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      Rivals for generations

      

      Valenzia

      I’m ordinary, nothing special. I keep to myself and my studies.

      Until I cross paths with a charming and seductive stranger.

      I’m suspicious of his motives, but the sparks between us silence my doubts.

      By the time I learn about his ties to my parents, it’s too late.

      He’s already taken me captive as part of his deadly plan for vengeance.

      And he means to break me.

      

      Luca

      My father once loved someone who had betrayed him for a Vaccaro—the enemy. It cost my entire family their lives.

      I’m in Sicily to reclaim what belongs to me—power, influence, territory.

      And Vaccaro’s eldest daughter.

      In order to destroy the enemy, I must destroy her.

      But what if what I’m fighting for is what I should be fighting against?

      Because everything about her draws me in.

      

      But as the lines of hate and love collide, will our connection finally bring peace to our families? Or will history repeat itself, and all that’s in wait for me is betrayal?
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      Reader Advisory: This book contains scenes of dark subject matter including graphic violence - both sexual and physical in nature. Please read at your own risk.

    

  







            PROLOGUE – GISELE

          

          

      

    

    






PALERMO, SICILY

        

      

    

    
      The voices around me echoed in my head. I was becoming increasingly afraid because every second I sat here, I knew it was another that would allow me to be found. I wasn’t completely sure whether or not Andrea Catalano even knew where I was, but I could take no chances when it came to him and his violent family. They were the very reason I was leaving the only home I had really ever known for a place I’d never been to. Fleeing to America was scary enough, but knowing what I was taking with me made that terror grow even more. I was nothing more than a thief in the night, or so it seemed. I wasn’t running off with some materialistic bauble or even their cold, hard cash, though. I had something much more priceless with me. Something that neither fear nor money could buy.

      My hand drifted down to my burgeoning belly momentarily before I snatched it away. I’d taken many risks when it came to protecting this babe, and I just had to keep reminding myself not to draw any undue attention to myself. If anyone happened upon me, I needed them to see a young girl embarking on a weekend trip to visit her elders. Thank God for Nonno and Nonna. I knew that their allowing me to come live with them was a big risk, and this favor would be one I’d be sure to repay. I couldn’t have anyone recognize me as being pregnant, especially those in the same circles as ours because they would tell my lover who’d force me to stay here in Palermo.

      I kept my head down and continued staring at the carpeted floor. The shoes I’d chosen to wear were a pair of well-worn sneakers, and they would be needed if I had to run. Everything about me now was a sharp contrast to what it’d once been. In the beginning of my courtship with Andrea, I’d loved parading around in a sexy attire, including stilettos. My wardrobe had outfits which had fit me like a glove.

      It certainly hadn’t been what I’d had on the night I’d met my former lover, Andrea Catalano. It’d been at a nightclub frequented by his family where I’d been chatting casually with my friends until he walked in. From the moment I first laid eyes on him, I was enamored. Our gazes met and he’d come over to introduce himself, and the two of us had hit it off right away. It’d been the classic boy meets girl story; only ours wouldn’t have a happy ending. Our courtship was a whirlwind at the time, and I’d ignored the advice of everyone I knew until it was almost too late.

      “He’s bad news, Gisele,” my best friend had told me.

      “You’re only going to get your heart broken,” another had said.

      “He’s dangerous, Ele. He’s a gangster,” my best friend’s husband had added.

      I hadn’t cared because I’d been in love. The man was everything I could’ve asked for, especially when it came to looks. He was over a foot taller than me, and he had the darkest hair and eyes I had ever seen on a man. When he’d held me in his arms and later took me to his bed, I’d never felt safer, or more cherished.

      Then everything changed.

      One of his brothers had been brutally murdered via a car bombing by a rival mafia family, and the explosion blew up more than the expensive sportscar. It’d finally destroyed any fantasies I had of ever being able to live a normal life with the man I loved, especially since I was no longer sure he felt the same way about me that I did about him.

      When it came to Andrea, I would’ve allowed him to do anything to me. And for a while, I had. The way he’d so expertly commanded my body scared me more now than it had back then. He would touch me with such tenderness in one moment, then fuck me brutally in the next. I’d begun to crave the physical pain, but not the mental anguish I’d eventually felt when I learned that I wasn’t the only woman in his life. In our circle, others had heard about Viviana Spataro. She wasn’t often seen, but rumor was that all of the Catalano brothers passed her between themselves, as she satisfied their sick and perverse needs. I wanted to be the one to do that for my lover; only he wouldn’t let the puttana go. It’d been her or me, and he’d made his choice. Now, I had to make mine.

      There was no longer any reason to stay and fight for him because I’d gotten something more from Andrea than just a broken heart. He’d given me the literal gift of life. This child growing inside of me was now my only focus. I didn’t give a damn about the gangster lifestyle or even his cruel, twisted needs. Would he easily forget how readily I’d been to satisfy those pervasions? Yes, and it would only continue to hurt me.

      He'd only turn his eyes back on me when he’d realized what he’d left behind. I’d never know a moment’s peace, and this child would be raised in his image. There was every chance that the babe would be ripped from my arms completely. No, as long as I was in the city, he would find me. It was the reason I needed to leave. If he knew what I was harboring inside of me, he would await the birth, then get rid of me so he could bring his heir up in the same world he'd been raised.

      I won’t allow it. I can’t.

      I’d been faced with a dilemma, and there had been only one solution. The determination to provide a normal life for this babe was what made me ultimately reach out to the only family I had who could help. My maternal grandparents had fled to New Orleans decades earlier, and now, I was going to follow suit. The plan seemed easy enough. I’d packed a small bag as if I were just leaving town for a short trip. Only, I would never return to this godforsaken place again. I’d get to America, find a job, then buy anything else I might need for me and my child. So far, everything was working out as exactly as planned.

      And that’s what scares me the most.

      I was petrified Andrea would somehow find out what I was up to, and do whatever necessary to keep me here. It didn’t matter that I’d made sure no one knew of this pregnancy.

      A shiver wracked me, and I looked up just as someone sat in the chair beside me. Straightening instantly, I turned and saw an elderly man. I didn’t think this was one of Andrea’s goons, but rather, just another passenger waiting for our gate zone to be called. Boarding would begin soon, and it would be the first part of a very long journey.

      From Sicily, I would go to Munich, then Chicago, before finally landing in New Orleans. Nonno and Nonna lived in a part of the French Quarter, once dubbed Little Palermo due to the influx of Sicilian immigrants that had descended upon the city in the late eighteen hundreds. I would simply blend in with everyone else, and none would be the wiser.

      “Good morning, passengers. This is the pre-boarding announcement for Lufthansa flight LH1917 from Palermo to Munich. At this time, we’d like to invite those passengers with...”

      As the gate attendant droned on with the announcement, I took a deep breath before rising to my feet. I was so close to freedom and a life, both with and without love. I would no longer have the man I had given my heart to, but I would soon have a child who would heal the broken pieces inside of me as he taught me to love once more.

      All I had to do was put one foot in front of the other. I took the first step toward the gate, then another, before finally flashing my ticket and boarding the plane. I had made it. My hand drifted back to my belly, and I smiled, although it was bittersweet. This life of mine was over, but a new one would soon begin.

    

  







            LUCA

          

          

      

    

    






TWENTY YEARS LATER - NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA

        

      

    

    
      A glass of whiskey sat in front of me, but I had yet to drink a drop from it. Instead, I leaned back in my recliner and raked a hand through my hair. Everything seemed out of focus lately, and it all had to do with the recent passing of my mother. When she had gotten the cancer diagnosis, my world had come to a sudden stop. There had been no reset or reload button to return it back to what it once had been. The news had been unexpected, not to mention unwelcome, and I was still trying to come to terms with it.

      “We’ll get you the best care that money can buy. First, we need to get to Houston and get you an appointment at MD–” I had tried telling her because I knew MD Anderson Cancer Center was the best facility in the entire country.

      “No, Luca. There’s nothing that can be done. I’ve made the decision to enter hospice.”

      “That’s quitter’s talk.”

      She had shaken her head and flashed me one of those looks I had come to know well during my youth.

      There had been no talking her out of the decision, and it had only taken two weeks for me to see how bad the cancer was that festered inside of her. The pain and suffering she’d endured all while trying to put on a brave face for me gutted me even now. Maybe even more so because I had wasted so much time once I went off to college allowing the two of us to somewhat drift apart.

      It then took two months for the cancer to completely ravage her body. The once healthy and vibrant woman I knew had lost so much weight that I’d hardly recognized her anymore. She couldn’t hold down more than a few sips of water, and often, she’d throw that up, too. When she’d finally transitioned into active death, as the hospice nurse had described it, I was by her side the entire twenty-seven hours and thirty-two minutes it took for her to pass.

      I had held her hand, trying to talk to her as if she was simply resting instead of dying. Her eyes had been closed the entire time, and no matter how much I’d tried, I couldn’t rouse her. Warm, soft hands that had once brushed curls off my face were now cold and clammy. The most alarming thing, however, had been the bluish red blotches that had grown darker with each passing hour. She’d gasp or wheeze, but the nurse had assured me it was all normal, and that she had been in no pain.

      No pain.

      It was the first time in my life that I could remember her being in that state. Even when it was not physical, I had realized in that moment she had suffered mentally. For as long as I could remember, she would cry night after night, and those gut-wrenching sobs could be heard throughout the house. She’d never tell me what they were from, and it had only upset me more. Eventually, it became normal, and I’d learned to look past her misery.

      I had never seen her truly happy until just before she closed her eyes for the final time. My mother had wanted to die. Not so she could leave me, but so she could finally be free. I then remembered inhaling deeply at the exact moment she had exhaled for the last time. It’d been as if I had taken her last breath inside of me.

      “She’s gone,” the nurse had told me when the heart rate monitor beeped, then displayed a single flat line.

      My mother was dead, and along with her, the only living member of my family. I was now truly alone in this world. She was cremated; her body reduced to nothing but ashes which now sat in a metal urn on my bookshelf. Beside it, there were a couple different pictures of the two of us together. One had been right after my birth when she seemed so happy. Looking at it now though, I could see the pain in her eyes even during a moment she had once called the greatest one of her life.

      The other photograph was of the two of us last Christmas. We had been in the Smoky Mountains in Tennessee where I had believed we would return again this year. It would never happen now, at least not in the conventional sense. Gisele Elaine Caruso was gone. I was the last in our family, and I now regretted not doing more to carry on our bloodline when she had been alive.

      Women were plentiful in my circle, but not a single one had ever given me the urge to settle down and have a family. I liked the fast life, and traveled too often to lay down any roots. If only I had been less selfish, then she might’ve had more to smile about. It was too late for regrets, though. I knew she was now smiling down at me from somewhere, although it still didn’t ease my pain.

      I looked back over at the dark liquor in the glass. I should be drinking myself into a stupor, but that phase had ended a week after her death. Now, I was just in the acceptance stage, and the one where I was questioning where I belonged. Thankfully, my job allowed me to work remotely, and the distraction it provided was the only thing keeping me sane.

      I finally picked up the tumbler, then raised it up as if to toast the air. “Cheers to you, Mom. Wherever you are, I hope you’re happy.”

      I slammed back the contents, grimacing slightly as the aged bourbon burned a thin trail of fire down my throat. Alcohol never really did for me what it did for others, and that still remained true today.

      After finishing the glass, I stood and walked over to the window. My condo was in one of the tallest buildings in the South Market section of Downtown New Orleans and had been my first purchase upon graduating. Instead of returning to the modest home where generations of my family had lived, I had gotten my own place. It had been the first real slice of independence I’d ever known, and between the solo digs and the great job I’d later landed, I truly thought I’d had it all.

      My building was walking distance from various restaurants, businesses, and retail establishments which allowed me to travel to and from without hardly ever needing my car. The last time I had even taken it for a drive had been the day I had gone to pick up the few boxes a friend of my mother’s had been gracious enough to pack for me.

