravel at a very high speed and I lose control briefly. 

Well, that’s all the time it needs to go absolutely crazy. The bike shudders and then, I’m on my side with the bike and heading over the edge of the roadway towards the tree line. I start to scream and then, the bike veers and jumps. It manages to miraculously stay upright and not hit a tree, but eventually it skitters and I fall to the side as it slips from my hands and plows right into a tree stump. 

I sit on the ground and try to stay calm. I can tell something is wrong with my right ankle because when I try to stand on it, it buckles and I fall again. The smoke in the air is getting denser and I curse my fucking luck. I don’t want to be stuck here when my man needs someone to rescue him. 

I try to stand again and yell so loud it echoes. I sit back down and start to cry. It’s more out of frustration than anything else, but I know that I am not ready to give up. Even if the flames are getting closer, and I know they are because the smoke in the air is becoming thicker and darker, and I hear crackling noises, 

I’m just about to try to stand again when I see a massive lion come striding through the trees and heading my way. 

Now, I’m going to say that again.

I see a lion, bigger than any I’ve ever seen in any zoo, come trotting towards me. 

A fucking lion!

I feel panic well up within me, but I can’t do anything. I’m stuck both physically and mentally. 

The lion gets close enough to me that I can see that its mane is fairly dark. I focus on that and not the gaping mouth that comes at me.

And picks me up.

When the beast’s mouth closes over me, I think I’m going to die but it carries me almost gently, and I guess that’s when I realize this is all a nightmare and not real. Still, even if it isn’t real, it’s terrifying. I think in that moment I faint because I remember very little about being carried by the giant beast. I only begin to come back to consciousness as he sets me back down near a ridge that seems free from the overwhelming presence of the fire. 

I sit and wait to be eaten. I don’t have any logical ability to take in the fact that an insanely large lion is pacing in front of me. Is there a circus nearby? Did the animals got spooked by the fire? Is there an organization freaking out looking for the world record hugest lion on Earth?

No. Nobody and nothing could contain this creature. This lion is just too large to have handled being chained in some zoo. 

Then the lion gets really close and my heart stops. I can see its eyes! I can actually see its damned eyes, and I know that I’m going…

I’m going…

I’m…

They look familiar.  

How could that be? How could anything about this beast seem familiar? 

I think this and then, almost instantly it clicks for me. “Vittorio…” 

The lion shakes its mane and lets out a very controlled roar before stepping away a few paces. “Don’t you dare act like it’s not you!” I say. “I saw your eyes! It’s you!” The view around the lion gets blurry and distorted for so short a time, it almost seems like imagination. And then, “Vittorio!” 

My man is standing where the lion stood. He’s naked and a covered with ash and soot but he looks just fine. I want to cry with the relief of it, but Vittorio starts walking my way and I can tell that he’s furious.  

“What the hell do you think you’re doing out here, Izzy? I told you to stay home until I sent for you!” 

He’s yelling at me, but I just can’t get past the fact that is staring at me right in the face in the form of a naked and very angry human. “You’re a shifter? I didn’t… I know they’re supposed to exist but I didn’t really believe it.” You’ll see them on television news reports and such but I’ve gone my whole life without seeing one live and in the flesh.  

Vittorio shrugs my question away. “Yes, I’m a shifter, but right now, we need to get the hell out of here. We have to get you to a hospital.” 

I shake my head in wonder. “I never believed you were real. I mean, I’d heard about shifters, but I just never saw anything to suggest it wasn’t just a fairy tale. I never believed it and…” 

Vittorio walks closer and leans down and picks me up. I lean my head against his chest. “I told you to stay put.” He says this in a quieter tone filled with deflated worry. “I won’t have you chasing me into every fire because you’re worried about me.” 

I put a hand on his chest. “I’m fine, Vittorio. Please forgive me.” 

He grumbles but then, he kisses the top of my head. 

And so, I know that Vittorio is willing to forgive and forget. 

But then he flips me over and lands a few spanks on my rear end, so I know that Vittorio is and always will be the son of the mob boss, too.

“Are we going to have babies or kittens?” I ask in a faraway voice.

He responds by landing more spanks, and even though pain rockets over my rear end, I fight back giggles.


Epilogue



Eleven Months Later

Isabella

The last spank lands, and I start crying as I lay there over Vittorio’s lap.

In two more months, the spankings will be over.

Yeah.

Ten spanks a day. Eight months. All the way up to the wedding.

That’s the punishment that came along with my engagement ring when I was released from the hospital with a brace on my ankle and an inhaler to deal with the smoke inhalation. I’m getting married and I’m also getting spanked.

And he isn’t kidding, I can promise you that! I wanted to giggle the first time because of relief and happiness and the shock of discovering his shifter nature. You better belief I don’t laugh now, and I can promise you that my man doesn’t show mercy!

I won’t get spanked on my wedding night. It’s then that I’ll have finished my punishment for almost getting myself killed.

My butt hurts.

My butt always hurts!