      I turned to my side where those stacks of boxes still sat in the corner. I had yet to go through any of them. I’d asked Sophia to donate all of my mother’s clothes and shoes, along with other household items, to the thrift stores she’d always frequented.

      The only things I had wanted were the jewelry she had, and other personal effects such as photographs, trinkets, or sentimental things that would only hold value to me. I had yet to open a single one of the boxes, though. I walked over to them. Procrastination wouldn’t bring her back, and I was frankly sick of looking at the clutter.

      By doing this, I was also accepting that she was gone. I pulled the first box off the pile and used my pocket knife to slice down the center of the thick packing tape. When I pulled back the flaps of the box, I saw a variety of things inside. It was the stack of leather books which caught my eye right away. As I lifted one from the box, it appeared to be a journal of some sort. They were numbered as if she wanted to keep them in order, so I chose the one with the ‘1’ embroidered onto it, and slowly opened it.

      
        
        Danger’s reached my doorstep, so I have no choice but to flee with this child inside of me. What was conceived in love, I now must protect with my very life. I haven’t even told the father that he’s to have a son. I'm not sure about the sex of this child yet, but I feel in my heart that it’s a boy. I see the doctor in a few weeks’ time when I will know for sure. My heart’s broken, the pieces all for the lover I must leave behind. I have another to think about now, and I’ll not fail my child. I’ll protect him with my very last breath against enemies, far and wide. Leaving Palermo is the only choice I have. I will know soon if it was the right one. Until then, I have family holding a room for me and this babe. I will graciously accept their help. I still want to say goodbye to my lover, but he might try to convince me to stay. Even worse, he might welcome my departure which would break me in ways much crueler. No. I’ll leave in the dead of the night and begin my new life at sunrise in America.

      

      

      I almost wanted to question whether it was hers or not, but the handwriting definitely belonged to my mother. I stared at the page in disbelief. My mother had sworn to me that she didn’t know where my father was, but this said otherwise. Flipping the page, I turned to the next entry.

      
        
        I’ve been in New Orleans for three weeks now. My lover has not so much as even asked about me to my friends in Palermo. My heart continues to break with each passing day. I did go to the doctor's office yesterday. As suspected, this babe inside of me is a boy. A male. An heir to carry on his rich bloodline. It’s a noble, yet tainted one, but a strong heritage nonetheless. I worry about not telling him that I’m expecting a child. I also worry that he’ll not be happy. Will he continue to shun me as he has since I've left? Or will he see this child for the blessing it is and try to take him away from me. He could rip him out of my arms and bring him back to his life of crime. No. I must protect my babe. He needs a strong Sicilian name. I think I’ll call him Luca.

      

      

      Again, she had never told me about any of this, not even before she had died. If she had been worried about my forgiveness, I would’ve given her anything when she had been on her deathbed. She had lied to me my entire life. Over the years, I had begged for anything which would explain where I had come from, and she had lied time after time. I growled out in displeasure, but went on to the next page anyway.

      
        
        My pregnancy has not been kind to me as of late. I've been experiencing complications, and I'm terrified that I might lose the life growing inside of me. My babe, Luca. He isn't even here yet, and I love him more than life itself.  Nonno and Nonna are both growing ill as well. It's getting harder for me to take care of the two of them along with myself. Cancer’s ravishing their bodies. The doctor’s told me that both types are hereditary. I now worry more for my Luca. I inquired through a friend about his father. It seems as if I’ve been replaced by an unscrupulous wench. I thought he was done with her. He’d promised so in our bed. He’s not, though. But I have to stay strong. There’s no way I would ever let my babe be raised by Viviana Spataro. She might hold my lover's heart, but I have his future...his bloodline...his destiny...

      

      

      Viviana Spataro. I’d never heard that name before in my life. It seemed as if she had wanted to be with him, and might have had it not been for this other woman. The name seemed unique enough, so I grabbed my phone and jotted it down in my notes before going to the next entry.

      
        
        Luca’s arrived, and he’s already filled the emptiness in my heart with his love. He’s my everything. I wish Nonno had been alive to see him, but he died mere days before Luca's arrival. Nonna got to hold him in her arms, and a peace filled her when doing so. She’s also not long for this earth as hospice has been called in. I truly believe she’s stayed with me because it was God's plan. It was also his vengeful one to rip her from my life. I‘ll always remember the words she’d given me. I’ll honor her wish to raise Luca as a Caruso like I was, and not as the son of the devil his actual father is. I've all but been forgotten in Palermo, so I’m confident I’ll be able to raise our child in peace. I still ask for the strength to protect Luca on not only this night, but on all the other hard ones we might face.

      

      

      My father was the devil. It was clear he was a bad man, although I still believed I had a right to at least know of his existence. In fact, I could still remember the different times I had pleaded with her for anything about him.

      “There has to be something you can tell me about him.”

      “There’s not,” she had lied. “I have no idea who he is. We met one night, made a mistake, then went our separate ways. He was just passing through town, and he never passed my way again.”

      I continued to read several more pages, and by the time I neared the end of the first book and read the second one, I found a page which made me freeze at the words she had hastily scribbled down.

      
        
        Luca’s grown into the type of man that would make any mother proud. He's considerate...smart...and so handsome. He’ll provide me with babes of his own one day, although I’ll not be around to witness it. Today, the doctor has diagnosed me after months of pain. I've kept it all from my son, but I'm afraid that will all come to an end today. Like Nonno and Nonna, I, too, have developed cancer, and mine is at such an advanced stage that I have only months to live. I’d never known I had Lynch Syndrome, but it has now turned into endometrial cancer. There are no treatments to try, so I must prepare myself for death. I'm at peace with my decisions concerning my babe. I know God might not like my deceit, but he understands why I went to the lengths that I did. I’ve recently learned his father is deceased now as well, and I know Luca would've been too had he been allowed to take his rightful place in that world. The bloodline has ended with Andrea. I’ll never tell him he’s a Catalano and not a Caruso.

      

      

      A Catalano?

      I’d never heard that name before, but it didn’t even matter. What had was that I now had proof the mother I had worshipped all these years had been a fucking liar. She’d kept me from not only my father, but the last name I should’ve had. I dropped the journal back into the box. My entire existence had been a lie, but it wouldn’t stay that way. I needed to know what it was that she tried so hard to keep me away from. I doubted I would find my answers in New Orleans, so that just left one place.

      Palermo.

      

       

    

  







            LUCA

          

          

      

    

    






FIVE YEARS LATER - PALERMO, SICILY

        

      

    

    
      I stood on my balcony looking out at the Mediterranean Sea. The mansion was a hell of a lot different than the condo I once had in New Orleans, yet it seemed a lot more like home. After reading my mother’s journals, I had taken the trip to Sicily, and once here, I had not left other than to return to America to pack my things. I knew as soon as I got off the plane that I was home, and now many years later, I finally felt as if I was living the life I should’ve had.

      I knew my mother thought my father to be a bad man, even painting him as the devil in many of her writings. She hadn’t been wrong, although there was a lot more to Andrea Catalano than even she had indicated. Yes, he had done bad things, but they were only that way in the beginning. Once you got into this lifestyle, it was one that was hard to leave. I could almost understand why my father had never sought out my mother after she had fled town.

      Andrea was part of the Catalano crime family. I still hadn’t been quite sure what all it meant until one of his former trusted advisors made contact with me. When I’d arrived, I had naturally started throwing out my name to anyone who would listen. I even officially changed my surname from Caruso to Catalano. It had many associates coming out of the woodwork, anxious to help me resurrect what had been brutally, and tragically, destroyed at the hands of two men.

      “Stefano and Nazario Vaccaro,” Salvador had told me when I had asked who those men were. “They run most of the Campania region in Southern Italy.”

      I had spent a considerable amount of time researching the two. I had learned early on that Stefano had been assassinated at the hands of his own son, and that Nazario had singlehandedly been responsible for the deaths of my father and two uncles. The father had been the one to order the hit on my other uncle. The loss of those four men ultimately doomed my entire bloodline. There had been no record of any children, especially sons, so the entire Catalano heritage had died alongside them. Until now.

      Back in New Orleans, I was what they called a certified ethical hacker for a major hospital system with facilities throughout Louisiana. Those developed skills were what enabled me to dig around for paydirt which I found to the tune of just over nine million Italian lire. That translated to roughly about five million US dollars. It had been sitting in Swiss bank accounts collecting interest until I was able to open a few accounts of my own, then transfer every lire to it.

      In addition to that money, I had sold my condo back home, and took half a million dollars’ worth of insurance policies that I cashed in after my mother’s death. With all this capital, I was able to buy this very property where I lived, worked, and played, and also invest in the future which now included the return of my birthright.

      The process hadn’t been easy, taking me almost three and a half years to learn and build the alliances in order to take on the mission of vengeance. I might not have been born and raised into this world, but even I knew I needed to proceed carefully. The Vaccaros were still a very powerful family. I had learned more than I ever cared to know about Nazario and his murderous wife.

      Viviana Spataro.

      She had been betrothed to Stefano, before marrying the son and producing the very heirs my father had wanted to produce with her. I’d heard the entire sordid tale of how she worked alongside the Catalanos for years in hopes of taking out Stefano. Along the way, she ended up with the son, and the two had been living in harmonious matrimony ever since. Her very name made me seethe, especially because she’d hurt my mother so deeply. Her closeness with my father had been one of the reasons my mother had fled.

      The two were part of the Camorra, and they ran an international empire with pieces in many key locations around the world, including London and New York City, as well as throughout the entire Italian country. There were four children, although it looked like they had managed to keep them away from the business side of their dealings as much as possible. Anger would sometimes fill me when I realized that it was all my mother would have had to do with me, but she had run instead.

      There were two girls and twin boys. All but the youngest were adults, although she had a year to go before she would reach adulthood, too. That was good because I didn’t take to harming children. Once upon a time, I would’ve laughed if someone had even suggested me being a cold-blooded killer, but times changed, and I had become my mother’s worst nightmare. I was now essentially my father and ruler of his world.

      “Don Catalano,” Salvador said, interrupting my thoughts.

      I turned at the sound of his voice. “Yes.”

      “Your car is being brought around front. Are you ready to leave?”

      “Yes,” I told him as I took one last look at Mount Pellegrino.

      Then, I grabbed my cellphone and wallet. I was going into town for a masquerade party being thrown by a mayor seeking reelection. Just like in the United States, it was wise to have those in power in your pocket, and this particular candidate owed me a lot. I suppose I owed him as well because it was his relaxing of certain laws which allowed me and my organization to import and export things in and out the country easily.

      The money I had managed to claim as my own did a lot when it came to the organization, but I needed a steady influx of cash coming in if I ever expected the Catalanos to get on top again. While I had watched the normal gangster movies growing up, nothing prepared me for what it would actually take to run an organization myself. After seeing how hypocritical my mother truly was, I abandoned everything she had taught me and became the man I was today.

      I didn’t think I had turned out too badly, all things considering. I’d managed to not only go back to a place where my name was synonymous with criminal legalities, but also thrive in an environment so foreign to everything I knew. Thankfully, the language gap hadn’t been too hard to adjust to because my mother had taught me Italian a long time ago. It was the only teachings of hers that I had use for.

      I glanced at my reflection in the mirror and picked up the masquerade mask I’d be wearing tonight. My custom-fitted suit was all black, from the pants to the shirt, jacket, tie, and cufflinks. My mask was the same, and it was one which covered the upper half of my face from just above my nose to my hairline. The Venetian leather was also solid black and fit me like a second skin. I put it on, and after inspecting how it looked from all angles, I followed Salvador out the door.

      He went first, making sure to inspect the vehicle I would be traveling in himself before allowing me to get inside. Car bombings were effective ways to take out those one considered an enemy, and I couldn’t be sure that Nazario hadn’t already learned that my family was back. If he had, there had been no attempts on my life yet, but that was for the moment. I had no assurances that this lull in fighting between our families would last long.

      I slid into the backseat of the car. Tonight, I would not only work on the mayor, but there was a special guest. Her presence likely meant nothing to anyone but me, yet I was looking forward to making her acquaintance, nonetheless. Valenzia Vaccaro was on the guest list, and while it would be difficult to find her because of the masks, I would not rest until I did. I’d had her watched for the last year, and she had grown into a ravishing beauty in that time. She was as gorgeous as her mother, and maybe even as deadly. She was currently in her third year of college at the University of Milan. This time of year, they were on holiday, so she had been spending the last two weeks in Sicily, not far from where I lived.

      She was with friends in a Mondello Beach rental, and the photographs others had been able to obtain of her for me had kept my dick hard. She dressed very modestly for someone with a body that enticing, but once in a while, she’d ditched the one-piece bathing suit and cutoff denim shorts to show off her figure in a bikini.

      One of my favorite pictures had been of her in a hot pink bikini standing on the steps of the pool. Her dark hair hung down one side, covering one breast in its entirety, but not the other. That one had practically spilled out of the bikini top held together by simple metal chains. Her bottoms were also held together with the same metal, and all I could think about since was removing them with my teeth.

      Normally, the pictures I had obtained of her from campus were studious, school-girl ones, but not this one which had been a direct contradiction to the others. She had a body made for sin, and she would make the most fetching of brides. Like Viviana did for Nazario, she would one day stand beside me in unity and be the envy of everyone else. She would then bear a child like my mother had, only I wouldn’t let her out of my sight. I wanted a son, desperately, and I would fuck her repeatedly until she gave me what I desired.

      Only, she had no idea I existed. Her parents had done well to keep their children away from their world. They all went to school in places away from the day-to-day grind of the criminal empire, and I knew it had been intentional. Still, I’d need to be careful this evening and not give my identity away to her once we officially met.  She might have a mask on to hide her face, but I would recognize that body I was more than eager to get underneath me in bed. Those full lips of hers would look even better wrapped around my cock, and soon, I wouldn’t have to jack off to those visions because I would have her in my bed.
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      Parties always tended to make me nervous. I hated crowds; often breaking out in a cold sweat when made to stay in one for too long. I’d only agreed to go to this for Nicolette, the daughter of the mayor seeking reelection. Letty and I had met at the university, and we even shared a room there. She was a blonde bombshell, while I was just me. At school, it didn’t really matter, but at large events, I was often reminded of how plain I really was.

      “Why are you just standing there, Val,” she asked as I stood in the doorway of our rental apartment.

      “Are you sure this dress isn’t too flashy?”

      I stepped back and did a half-turn. While I loved the way the olive-green satin hugged my body, I wasn’t used to wearing something so form fitting. The high-waisted dress was adorned with yellow and purple flowers, and had it not been for the matching mask, I might’ve thought we were going to dinner instead of a fancy masquerade ball.

      “Girl, you’re hot. Only you could pull that dress off. I swear I thought it would look great on me, but it doesn’t. You have the breasts to fill out the top, and those long legs to highlight the slit.”

      “It’s not me,” I reminded her.

      “Of course, it isn’t you, which means it’s perfect. No offense, but your idea of Friday night attire is loose pajamas and a sleep mask.”

      “I like to be comfortable,” I pointed out.

      “You know I love you, but you need to have fun once in a while. Your hair’s finally free of those braided pigtails you like so much, so take notes from how it’s styled now because you’re stunning,” Letty told me as she ran her hand down the back of my head. “Do like your hair and let loose for a night. You might actually have some fun.”

       “So you say. Let’s just get this over with.”

      She smiled, then grabbed her purse and mask. Letty’s father had called ahead for a chauffeur so we would not need to worry about driving. I’m not sure what he thought about me, but I didn’t drink like a sailor. That was his daughter. Still, it made my own parents feel better about me being here for this party, knowing whose honor it was being thrown in.

      There were rumors about what my parents did, especially my father. In Milan, my last name stopped boys in their tracks. Most were too scared to approach me, and I supposed it was because I was a Vaccaro. My father’s reputation wasn’t the best, even here in Palermo, but no one really knew who I was. Other than a few days at the beach or the apartment pool, I pretty much stayed inside like I did back home.

      I had to admit to being tired of always hiding in the shadows. Letty was the most extroverted person I knew, and the most glamorous, too. There wasn’t a celebration she didn’t garner an invite to, or a function she didn’t bring fun to. She was the life of the party while I was the complete opposite.

      I looked over at her as she used the mirror on the back of the seat to adjust her mask. She was positively glowing even though she was dressed in all black. The color suited me well, but the style of that dress did not. It was strapless, backless, and came so far up her thigh that her ass practically hung out the bottom of it. I could never wear something so revealing.

      “Let me help you put yours on,” she offered when she noticed me glance at it.

      I nodded, then turned to her as she removed it from my hand. The mask had feathers in yellow and purple, while the rest was the same shade of green as my dress. When finished, she pointed at the back of the seat in front of me.

      “You look so good, Val.”

      I slid the small screen over to reveal the mirror, gasping as I caught sight of my face. The mask hid most everything on my face except my lips which were painted purple to match the flowers and my eyes.

      That feature of mine was the one which annoyed me the most. I’d inherited my heterochromia from my father, but while he had a blue and a green eye, one of mine was brown and the other was hazel. It was usually the first thing someone noticed when looking at me, and it only made me even more insecure.

      “Why do I have to be different, Papa,” I had once asked him.

      “Being different is beautiful.”

      “If you say so,” I replied to Letty, just as I had said to my father before.

      “And I do, so it must be true.”

       I giggled, then sighed. “Is this going to be one of those parties where I need to find my own way back to the apartment?”

      I’d gone to events with her in the past, and I was always ready to leave before her. She grinned at me. “The driver will be waiting on us, but I want you to have fun, Val. If you hate it a whole lot though, I don’t want you to feel like a prisoner, so you can leave. This night means a lot to my daddy though, so I hope you put forth an effort and try to enjoy yourself for once.”

      “I will,” I promised as the car came to a stop.

      Within a few minutes, the two of us were inside. As suspected, Letty deserted me at first chance, and I was left standing alone. Everyone else seemed to be in black, red, or even white, while I looked like a walking vase of flowers.

      “I’m going to kill you, Letty,” I muttered. For someone who liked to blend into the background, I now stood out like a sore thumb.

      The minutes went by until someone stopped in front of me, and before I could see who it was, I knew who it wasn’t. The man’s tuxedo was far too nice to be that of one of the camerieres. I finally looked up and nearly did a double take. The man was definitely a guest, and an intimidating one at that. He was almost a foot taller than me, and the slight stubble of his beard only drew my attention to his lips which were quirked upward. I realized in that moment that he was smirking at me.

      “May I help you?” I asked, surprised I could even speak past the lump in my throat.

      If there had been an award given for the most socially awkward girl ever, I’d win that honor year after year. My nerves kicked into overdrive, and I wobbled slightly.

      Oh, if only the floor would open and swallow me whole.

      “I was about to ask if you wanted to dance.”

      I looked around his broad frame, fully expecting to find Letty watching us. She knew how nervous I’d been to attend this party, because it wasn’t even something I normally did in Milan. Nearly every invite she’d extend was always politely declined, but tonight, she had not taken no for an answer. I truly wouldn’t have even put it past her to have sent this man over to me as some charitable act. She’d done so in the past, even going as far as promising to sleep with the kid if he paid me a little attention.

      She was nowhere to be seen, so I turned back to him. “I’m not much of a dancer.”

      I’d never seen this man before in my life, so he’d have no idea who I was, or the badges and medals I’d won in dance contests over the years. We didn’t know each other, so he wouldn’t know I was lying.

      “You don’t have to do much but let me lead,” he responded, his voice so deep that it made me shiver. Or, maybe it was the way he was practically undressing me with his eyes. I wasn’t used to this sort of appraisal, so it unnerved me.

      “I don’t think so,” I hedged, hoping he would move on.

      When he didn’t, I smiled politely, then turned to leave, but he grabbed my arm before I could get away. Electricity shot from the tips of his fingers, adrenalizing my entire bloodstream as a current or two raced through it. My body’s reaction to him temporarily paralyzed me.

      “It’s just a dance or two, Bellissima.”

      Okay, I definitely didn’t have men call me that. This was a set-up. “Did Letty put you up to this?”

      “Letty? I’m sorry, I don’t follow.” His words and facial expressions were ones of confusion, but I still wasn’t buying the charade no matter how genuine it looked.

      “Oh, she’s a blonde bombshell who’s about five foot nine and dressed in all black like you.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know who you’re talking about,” he said. “I’m new to town, so I don’t know many people here. When I saw you alone, I thought maybe we had something in common. I suppose not, so I apologize for bothering you.” With that, he turned.

      His voice still had goosebumps raising on my flesh. He could very well have been telling the truth. Against my better judgment, I cleared my throat.

      “You’re right. I don’t know anyone else here, either. I came with my friend, but I have no idea where she’s run off to.”

      He turned back around, flashing me a smile I was sure would melt panties all over Italy. God, he was so handsome. I couldn’t see his face in its entirety, but I saw enough. My eyes were drawn to his rigid bone structure, and as I tried to remember what my mother had told me about men with sharp jawlines, I realized it wasn’t all that important.

      He grinned, then extended his hand. The same electrical response from earlier returned, but I hid my reaction to it, as he led me onto the dance floor. The song currently playing was a slow one, so he pulled me tight against him. This was the closest I had been against a man.

      I’d danced in my father’s arms over the years, but this was different. These were different arms of steel wrapped around me, and I could feel him against me. I’d never really had an interest in romance before, but the longer I swayed in his arms, an unfamiliar sensation filled me. Actually, a few of them as my stomach did a couple somersaults. This ‘virginal princess,’ as I was often called in Milan, was actually attracted to someone.
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      I’d known right away who the woman in the olive dress had been, and even if she’d not been the one I’d gone to the event to find, I still would’ve been attracted to her. There was an air of aloofness I assumed came with snobbery, but the moment I pulled her into my arms, I realized it was nervousness instead. Valenzia Vaccaro had an innocence about her which made her that much more appealing to me. Is she a virgin?

      I dismissed that thought as soon as it’d appeared simply because she was too damn beautiful to have never experienced a man’s touch. Women her age had to have had at least one lover, and whoever hers might have been, she’d forget him soon enough. In fact, her entire life would soon change.

      She’d asked about her friend, who I knew to be the mayor’s daughter, but my approaching her hadn’t been because of the other girl. I’d had my own ulterior motives. This event wasn’t the right place to make my move, so like a hunter, I would keep my prey in sight and strike when the time was right. This life was full of calculated risks, after all.

      We ended up dancing to several songs, probably a half dozen or more, before I decided to stop. I was thirsty, and if I was, I knew there was a good chance that she was as well. I finally pulled her toward the edge of the dance floor, and while she could’ve gone her own way, she stayed with me, even allowing me to guide her through the throngs of people.

      Her hands were slightly sweaty, and I had noticed the goosebumps on her flesh as we’d danced. She’d melded herself so perfectly against me as if her body was made for mine. She fit like a puzzle piece, and was an important one for me and the future of my newly resurrected organization. When I’d first thought about marrying Valenzia so she could give me an heir, I’d imagined it would be far less appealing. I’d assumed because of her lineage that she would be vapid, or worse. Surprisingly, she was as charming as she was beautiful, so my desire was now genuine.

      “I appreciate the dancing,” she told me when we finally exited the dance floor.

      I knew she intended to leave, which was the last thing I wanted her to do. “Stay with me.” At her arched brow, I added, “Keep me company for a little while longer. This party was a complete snooze fest until you arrived.”