Is it weird to love it?

After the fire, Vittorio arranges a hiatus and spends six months working with his father to dismantle the criminal enterprise so that my father can take it over piece by piece. It’s not completely done yet but everything is in process and the process will work itself out now. It really took a man…uh, a lion…willing to do it.

Well, Daddy is the boss now, sort of. Vittorio worked it out for the Leoni’s to take over all of the legitimate businesses and to hand off to my father all the illegitimate enterprises. Daddy pays an ungodly amount of money to Mr. Leoni with each division that gets turned over, and Mr. Leoni immediately puts it into real businesses. So now, Vittorio isn’t a mobster anymore.

And I’m not going to be a mob wife.

But wow. I’m going to be the wife of a lion! Vittorio tells me if we have a baby, there’s a fifty-fifty chance the baby will be a shifter. He’ll know right away but the baby won’t shift until sometime during puberty. Now that I know, it can be crazy! I’ve seen everyone in his family nude because I’ll go out with them and they’ll get undressed to shift.

And they don’t think of nudity as, well, as nudity. Just like a lion or a wolf walking around without clothes on isn’t salacious or naughty. It’s strange to think that all these years there’s been a family of lion shifters right under my nose!

But mostly, they’re Italians.

Yeah, I know that sounds weird but I have them over for Sunday gravy and not for roast haunch of wildebeest or ibex or whatever lions eat. I have them over for Sunday gravy or Mrs. Leoni has me over for peppers or polpettone.

Okay. I’m not crying anymore. I lift myself up off Vittorio and roll my watery eyes at him. “So, you feel like a tough guy now?”

He chuckles and says, “I can add another ten spanks if you want.”

I squeal and kiss him. “Nope. Ten works.”

And it does.

Hell, everything about this relationship works. I don’t know how life worked out like this for me but you better believe I’m not complaining. This is perfect, really. I never expected to be happy, I don’t think. I expect to have a lift that’s good enough, not a life that’s joyous.

But I am happy.

And I know as long as I have my fireman lion, I’ll always be happy.

[image: ]


Did you enjoy reading Mafia Lion's Plus Size Obsession? I hope so. I really enjoy writing about the Company 417 firemen shifters. You already know that if you’ve read any of the other books I’ve written. I’m definitely a shifter-loving girl. I don’t just have book boyfriends. I have a menagerie full of them! Bears, wolves, lions, tigers, and those giant majestic dragons!

I loved writing about Vittorio. I think any girl can go for a sexy fireman, of course. I love also that he’s a mafia guy. I mean, a shifter and a fireman and a bad boy… Sign me up, please! I love how he’s determined to live a life of legitimacy but knows he’ll be loyal to his family. I love that side of him.

And, of course, I love how he loves Izzy! I love that she gets to be herself and not just a piece of mafia window dressing but there’s still no question at all about who’s in charge! Izzy got herself a sexy man, an incredible fireman, and a strong and powerful shifter. I have a feeling that she’s going to always take care of him, even if she has to come up with things she has to help him with!

Isabella and Vittorio are well on their way to a wonderful life, aren’t they? I love the two of them together.

How about you? What did you like about the characters?

Naturally, I fell in love with Vittorio while I wrote the book. That isn’t going to surprise any of you out there who’ve read my other Company 417 books. I fall in love with every sexy shifter leading man I write! I can’t help it and I always imagine I’m the girl, too. I guess I’m just hopeless when it comes to shifters! I kind of like bad boys, too, and it’s hard to be more of a bad boy than a mafia man!

Anyway, I really hope you enjoyed reading about Izzy and her lion shifter lover. These two have a really sweet and sexy happily ever after in their future, don’t they?

I’ll tell you one thing right now. I could go for that kind of happily ever after!

If you enjoyed this story, then I think you’ll love the next tale of paranormal romance in the Company 417 Fireman Shifters series.

Annie Crane doesn’t really want to change the whole world but just her part in it. She’s studied hard and now that she’s graduated, she has her dream job at a research zoo hidden away in plain sight in the middle of the city. There, she’ll work on big cat reproduction to replenish endangered populations throughout the world.

She’s worked very hard and the zoo is thrilled to have her, especially after her compelling research as a student. They paid for her travel to the city, put her up in a nice hotel, and within a few weeks, she’ll have a nice apartment in the city.

But on her first night in town, she finds herself enjoying the sexiest fireman imaginable!

He’s tall and muscular.

He’s older than her.

He’s sexy as can be.

In fact, Benjamin Castle is everything she’s ever wanted in a man.

Even if he’s the biggest grump around!

What Annie doesn’t know, though, is that Benjamin Castle is far more than he seems. He’s particularly interested in her work because he’s not just a fireman. He’s a tiger shifter from fire Company 417!

So now, what’s going to happen?

Find out all about it in Grumpy Tiger's Instalove Curvy Mate, the next exciting tale in the sexy, steamy age gap shifter firefighter romance series Company 417 Fireman Shifters!
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