      “I’m not sure. I should–”

      “It’s just a drink. I’m not asking for anything more.”

      She smiled before nodding in agreement. I guided her further away, then plucked two flutes of champagne off the tray of a passing cameriere. After, I continued to lead her outside of the ballroom to the empty courtyard. When she noticed the two of us were alone, I saw her immediately look back at the door.

      “I’m not the boogeyman,” I told her, even though I would one day become one if she didn’t follow my plan.

      I didn’t intend to act on it tonight. She would hopefully be as agreeable to marrying me as she’d been to dancing, or else our future arrangement would become far more interesting. I liked the women I fucked to be spirited, and I took great pleasure in breaking them. The ones who were extremely submissive or flagrantly wanton always ended up boring me. I didn’t wish for her to be one of those or the other, but somewhere in between. Time would tell.

      “Pardon me?”

      “You’re scared, but you really have no need to be. Have I not been a complete gentleman since we’ve met?”

      “Well, yes, but...”

      “I understand you’re nervous. I’m just trying to assure you that I mean no harm.”

      “I know,” she told me, then accepted the champagne I offered her.

      Valenzia brought it to her lips, then took a small sip. It was obvious she wasn’t much of a drinker. She didn’t dance, attend parties, or drink. The innocence I detected earlier reappeared in my mind, but as I had done the first time, I ignored it completely. After all, I didn’t drink often, or attend parties like this, either. It had only been her name on the invite list which had convinced me to come at all.

      The two of us drank our champagne in relative silence, and once her glass was empty, I placed it on the cobblestone ledge beside us. She looked up at me, and it was the first time I’d caught sight of her multi-colored eyes in person. They were absolutely stunning, and ones a man could lose himself in if not careful.

      Valenzia was also intuitive, and as if she had realized what had caught my attention, she swiftly tried to turn her head, but I cupped the side of her face to hold it in place. “Don’t,” I said, the single word making her tense. “I’ve never seen anything like them before. They’re so unique and–”

      “Ugly,” she interrupted.

      “No, they’re beautiful, just like the rest of you.”

      “I...ahh...I don’t consider them to be. Or myself, really.”

      I stepped closer to her and tipped her chin upward so I could stare fully down into them once more. Confusion, a bit of fear, but a lot of emotion swirled in those multi-colored depths. Our gazes were locked in on one another’s, and time just seemed to stand still.

      “You’re positively enchanting,” I told her, and it wasn’t a lie. While I’d initially planned to marry and bed her until she gave me my heir, she would then be kept confined on my estate. Never had I imagined wanting to lay with her night after night as I now was. Nor did I ever imagine wanting to wake up to those wide eyes every morning or watch those long lashes of hers close each night as she went to sleep.

      It was unnerving. Every part of this plan had been thought out ahead of time, and while I’d seen multiple pictures and videos of her, nothing prepared me for the visceral reaction her presence evoked. I was hard as fuck at the moment, and none of it had to do with my original intentions.

      I finally tore my gaze away from her, but kept her chin raised. I could now see her full lips which were slightly parted. She was completely flawless. Valenzia was practically a spitting image of the other woman when her age, and I could now understand why my mother had felt so threatened by her beauty. I could also see why a man such as my father would’ve been so enamored. I’d only known Valenzia an hour, and I already didn’t want to let her go.

      I would need to soon, but not quite yet. Lowering my head, I caught her by surprise the moment my mouth came down on hers. I slanted my lips, and the element of surprise made her luscious ones part even more so I could thrust my tongue between them. Her breathing changed in that moment, and she moaned. The moment the sound hit my ears, I pulled her even closer and deepened the kiss. Valenzia had either not been kissed very often, or she was very nervous, but eventually, she settled into the kiss. Once she did, her hands slid up my chest, and I inwardly cursed all the damn clothing between us.

      I couldn’t feel her skin to skin, but her touch alone had me getting even harder. Eventually, she wrapped them around my neck as I continued to leisurely taste her. It didn’t take long to want and need more. Keeping her distracted, I backed her over to one of the stone tables in the center of the courtyard. I only had to break away from the kiss for the few seconds it took to sit her on the top of it. Once I did, my mouth came back down on hers.

      I’d only just met this woman in person, but it felt as if I’d been waiting days or weeks to touch her. I suppose I could actually say that because I had been researching Valenzia and her family for over a year. I hadn’t focused as much on this woman until recently when I’d decided what Vaccaro daughter I wanted for myself.

      Laurenza was beautiful in her own right, but there was something intriguing about Valenzia. Maybe it was the fact that she favored Viviana so much. After reading about how the woman had helped my father hurt my mother, I’d had it in for her ever since. She’d then committed the ultimate betrayal by first sleeping with Stefano who’d taken out one of my uncles, and later the son that took out the others, including my own father.

      The Vaccaros had robbed me of my destiny, but I was back in Palermo to claim it. My former life in New Orleans was all but an afterthought as the man I’d now become was the one I knew I’d always been meant to be. I had a second chance to alter my fate, and this woman in my arms was instrumental in it. She might not have the slightest idea who I was now, and neither did her parents, but everyone would in due time. It’d be too late at that point to change the things I was already putting into motion.

      My power of seduction was working too well because I was actually enjoying her lips against mine more than I should. Yet, I couldn’t stop. I needed more. After sucking her tongue for a final time, I gave it a small nip, then tore my mouth away from hers.

      “Luca,” she murmured as I kissed down her chin and slowly lowered one of the straps to her dress.

      I ignored the throaty sound and kissed my way down, then her neck, while lowering the second strap. She was still clinging to me, so I tunneled one hand in her hair, then cupped one of her breasts with the other.

      My lips soon followed the same trail as my hands, and as I squeezed one, I licked, kissed, and bit my way across her other. Valenzia gasped when my mouth closed down around the dusky tip, and I pulled on it with my teeth. Her nails dug into my biceps, and I truly thought she’d let me go further, but I her dainty hands pushed against my chest.

      “Valenzia?” I questioned as I stepped back and looked into her dazed eyes.

      Her hand flew to her breasts. “I shouldn’t be doing this with you. I need to go back inside.”

      She was right. Tonight was not the right moment, but I would make sure that our next one was. At least I now knew she was as equally attracted to me as I was to her.

       “I’m sorry. I have no idea what came over me,” I lied.

      “It was the heat of the moment. I’m to blame for this too,” she told me as she raised the strap of her dress, then hopped off the table. “I should’ve stopped you sooner, but...you know...”

      Oh, I know.

      She felt what I had, even if I didn’t quite have a word for what it was.

      “You don’t have to run off. We could just talk,” I suggested as she took a few steps away from me.

      “That’s not a good idea. Besides, I do need to leave.”

      “Wait. I’ll walk inside with–”

      “I’m sorry. My friend is waiting on me, so I need to go,” she said, this time lying to me. I didn’t stop her when she fled as fast as her heels would take her back inside the venue.

       I could’ve followed her, and I would’ve even caught her because her shoes did hinder her escape, but I let her go. She might think this was the last time we’d see one another, but she’d be proven wrong. I had plenty of time to imagine her hot body writhing beneath mine as I fucked her senseless. After this little sample, it would be an even easier and more enjoyable task than I’d first thought.

      Unfortunately, I was hard as hell so I needed to find a woman to warm my bed for a few hours. There were numerous squillos near my place that were all too eager to please a man like me, but there were also others at the party. Walking inside, I started to appraise the available options, finally locating a woman I’d had before.

      It didn’t take more than a few minutes to convince her to leave her friends and join me outside. I returned to that same table, and within minutes, I was balls deep inside of her. As I stared into the dark-haired temptress’s eyes, they didn’t hold the same enchantment that Valenzia’s did. When I closed mine and imagined those multi-colored orbs, it didn’t take me long to come. I discarded the woman quickly, then headed home to plot my next steps.
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      I’d been back in Milan for a few days, and while school felt more like home than anywhere else, it was the last place I wanted to be. Ever since the night of that masquerade party, my dreams had been filled with visions of my tall, dark, conqueror. And while that word sounded barbaric, the way he had completely taken over every sense of mine, there was nothing else that seemed to fit.

      Besides my thoughts of him, I was now left with these unresolved feelings I’d never had for another in all of my life. I was twenty-one, soon to be twenty-two, but I had never known the touch of a man until him. The worst part was that I still had no idea who he actually was. Luca. It was all he had told me. Even Letty had no idea who he was, although I wasn’t sure she even believed me when I’d told her about me and him in the courtyard.

      A few days later, I returned to Napoli to spend the last few days of my holiday with my family. My brothers were out and about with my father, so it’d been mainly me, Mama, and Laurenza. Our time together went by so quickly before I headed north once more for school.

      At home, I’d grabbed a few boxes of things that I’d packed before, then drove back here. Before I could go inside and soak in a bubble bath though, I had to make two trips out to the car to get all of the boxes out of the trunk. I went straight for the bath and soaked in the warm bubbles until my fingers turned pruny. By the time I got out, dried off, and dressed in a pair of the pajamas Letty usually teased me about, I looked at the boxes. It was then that I realized I’d taken more than I should have. I recognized my name on a few of them, but not all. There was one in particular that looked much more worn than the others. After opening it, I stared at the contents. There were many things I presumed to belong to my mother, including a large book.

      Had this been from her when she was my age?

      Curious, I pulled the magnetic clasp apart and opened the book. It was definitely her handwriting, and deciding to start on page one, I grabbed it and moved over to my bed. Once I had my mound of pillows in a pile, I leaned back and wiped the dust off the page before looking at the first entry.

      
        
        Dear Diary... I felt as if all hope was lost so this was to be my goodbye letter, but after stopping for my favorite coffee, I have found something worth living for. It's been so hard without Donna here with me. She was more than a friend. She was a sister and the only person I ‘d had in this godforsaken world. I want to join her. To see her smile and hear her laugh once more. I was fully prepared to make that happen until them. I still don't fully know who they are, but their hate for Stefano Vaccaro matches mine. Is it possible that I might've found some allies in this world? I need to find out who these men are. All I have to go off of is 'Catalano'.

      

      

      She hated Stefano Vaccaro. I had seen the name in the family mausoleum, so I knew he was my paternal grandfather, but that was it. My parents never talked about him. Rolling over, I opened the top drawer of my nightstand where I kept a small notebook. I also had a pen, so after quickly scribbling a reminder to find out more about him, I went on to the next entry.

      
        
        Dear Diary... I’ve found out who the Catalanos are, and it's not good. They’re the exact same as the very man who had taken Donna from me. But they hate him. Maybe even more than me if that's possible. They’re gangsters...mobsters...mafia men. They might also be my ticket to vengeance. I had lost all hope of making Stefano pay. These Catalanos might help me achieve my goal after all, though. I know what Donna is probably thinking. Yes, it is crazy...It's impetuous...It's dangerous...It's also the only thing forcing my blood to pump, and my lungs to breathe. I hate that murderer. Can't you see, he must be stopped before someone else loses their own Donna. I have to do this. There's no other option.

      

      

      I nearly dropped the diary at the mention of my grandfather being a murderer. Evidently, Stefano had killed Donna, and my mother had been out for his blood.

      It was hard to imagine someone as gentle as my mother doing something like that. The rumors about my parents now started to make a lot more sense. There had been rumblings about Viviana Vaccaro, but they all sounded so far-fetched that I’d never given them a second thought. I added my mother’s name to my own notebook as there were things I hoped to glean about her as well.

      
        
        Dear Diary... I’ve finally made contact with these men. I fear they think I'm crazy. I might very well be, but from grief, not mental capacity. There are four of them. Marcu, the eldest, is distrustful of me and my motives. I know he was trying to scare me, and succeeding, but I won't back down. He told me that getting close to Stefano would involve him actually trusting me, and I'm but a child. I'm not. I'm a woman, and the two twins agreed. Fantino and Angelo. They’re very much on board with my plan to destroy Stefano Vaccaro for good. The youngest, Andrea, was silent the entire time. I know he was observing me. I hope I passed his test. The results are in tomorrow.

      

      

      This was like some fictional book. It couldn’t be real. My mother had met these mafia men, and sought them out for help to kill my grandfather. None of this explained how she had ended up with my father. The two had always looked so in love in every picture I’d ever seen of them together. I was sure a lot of my questions would be answered, so I kept reading.

      
        
        Dear Diary... I'm sorry it's been so long. Things are going according to plan with my mission. I have proven myself to be worthy with every challenge thrown at me so far. Tonight, however, I will lose my innocence to one of these men. It has to be Andrea. I fear I might actually develop feelings for him if I allowed myself to feel anything but this hatred inside of me. Not for him. Never for my dearest Andrea. It's all for Stefano Vaccaro. Marcu told me I would have to lay with the devil if I wanted to be convincing. I can't let Donna down after coming this far. I will give my virginity to a man I have a great deal of affection for, then allow the others to help prepare me for whatever I might face in the future. I hope I can get through this night. If there's not another entry, you will know why.

      

      

      What happened between the last entry and now? I wanted to know it, all the while a small voice in my head urged me to drop this. These were my mother’s deepest thoughts. I shouldn’t have been reading them, especially the parts about her losing her own virginity.

      Luca crossed my mind for the briefest of moments again, and I realized how easily I had almost lost my own innocence to him. Although I had put a stop to things between us. When I’d been in his arms, I was powerless, yet felt powerful at the same time. It was too hard to describe, but this wasn’t about me. Right now, I needed to know more, so I turned the page.

      
        
        Dear Diary... Things are going even better than I could’ve ever imagined. Andrea, Marcu, Fantino, and Angelo are the most attentive of men when they touch me. At first, I’d felt cheapened by their advances, but I know the reasoning behind it. Individually, they could all bring me pleasure, but tonight was the first time I’d genuinely experienced it with two men inside of me. I've taken two before, but the pain was all I could focus on. Or maybe, I have just become more tolerant of it. Whatever the reason, I can barely stand, sit, or walk, but I have the memories of how I came for them. It was intense...hard...and it created a hunger inside of me that only these men can alleviate.

      

      

      My face turned crimson as I pictured my mother with not only one man, but four. This was becoming more intriguing than those smutty romance novels that Letty would leave hanging around.

      
        
        Dear Diary...I meant to get back to you sooner but things physically have been bad for me. I think I’ve twisted one of my wrists in their cuffs, and I still flinch at the whistle of the wind between the trees. All I can hear is the whip before it strikes me, then feel the blistering pain as they land their mark. I scream...cry...but ultimately come at the pain, just as I’ll need to do with Stefano Vaccaro. It’s his face that helped me let go. I imagined the dead look in his eyes as his lifeless frame lay in a pool of blood. I was standing over him with the dagger in my hand. I confided that to Angelo, and he told me he would make sure that wish came true. He wanted to make sure that I’m ready so tomorrow, I will steal someone's last breath like Stefano did to Donna, all in practice for the moment when I can end his miserable life.

      

      

      My mother had killed someone. I closed the diary and scrubbed my hands down my face. I had the urge to call her so I could find out if this was real or not. Despite the late hour, the only reason I didn’t was because I didn’t want to do this over the phone. Deciding to keep reading, I turned the page and encountered a blank one. Actually, there were almost a dozen of them before I saw her handwriting once more.

      
        
        Dear Diary...I can't believe I‘ve finally found you again. I was so sure when we had to flee from Palermo in the dead of the night that I would never hold your worn leather in my hands, or put my pen to your pages again. It's been eight long years since I first started my mission. It's very dangerous here right now, but it’s allowing me to earn my stripes. I'm an asset to these men who’d essentially saved my life. I once had no reason to live, but they’d restored my purpose. The cuts...scars...bruises...broken bones, and the twisted joints have been worth it. I’ve experienced nearly every type of torture a monster could bestow upon me. Slow and steady will help me claim victory. Only when Stefano is dead and gone will Donna finally be able to rest in peace.

      

      

      Tears sprang to my eyes at the realization of what my mother put herself through for the chance to avenge a friend she loved so much. Would I do the same for someone like Letty? I didn’t think I would. My mother was even stronger than I’d once given her credit for, but none of this explained how she’d ended up with my father, and or why she would’ve wanted to be with him, considering what his own father had done to her.

      
        
        Dear Diary...I thought these men had hurt me in every way possible, but they keep finding new and creative ways to break me. I’ve taken and withstood every torture thrown at me, and I’ll finally be able to return to Italy soon to put my plan into action. When not with the guys, I’ve been researching him. I have an idea of what he likes, so I’ll deliver myself as temptation he’ll be unable to resist. Like with Donna, he’ll be attracted to my youthful appearance, but I’ll be very submissive to him, unlike my friend. She rejected him and died. I will make no such mistake. I haven't come this far to fail. I'm returning to Italy to put him in a body bag. Anything else, and I will have failed. That is something I’ll not allow myself to do. As long as there’s a breath left in my body, I will fight to win. Losing is not an option.

      

      

      I quickly turned to the next page.

      
        
        Dear Diary... Today, I had to bid these men of mine a final farewell. It was more emotional than I ever thought it would be. Andrea pleaded with me to reconsider by using a future together with him to convince me to stay. I love him, but I have a mission to complete. I can't put him in danger. I can't put myself in danger. I rejected him, and despite his hurt, I know he understands. They all do. It's still bittersweet. I will be in Milan by afternoon's time where I’ll finally confront the man who had stolen Donna from me. I must resist the urge to not plunge a knife into his chest at our first meeting. I ask that whatever God may be there, to provide me with the needed strength to put my deadly intentions into place. He must pay with his life. There’s no other price that could ever make up for what he’d done.

        O san Michele Arcangelo, difendici nella lotta; sii nostro presidio contro le perfide insidie del demonio.

      

      

      I recognized the quote as there was a picture with it in my father’s study. “Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle; be our protection against the wickedness and snares of the devil,” I repeated as I traced her handwriting.

      She had met Stefano in Milan. I quickly wrote that down as well, and as I sat back up, a yawn escaped. I finally placed both my notes and this diary into the drawer on my bedside table. Tomorrow, I would hopefully get answers.
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      Since arriving in Naples the night before, my mind had been a twisted tempest of thoughts, mostly about my mother, and a little about my father. She used to go on and on about the Cathedral of Naples. Raised the same Catholic faith as generations before her, she tried to do the same with me. I attended mass and weekly services, but I never walked around quoting verses like she would.

      Yet, as I walked in front of the place she’d talked about wanting to go the most, I knew this place wasn’t the sanctuary she’d believed it to be. In fact, it was more of a porthole to hell, and these streets were ruled by the devil himself. Still, I remembered a specific Psalm my mother would often mention, and being here in this exact spot, it seemed to fit well.

      ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.’

      Because the one here for vengeance is me.

      This mission was more reconnaissance than anything else. I’d sent men over the last few years to Naples to gather information on those I was determined to take down. I couldn’t come in here with guns blazing like some of the smaller factions in Sicily. Nazario Vaccaro’s organization was so tightly run and well-coordinated. It would be a suicide mission to believe I could take him out by myself. It wouldn’t even be the equivalent of taking a knife to a gun fight.

      I wanted to kill the man, and I would. My entire bloodline had been massacred for the piece of ass he now called a wife. My family had helped Viviana, but she’d betrayed them all for him. That treachery would come at a price, and their first born would be the one to pay it.

      My thoughts turned to Valenzia Vaccaro, and my lips quirked into a smirk, especially as I thought about the ways I would make her bend to my will.

      Ernesto, along with Salvador, were my closest associates and most trusted advisors. Had they not helped me upon arriving in Palermo, I would be back in New Orleans living a life that was never real. My mother, rest her soul, was a deceitful wench. She thought she was doing me a favor, but it’d all been for her. Nothing she’d ever told me about my father was true. I grew up trying to seek the approval of a man who didn’t exist, completely unaware that the one who did was dead. Murdered in cold blood at the hands of his enemies.

      Everything I had done over the last five years was leading to a moment that couldn’t come soon enough. Until those responsible for my family’s demise paid with their lives, there would always be unsettled business. How could I ever truly have the respect of my allies and enemies if I allowed those that had wronged me to live? I had nothing in this world except vengeance, and while I might walk down the aisle one day with Valenzia Vaccaro, this dark need inside of me would always be my true bride.

      And Nazario and Viviana needed to be alive to see me steal their daughter from right under them. I would have her as my wife, and in my bed, and ultimately delivering me an heir who would learn from birth who and what he was. It wouldn’t be sprung on him twenty-five years later. He wouldn’t have this emptiness inside of him that he had to fill with stories instead of memories. No, my son would know from the time he was conceived that he was a leader. He would inherit everything I’d worked so hard to get back. He’d be a walking reminder that in the end, the Vaccaros were gone.

      “Long live the Catalanos,” I muttered.

      I took a final look at the cathedral before turning to leave. There were a number of things I needed to do here before I could return home to Palermo. Once I was back in my own domain, I’d start to put the next phase of my plan into action. I had just turned thirty, so I wasn’t getting any younger.

      I went straight to the Port of Naples. A shipment heading out of here would be hijacked by the men I’d planted on the team, so the drugs the Vaccaros hoped to get to other parts of Europe would never get there. Not only would Nazario be out for blood over the millions of dollars he would lose, it would also provide the distraction I needed to grab his daughter.

      I knew I could make Valenzia submit to my wants and needs. I would try with seduction, but if it didn’t work, I’d use intimidation and manipulation. I didn’t want to think about using force on her, but that bridge would be one I’d cross if, and when, I got to it. If she was as smart as I considered her to be, she would accept what was to be her lot in life.

      I could still remember her lips plastered against mine, and how soft her small hands were as they wrapped around my neck. I could also taste her sweat-soaked flesh, imagining how sweet other parts of her would taste. I’d bring her so much pleasure, and all she had to do was give me a son. She would live which was more than I could promise the rest of her family.

      You’ve seen how to carry yourself. After all, your mother has been the perfect mafia princess, as I know you’ll be for me.

      And she would. It made me smirk, as did the men I could see rushing to and from the boat my men would soon seize. While I’d recovered all the money I could find out there in my family’s name, running an organization required a constant cash flow. I had my own import and export business out of Palermo, but stealing this massive shipment from the Vaccaros was too easy to pass up. It’d be like taking candy from a baby.

      I sat in my car with my binoculars as I stayed hidden from sight. Ernesto and Salvador were right to be worried. I’d seen all the photographs of my father, and I was his twin. He was tall, with dark hair and eyes. Our jawlines and noses resembled, too. Nothing was more similar than our eyes. Growing up, I’d always wondered whose eyes were staring back at me. I had to have gotten them from someone. I now knew, and each time I looked into my own, I saw my father. I was his son, through and through.

      Almost an hour had passed before I finally put my car in gear and drove away from the port. My hotel was about twenty minutes away and as I drove toward it, I came across something else. High concrete walls stretched around the perimeter of a home I knew belonged to Nazario Vaccaro. Not the barbed wire at the top, or the wrought iron gates would hold me out if I’d wanted inside.

      I smirked at the large ‘V’ in the center of the gate. Maybe once I took him out for good, I would use this home for business purposes. The first thing would be to remove that wretched letter, replacing it with a ‘C’ instead. Valenzia had been born and raised in this compound, and I’d even let her choose the decorating.

      Everything was falling into place. The Vaccaros had no idea who I was, so their guards were down. I passed the property and only stopped a few minutes later at a local trattoria. A man had to eat and the food at my hotel was…

      Thankfully, I had only one night to spend here in town. I parked and went inside to place my order. I added a few essentials to my bag and headed back outside.

      I heard a familiar voice. It was one that was etched into my head, and as I turned toward it, I heard an audible gasp. Our eyes met, and the dark-haired beauty froze. Our eyes looked right into one another’s, and I finally smirked at her.

      “Andrea,” Viviana whispered. I said nothing, and she added, “Is it really you?”

      I stayed quiet, and when she closed her eyes for the briefest of seconds, I slipped into the shadows. I watched her reopen them, then look frantically around before one of her two sons approached her.

      “What is it, Mama?”

      “There was a man...”

      “I don’t see anyone. Where was he?”

      She looked around again, but I managed to stay hidden. “Right in front of me.”

      “Who was it?”

      She let out a small laugh. “If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve sworn it was a ghost.”

      “Well, I definitely don’t see any of them around here. You’re just tired. Let’s get dinner so we can go home.”

      “You’re right. It was probably nothing except my own over-active imagination.”

      They disappeared into the same trattoria, and I hurried to my car. She had recognized me, or at least who she thought I was, because she had called me by my father’s name. There’d been disbelief in her tone but pain in her eyes. She hadn’t even begun to hurt yet, but she would.
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      As I pressed my forehead against the glass of the plane window, all I could think about were the diary entries I’d read. While I hadn’t finished the diary yet, I had gone through enough entries to know what she’d done. It was hard to see a side of someone you thought you knew, but evidently had not. My mother was so kind, or so I thought. The truth was that she was a cold-blooded killer and a master manipulator. She’d manipulated me my entire life with her lies and omissions. No more, though. I now knew how she’d gotten involved with the Vaccaros.

      With nothing more to do on this flight, I pulled out the diary and reopened it to where I had left off, but went a few pages back to reread what had convinced me to catch a flight back home.

      
        
        Dear Diary... Tonight, I’ve finally infiltrated Stefano Vaccaro’s world. He trusts me enough to do more than just brutalize me in the name of his sick lust. He's invited me back to Napoli and into his home. I believe he considers us to be serious. I'm nervous, but excited because I've worked a long time and endured so much to get this vengeance that I seek. I’ll kill this monster so my best friend can finally rest in peace. Then, I’ll join her in the afterlife. I've done many bad things, but I think God knows my heart and will forgive me. If I'm wrong, Donna will finally be able to rest still while I join my arch-nemesis.

      

      

      She’d finally gotten the ‘in’ that she’d needed. I could almost hear the excitement in my mother’s voice. I would’ve been scared shitless, but she’d been a warrior. She might’ve also been a liar, but she was bad ass enough in my book. Obviously in my father’s as well because he not only married her, but built a life with her. None of what I had read so far explained how my parents came to be what they were, so I continued reading.

      
        
        Dear Diary...I've not only relocated to Napoli, but I've found out that we're not alone in that big house of his. Stefano's son is there, and he's a complication I can’t afford at this time. He ignites more than my anger, he sparks my lust, too. I'm drawn to him like a moth to a flame. He burns me with his touch...his words...his mere presence. I shouldn't want him, but I do. Desperately. When his lips touched mine, it was like awakening from a long nightmare. I went to bed with Stefano, but it wasn't him that I thought about. Nazario. His very name sends shivers down my spine. I imagined it was him thrusting into me tonight, and I came so hard. I ‘d nearly called out his name, but was able to catch myself. I must forget the son, and if unable, I’ll have to handle him, too. I have no other choice.

      

      

      Some things fell into the too much information category, and hearing my mother talk about imagining my father’s face when having sex with my grandfather was all too much for me. I’d seen how much my parents loved each other. Even I knew what those secret looks between them meant. I also saw pictures of them, and after four children, they obviously had to be doing something in order to create them. Nothing was natural about all of this, though.

      
        
        Dear Diary... Nazario has taken away my purpose for living, and I hate him for it. Yet, I let him touch me and actually crave so much more. I ache for him, and because of him. And now that Stefano's gone, I can finish my plan, only I haven't been able to bring myself to do it. I want him too much. The very thought of never feeling Nazario inside of me again is too much to bear. We're supposed to be married. I will have gone from his father's mistress to his, and the entire city will know it. He plans to properly present me to his organization tonight. I have butterflies in my chest, but a yearning deep inside. He has teased me with the promise of exhibitionism, and I've been wet all day thinking about it. I want him to mark me...claim me...let everyone know that I am his.

      

      

      The pieces were all starting to fall into place now. My father had killed his own father as I’d heard over the years, and he’d done it for my mother. Then, the two fell into marital bliss, and I supposed that was where I had come along. Or maybe not, because the timing didn’t add up. I wanted to read some of the new entries, but the chime sounded above signaling the captain’s announcement.

      I tuned him out and prepared for arrival. Neither of my parents knew I was coming home, and I didn’t feel the need to warn them, either. I knew my brothers and sister were back at their boarding schools – the twins in Spain, while my sister was in Portugal. The house would be empty except for my parents. I could finally have the adult talk I needed to have with them.

      Between the descent, arrival, and taxi home, over an hour had passed. I input the codes into the gate and once they swung open, I tipped my driver. He was about to leave, but I thought about something important.

      “I’ll pay whatever is needed for you to stay. Would you wait on me? I don’t think I’ll be too long.”

      The man nodded and turned the ignition off. I smiled, then exited the vehicle and hurried up the driveway. One of the staff members opened the door for me, and before she could even greet me, I spoke. “Where is Mama and Papa?”

      “Don Vaccaro is away on business, but Lady Viviana is in the gardens. Would you like me to take your bag?”

       “No, I’ll not be long. Grazie!”

      I headed straight outside, and like Edith had told me, my mother was standing there in her garden admiring her flowers. She turned at the sound of footsteps, and although her face registered concern, she quickly smiled at me.

      “I didn’t know you were coming home, Valenzia. Is everything okay at school?”

      “At school, yes.”

      “I’m glad you’re home. We didn’t get to see much of each other on your last visit. Would you like to go inside and have some tea?”

      “I’m not here for a social visit.”

      “I’m confused. If nothing’s wrong, then—"

      “Nothing’s wrong at school, but that doesn’t mean that everything’s fine.”

      “I don’t follow. You’re worrying me, Valenzia. Let’s go inside.”

      “No,” I told her. “What I need to know, you can tell me right here.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “I’m curious as to how you and Papa got together.”

      “Oh,” she replied, then smiled. “We both knew each other from school. He was always so handsome. I think I was enamored from the start.”

      “Did you two date?”

      She shook her head. “Sadly, not at that time. We did run into each other years later after the death of his father, and—”

      “After Stefano died?” I questioned.

      “Yes. He was in a state of grief. I reached out to provide him—"

      “You’re lying.”

      “What? Why would you say that, Valenzia?”

      “Because I know,” I told her. “I know how you hooked up with some Sicilian gangsters before seducing and trying to kill my grandfather. You and Papa were together before he died. After, you both pretended as if nothing had happened, and continued this sick fucking fairytale you’ve been feeding us for years.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, because I could see the truth in her eyes. They were blurry from unshed tears, and there was a slight trembling in her bottom lip.

      “I’ve read it in your own words.”

      “My d-diary,” she stammered, and I nodded.

      “How could you, Mama?”

      “Valenzia, there are things you don’t understand. Those words, they’re just that. Simply thoughts that—"

      “Thoughts that you and Papa put into action. I can’t believe I’m related to either one of you.”

      “Let’s go inside, baby. We can talk about all of this.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about. You’ve just answered everything I needed to know. I’m leaving.”

      “Valenzia!” I was heading toward the house, only stopping when she cried out my name. “Your grandfather was a very bad man. I needed help from those men in Sicily. Your father saved me, and we fell in love. Doesn’t the fact that we’ve been together ever since count for anything? You were conceived in love, as were your siblings.”

      “I can’t hear this right now. I’m out of here,” I told her.

      “Where are you going? You shouldn’t leave when you’re this upset.”

      “I’m returning to school,” I said this time, lying to her for once.

      “I want to come visit you this weekend. Will you clear time for me, Valenzia?”

      “Sure,” I said, fully intending to not be there when she arrived.

      I then hurried through the back door and out of the house, then down the driveway. Once back in the taxi, I told the driver to take me to the airport. An hour later, I had not only cleared security but also made it to my gate with minutes to spare.

      “Good evening, passengers. This is the pre-boarding announcement for flight FR4795 to Palermo...”

      My mother’s words, and oftentimes, lack of them, confirmed all I needed to know. I’d never heard the Catalano name before, but I would soon. While she thought I was headed back to the University in Milan, I was actually going to seek out her enemies. I needed to know everything there was to know about the feud between their family and mine. Hopefully, I would find someone who was more forthcoming than my mother had been. I had her diaries, so it would hopefully not be too hard to find any of these men. 
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      I’d been back in Palermo for only a few days when one of the men I had tailing the eldest Vaccaro daughter came rushing into the room interrupting the discussion I was currently having with Salvador. “Don Catalano, I have news.”

      “What kind of news, Frederique? Is it Valenzia?”

      “Yes, she’s no longer in Milan.”

      “Where did she go?” I picked up the tumbler of scotch and slammed it back. “Don’t tell me you’ve lost her already?”

      Viviana had been resourceful, and she drove my elders to distraction. As I remembered seeing her the other night, I was reminded how much Valenzia resembled the woman. She was the one who drove me to distraction. “No, I know exactly where she is. It’s where she’s been that’s concerning.”

      “And that would be?”

      I crossed my legs at the ankle and leaned back in my chair.

      “She returned to Napoli. To her parents’ house.”

      “And why’s that concerning?”

      Children visited their parents, especially ones as sheltered as Valenzia had been her entire life. Viviana might’ve even called Valenzia. After all, Nazario was out of town trying to locate his missing shipment. He’d never know what happened because after his men were disposed of, mine moved everything off of the boat, then sank it in the Mediterranean Sea. The man likely had trackers on the vessel, and if so, I hoped he’d packed his swim gear.

      “She was only there for a few minutes, and she had asked her driver to wait. When she came out of the house, she was visibly upset and went straight to the airport.”

      “Milan is almost a two-hour flight from Naples.”

      “She didn’t go to Milan.”

      “Where did she go? Frederique, if you have something to say, just spit it out.”

      “She’s here in Palermo.”

      “Palermo?”

      “And that’s not all.”

      “What else could there be?”

      “She’s asking around about the Catalanos. More specifically, she’s asking for Andrea Catalano.”

      “Cazzo!” I wasn’t even sure if it was from anger or excitement.

      Valenzia was looking for my father. And, she’d just come from her mother’s house. It was very likely that Viviana sent her daughter here to find me, especially after we came face-to-face with one another the other day. Everyone had told me I was a dead ringer for Andrea, and it was his name she’d called out when we’d met.

      “I saw Viviana Vaccaro the other night,” I offered up, and Salvador who was sitting across from me, arched his brow.

      “I’m sure she was shocked,” he stated.

      I smirked. “It was as if she’d seen a ghost.”

      “Do you think she sent her daughter to investigate?”

      “No,” I answered honestly. “She’d never put her daughter in harm’s way. If I recall correctly, you told me that you were with him when he’d tried to run her off the road to her death. If Viviana thought he somehow survived, she would want to get rid of me once and for all.”

      “How can you know that?”

      “Because she’s arrogant like her husband. Nazario also would’ve never left town if he thought she might be in danger. A highjacked boat is part of the cost of doing business. He killed Catalanos before in Viviana’s name, and he wouldn’t hesitate to do it again.”

      “I have someone watching her every move at the hotel where’s she staying. I think she might be resting now, but she did throw your father’s name out there, and I suspect she’ll pick back up with her questioning once she awakens.”

      While my name had become more common in these parts again, I’d done my best to keep the attention to a minimum. For the last five years, I’d silently rebuilt what had been lost. My power was growing, and those that had recently crossed me had come to find out too late, but I wasn’t at the level I needed to be yet to take on a foe as formidable as Nazario Vaccaro. I might be crazed, but I wasn’t stupid.

      Valenzia’s arrival in town, and her loose lips, was now making me have to rethink my strategy. There might not be a better time than now to nab her, even if I’m not ready yet to follow through on what I wanted from her. While I might not be ready to reintroduce myself and the Catalano organization via my marriage to her, I had wanted to fuck her since our lips first touched.

      “Bring her to me.”

      Frederique nodded and left my office. When he was gone, the other man looked over at me.

      “You’ve done well up to this point. Don’t let Valenzia Vaccaro ruin you the way Viviana Spataro did the others.”

      I eyed him cautiously. “I know what I’m doing. She’s already here so there’s no need to wait. I’ll keep her under lock and key until such time arrives when I’m ready to fully announce my family’s return. Right now, there are only rumors amongst most. And the others have tested me and regretted it. I need Valenzia for my end game, so there’s no need to look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      “I urge you to be careful. Your father had others with him. You’re trying to undertake this all alone.”

      “But I’m not alone. I have you. Now stop worrying and make sure there’s a room in the house ready for her. It looks like we’re about to get a guest.”

      Salvador rose, and I knew he still had more to say, but he wisely chose to keep it to himself. Sure, I’d not planned to grab her so soon, but sometimes you had to roll with the punches. This particular one, I planned to roll underneath me and fuck thoroughly.

      Once he left, I poured myself another glass of scotch. I was midway through finishing it and my cigar when my cellphone rang. “Is it done?”

      “It is. We’re on our way now.”

      “Bring her to the dungeon. I’ll be down soon.”

      Valenzia would be very surprised to see me, especially once she realized who’d been behind the mask that night. I had no idea what she knew of the Catalanos, but I intended to find out.

      I showered rather quickly, then opted for a pair of sweats and a T-shirt before going to reintroduce myself to her. Frederique was outside of the cell I’d asked her to be taken to. Memories of the night I’d had her in my arms returned, and my cock swelled. Valenzia Vaccaro already made me hard, so that was a good start.

      I motioned for the other man to leave with a sweep of my hand, then stepped in front of it. She was standing with her back turned to me, and her gaze focused on the wall in front of her. I stayed silent for a few seconds before turning the key in the lock. She turned, and her gasp had the smirk on my face widening.

      “You,” she said in an accusatory tone.

      “So we meet again, Valenzia.”

      She took a few steps back. “Why am I here, Luca, if that’s even your name.”

      I closed the door behind me and walked toward her. “My name is Luca, but I had forgotten to tell you my complete name.”

      She was scared, but also curious. I admired the way she refused to back down even though her knees were practically wobbling. “Who are you?”

      “Luca Catalano.”

      The color drained from her face. “N-no. It can’t be.”

      I continued advancing on her until I was close enough to touch her. The moment I did, she swung on me. Not having expected that, it did catch me by surprise enough for her to rush past me. Before she could get to the door, I caught her.

      I spun her around and plastered her between the stone wall and me. “I thought we would talk before getting to the foreplay, but if that’s what you–”

      “You’re disgusting,” she told me while trying her best to angle her head away from mine. I could very easily grab her by the throat and bend her to my will, but I lowered my head and took what she offered, kissing along her neckline.

      “You’ll see that I’m many things, Valenzia.”

      She tried to push me off of her, and although I didn’t need to, I let her have her way this one time. “Why am I here? What do you want from me?”

      I chuckled. “Everything, and I’ll settle for nothing less.”

      “Please let me go. My father’s a very powerful man. When he finds out that I’m missing–”

      “He’ll be ready to give up anything for you, that is until he realizes you’re no longer his. You’ll be mine.”

      “You’re crazy,” she retorted, and I shrugged.

      “You have no fucking idea, but you will. Make yourself at home.”

      “H-how long do you plan to keep me here?”

      I chuckled at her question. “An eternity and not a goddamned second less.”
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      Luca Catalano was certifiable. While most would get upset at the label, he seemed to take it in stride. It even appeared as if he was proud of it. I had to think of a way out of this mess, and soon. I hadn’t known his last name at the masquerade ball, but something told me that he’d known mine all along. This would explain why Letty had never heard of him, and why he’d been so charming and attentive that night.

      Sure, I’d ditched my casual clothing for a dress, but I knew I’d been the most awkward female there. For a moment, I’d actually allowed myself to believe a handsome stranger had found me attractive. The truth was heavy like a stone boulder, threatening to crush me under its weight. I ignored the tears. Getting out of here was the only thing that mattered right now. I could nurse my wounded pride another time.

      “What do you know about me?”

      I needed to know what I was up against, and when he stepped back and looked at me, I kept my shoulders squared in defiance. It was hard to maintain it because I could feel him undressing me with his eyes, the intensity of his gaze nearly burning a hole through my shirt. My nipples hardened.

      “You’re a Vaccaro,” he said, and my heart sank.

      He had to have known my parents were responsible for the death of his family members. It’d been almost thirty years according to the information I had dug up on the local crime family.

      Stupid! Stupid! Stupid! Why in the fuck did I ever come to Palermo?

      “Which should mean nothing,” I responded, hopeful that maybe he didn’t even know the complete history of the bad blood between our families. Being truthful, I knew little of it myself until just recently.

      “Ah,” he said as he pulled me into his arms. “It means everything.”

      That alone told me I needed to change tactics. Defeat settled over me like a cloud, and despair filled my veins. I slumped against him, unsure of what to do next. It was then when I remembered who I was. While I’d almost wanted to denounce the Vaccaro name a few hours earlier, that blood still flowed through me.

      Regaining my mental strength, I only wished it would’ve carried over physically because I still struggled mightily as I tried to escape. “Let me go.”

      His arms were like iron bars, and no matter how much pushing or pulling I did, I couldn’t move them an inch. The man himself was an unmovable force, and that not only frightened me, but unfortunately excited me as well. That one night, I had relished how fragile he’d made me feel, but not now.

      “While I enjoy the feel of you rubbing against me, there’s some business we need to discuss first.”

      “I have no business with you,” I retorted.

      Is this some ploy to try to blackmail my father?

      It seemed plausible enough, but he’d be disappointed to learn that my father didn’t negotiate. Not with anyone. If Luca wanted money, he’d never see a dime of it. I knew my father would move heaven and earth to get me away from this maniac, but he wouldn’t give in to Luca or his demands, whatever they may be. His arms loosened as he likely realized the error of his plan.

      “As I said, we have no business with one another, so I’ll just be—"

      He had let me get a few steps before he grabbed me. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but he pushed me chest-first against the wall and closed the distance between us. If I couldn’t move just his arms, there was no way I would move his tall frame either.

      My heart thudded in my chest, and between the fear and adrenaline racing through me, I couldn’t even determine which was causing the ringing in my ears. His chest was as hard as his arms, and maybe even more unmovable. And it wasn’t the only thing pressing against me.

      “Cazzo! You make me so hard, Valenzia. Do you feel me?”

      How could I not?

      “You’re disgusting. Let me go and I’ll forget everything. I won’t tell a soul.”

      “I don’t believe you,” he whispered as he lowered his head and used his nose to brush my hair off to the side.

      “I promise,” I swore truthfully. “I’ll leave Palermo and never return again.”

      “It’s too late for that,” he said, his voice so low; it sent a shiver down my spine.

      “I will. I just need to get my things, then I’ll be on my way.”

      If I managed to get through to him, I’d do exactly what I just said. While I’d wanted to know more about the Catalanos, I’d let it all go. My mother was upset enough about them, so it would make her happy. I’d lived this long without knowing about them, and I could go on with the rest of my life, living it the same way.

      “You came looking for me.”

      His mouth closed down around my earlobe, and it took everything in me to not moan out loud. My body had never known the type of pleasure that could be derived by a man until this monster came into my life. He’d awakened things in me that night that I didn’t even know existed. The worst part was that he had barely touched me. If what I had read about sex was true...

      “It was a mistake.”

      “There are no mistakes, Valenzia. There are only calculated risks, and you took a big one. Do you know what could’ve happened to you on these streets?”

      “What you’re doing now,” I replied flippantly.

      I felt the slight tickle against my ear as he undoubtedly smirked. “You could’ve been killed.”

      A sob escaped at the realization. “I know, and I’m sorry. Please let me go.”

      He didn’t say anything at first as he traced the outline of my ear with his tongue. An unfamiliar warmth pooled between my thighs. This man’s mouth was lethal and should have a warning label attached to it. Eventually, he pulled his head away.

      “Why were you looking for my family?”

      I knew I had to be as truthful as I could, and maybe by proving that I had no ill will toward him, he’d be more willing to letting me leave. “I’d heard some rumors about my family and yours. I didn’t think anyone was still around.”

      “Why? Because your parents had taken them all out?”

      “Those are their sins,” I murmured. “We have nothing to do with them.”

      “And that’s where you’re wrong. They took everyone, and everything, from me, and now someone has to pay for that.”

      “But why me?” I could understand how he’d be upset about what had happened. I didn’t even know his family and I had felt bad enough to come here. Now, I wish I would’ve just gone back to Milan.

      “You’re going to pay for the sins of your mother and father.”

      “Are you planning to kill me?”

      “No,” he answered, taking a step back. “At least, I don’t intend to.”

      “Then why won’t you let me go. Keeping me here will accomplish—"

      “It’ll accomplish everything. My father, Andrea,” he said, before pausing, and my heart sank. Of all the Catalano men, he would’ve been sired by the one my family hated the most. “My father wanted your mother, but she betrayed him with your father, of all people.”

      “I’m sorry. I had nothing to do with that.”

      “Your mother betrayed my family and crawled into bed with the enemy, and now you’re going to betray yours by doing the same.”

      “No,” I cried out. “That doesn’t involve me.”

      “You’re going to pay for it nonetheless. I’m going to do what he was unable to do.”

      That sounded ominous and was even more of a reason for me to find a way out of here. “Luca, please.”

      “I love the way you beg. Your bottom lip pushes out, and it makes me so fucking hard. I want to bite those lips...fuck those lips...and come all over them.”

      I nearly stumbled at the blatantness of his words. “I’ll never have sex with you.”

      He chuckled. The same way he’d seduced me so easily at the mayor’s reelection party, I suspected he would be just as skilled at doing it here, especially seeing as no one was around to stop him.

      “Once you accept that I own you, Valenzia–”

      “You own no part of me,” I spat, then added, “And you never will.”

      The next few seconds went by in a blur, and I quickly found myself in his grip once more, only this time it was his large hand wrapped around my throat.

      “You’re going to be my wife and the mother of my children.”

      “Never,” I told him, then reacted without thinking.
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      She spit on me. I growled, then tightened my grip on her neck even more until her eyes grew wide as saucers. “That wasn’t very wise,” I pointed out to her as I hastily wiped it off of me.

      I kept my hand wrapped firmly around her throat, then backed her up to the bed and pushed her down.  She naturally crawled back as far as she could. I grabbed her legs and pulled her roughly toward me.

      Her fear was palpable, and it only served as an aphrodisiac. I loved the spirit and fight she had inside of her, and I grew even harder as I thought about the many ways I could subdue her. She’d thrash around on the bed...writhe under me...but ultimately surrender because there was an undeniable chemistry between us that neither could deny. She might try, but I could read her body even better than she could.

      She swallowed hard, and my gaze was drawn to her lips. As memories came rushing back to that one night, I needed another taste. The moment my head descended, she turned hers, and I got her neck instead of those lusciously full lips of hers.

      My hand came back to her throat, and I turned her head enough to get what I desired. I seized her lips in a kiss that held no gentleness to it at all. Her cries of protest were drowned out the moment I thrust my tongue inside. Her taste was as addictive as it had been that one starry night, and my body came down on hers allowing me to pin her underneath me without having to choke her.

      I moved my hand and pressed it between us. Her skin was so soft, and I slipped my hand inside of her shirt. Valenzia tried to move, but her attempts were futile. I should’ve done this the night we’d met, but I’d make sure I let her know that I owned her — body and soul. My palm found one of her breasts, and I nimbly pushed her bra cup over it, so I could free the heavy globe in my hand.

      Her nipple was already hard, and I wanted to lick, suck, nibble, and bite on it, as her pussy tightened around my cock. I could only imagine how tight she likely was. I’d split her wide open. Then get off on the sounds of her cries. If I hit the right spots, she might even fight me like she was trying to do now, not that it’d help.

      “Stop denying the inevitable, Valenzia,” I rasped as I grabbed her hands and pinned both of them above her head with one of mine. “This attraction between us is explosive, so stop fighting it.” She made a huffing sound, and I smiled as I kissed along her jawline. “I can make you come in so many ways.”

      “Luca…”

      I seized her lips with mine once again.

      I used my other hand to squeeze her breast before lowering it. She was wearing loose clothing, so I was easily able to slide my hand into her pants. As I slid two fingers between her slit, she started to buck hard against me.

      I ignored her actions and tightened my grip on her wrists as well as deepened the kiss between us. I could breathe nothing in but her, and I knew it was the same for Valenzia. While she was not returning my kiss the way she had that first night, I didn’t let it deter me. I was still able to suck her tongue into my mouth, and when I nibbled once or twice on it, I drew a strangled moan from her.

      I continued to touch her, not even the slightest bit surprised at how wet she was. Her cream was warm and wet to the touch, and once I was able to thrust two fingers into her,  I realized how tight she was, too.

      Valenzia’s pussy felt amazing as it clamped down on the two fingers I had inserted. I hadn’t even gotten a third or fourth one inside of her, and it was already weeping for me. I needed to feel her tighten around my cock.

      Cazzo! I was now torn between ripping her clothes off and sinking balls deep inside of her or taking my time to taste the rest of her first. I could also let her taste me. She was still trying to break free from my restraints, and I had to give her credit for trying.

      “You’re mine,” I told her the moment I raised my head.

      She shook hers vehemently. She wouldn’t stop me from claiming her as my own, and wanting to prove it by showing her what I already knew to be true, I repositioned the two fingers inside of her and sought the one spot that would make her detonate.

      The moment I found it, her entire body tensed. Her pussy was now like a vise, and her attempts to free herself made my fingers slide deeper. She cried out. Her body was primed and ready for an orgasm, but her mind wasn’t quite there yet. In her head, she was still defying me, but her pussy couldn’t do the same.

      Her mouth opened in a silent scream as I crooked my fingers in a come-hither motion. She was just about to climax, but the sound of heavy footsteps stopped me.

       “Don Catalano.”

      I looked between Valenzia, then over my shoulder at Salvador. He appeared worried about something, so reluctantly, I withdrew my fingers from her. “What is it?”

      “Vaccaro has found two of the men from the hijacked shipment, and he’s murdered them. I’m not sure what they told him before they died, but the drugs are missing.”

      “Cazzo!”

      This shipment had been vitally important to furthering our wealth and reputation; the latter even more.

      I moved off the bed, releasing Valenzia from my grip. She scrambled upright, and when our gazes met, I think she already knew I wouldn’t let her go now. I had nothing else to hold over Nazario and his organization, but I did have something worth more than all of the money in the world to the man.

      I had his daughter. His firstborn. Now, I’d make her mine by any means necessary.

      “What are we going to do?” Salvador asked me.

      Even though I’d been working my ass off to resurrect my family’s empire, the ineptness of my men would do me no favors. When my father and uncle ran things, no one outside of the Vaccaros ever questioned them. No one stood up to them, and I needed to gain that same type of power.

      These men I’d hired and trained betrayed me. There was no way Nazario and his men had been able to simply overpower them. There was more to this, and I intended to get to the bottom of it. I looked back at Valenzia who was huddled on the bed.

      “Tell Ernesto to bring her to the black room where he and Frederique are to watch over her day and night.”

      “No,” she cried out. “Just let me leave. This won’t end well for you if you don’t.”

      I grinned at her, then inserted the still wet fingers into my mouth. I sucked her sweet juices off of them.

      “The one it didn’t end well for was you, but don’t worry. I’ll be back soon to pick up where we left off.” My eyes moved to her shirt which was in disarray. “Very soon.”

      I exited the room and headed to my own while Salvador told Ernesto and Frederique what I wanted them to do. The Vaccaros were beginning to be a thorn in my side, but I had the ultimate card in my hand. As long as I played it right, I’d have everything I wanted.
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      A few days had passed since I was abducted by a madman. While I thought he might come to see me if for nothing more than to taunt me, he hadn’t. In fact, I’d heard the one guy, Ernesto, tell another that Luca was out of town. I’d tried my best to eavesdrop without drawing attention to myself, so I’d been unable to get right up on the door for fear of getting caught.

      This estate was actually quite drafty, considering how it had been modernized over the years. It had a historic Sicilian feel to the architecture, but the flooring, walls, and ceilings no longer reflected it, as current day elements were everywhere. Granted, I’d only been able to wander around a few times since arriving here.

      There was trouble with a shipment, and it seemed to involve my father. I usually listened well whenever one of my family members were brought up. Luca hated Papa, and these men of his shared the same sentiment. I was the opposite. While I looked a lot like my mother, except for her self-confidence, I possessed the same eyes as my father. It was the one thing we shared, and the one thing that made me special. It also made me a freak.

      “Don Catalano is on his way back to Palermo,” Ernesto said, and I knew any escape by me needed to be done urgently.

      Over the last few days, I’d managed to go from the dungeon to the black room, finally into the small one where I currently was. Unlike the other two spaces, this one actually had a window. I needed to take advantage of my current location because if I got put back in that other place, I’d lose any possibility of escape.

      I couldn’t stay here. The very idea of marrying him and bearing his children scared me. My mother had been able to break free of these men, but I knew I wouldn’t fare as well. Luca would use my body to satisfy his carnal needs, then try to get a son out of me. I knew how men like him thought, and once he had what he wanted, it would be nothing to kill me.

      Leaving was a matter of life and death. I had no choice but to escape, but the question was how. I couldn’t leave this room because I’d be apprehended right away.

      No, once I made my move, it needed to work. I had to disregard any without a chance for success. That only left this window. This room was located on the second floor, but it was just above an awning. I’d looked a few times at the property itself and that specific escape route. If I could somehow manage to land on it without being heard, I could hopefully jump to the left where the hedges were.

      The more I constructed this plan in my head, the more confident I’d become that it would work. Once in the hedges, it would undoubtedly make a noise. I could use the foliage as cover until the men left, then make a mad dash for the gates. How I’d get through it, I didn’t know, but worst-case scenario, I would find a way over the concrete wall. It didn’t look much different than the one at home, and I’d seen my twin brothers climb over it time and time again.

      “What’s his mood,” the other man asked Ernesto.

      “He seemed very agitated. I’m thinking things didn’t go well on his trip.”

      My blood cooled considerably. I’d been on this earth long enough to know what anger usually led to. Over the years, I’d seen my parents fight, then I’d hear them for hours as they made up. I’d never thought too much about it, but now sex was all I could think about. And, I didn’t want to have it with Luca.

      Bugiardo.

      I frowned at the inner voice of mine that called me a liar. It was right. This man infuriated me to no end, but he’d also kiss me until I not only lost my breath, but use of my common sense. He rendered me defenseless. There would be no better time to leave than now.

      I had no items with me, and that was another thing driving me to desperation. Mama’s diary was still in that hotel room, and even if I never saw anything else in my bookbag, I needed that. It was enough motivation to risk punishment, or worse death, to retrieve.

      It’s now or never.

      I moved to the window and was glad this room didn’t have any sort of sensor on them. In Napoli, they were on every damn one.

      After I raised it up as far I could, I glanced down at the awning. It was actually closer than I thought, so I decided to just climb onto the sill and turn before dropping down to it. I quickly spun around because I needed to be able to see my next move. The awning had been deceptively closer, but I realized that the ground and hedges were farther than anticipated.

      I had to risk it because he would be home soon, and the last thing I wanted him to see was me plastered against the outside of his house. Taking what could be a final breath, I jumped onto the nearest row of hedges and cursed as the branches scratched me. I rolled over the top of them, then fell to the ground below.

      I gave myself a quick once-over, and other than my pride, nothing else was wounded. I might feel a few aches and pains tomorrow, but I could soak them away in the large tub in my bathroom at the Vaccaro estate. Returning to school would be too foolish, so I needed to go to the one place where Luca and his men couldn’t touch me. My family home was a fortress, so I’d be safe.

      Now, I just had to figure out how to get there. I had no cellphone, money, or even hotel room key on me. The hotel staff would be sure to remember me, so if I could get back to my room, I could grab my things and go.

      “Hey,” someone called from the upper balcony. “She’s trying to escape.”

      It was Ernesto, and I looked up to see three different men looking down at me. I heard a rustle and saw two others running toward me. Instinct kicked in and I began to run, once or twice looking behind me to see if they were gaining on me. The second time I did it, I ran right into what felt like a brick wall, but with hands.

      The growl that pierced the air let me know exactly whose arms I had basically run right into. I slowly raised my head and my eyes met his now blackened ones. Luca’s jaw was tense which only sharpened his jawline and his teeth bared as he glared down at me with hostility.

      “Going somewhere?” he finally asked, his voice clipped and hiding none of the irritation his face shown. His grip on my arms tightened, and he demanded, “Answer me!”

      I swallowed hard, then stared impassively at him. “I’m leaving. You can’t keep me here against my will.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      “I mean...you could, but...” I didn’t know how to respond. The last thing I wanted to do was challenge him in some way, but I also needed to think quickly. Lying wasn’t something I normally did.

      “Do you know what happens to prisoners when they escape their captors?”

      “They get killed,” I answered, and I dropped my head, hoping he wouldn’t do that to me over this.

      “And do you know what happens to prisoners when they try to escape their captors?”

      I had almost thought he was asking the same question until he put emphasis on try which was the crime I’d been caught doing. “N-no,” I stammered.

      “I kill someone close to them. Should I take out your younger sister?”

      “No,” I cried out.

      “Or maybe I should take out one of your brothers. An example needs to be made, so what will it be? What will convince you to accept that this is your fate?”

      While some threw out idle threats, I suspected that this man did not. His hatred toward my parents was legitimate, and I wouldn’t be surprised if his master plan included taking out every one of us. There was no way I’d make it so easy for him to start, so I looked up at him.

      “Please, don’t. I’ll go back inside. I promise.”

      He released his grip on one of my arms, then quickly grabbed me by the throat. “I don’t believe you, Valenzia.”

      “I swear. I’ll do whatever you want, but don’t hurt my siblings. They have nothing to do with this. I’ve made a mistake they shouldn’t have to pay for with their lives.”

      He looked to be considering what I was saying, but I could tell he wasn’t convinced, so I decided to tell him the partial truth of why I tried escaping in the first place.

      “I need my things from the hotel. If you could get those for me, I’ll do anything you want.”

      Ernesto finally reached us, and Luca thrust me into his arms. “Take her upstairs and see that her things are returned to her.”

      “Will do, boss,” the man said, then shoved me back toward the house.

      “I’m going to make a call to her father. Her family has already realized she’s missing, and her father is ready to tear Italy apart to find her. It’s time to let them know that I have her, and that she’ll only return to them in a body bag.”

      I cried again, but Ernesto shoved me harder, so I kept walking back to my prison, hoping and praying my father would be able to retrieve me from this place.
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      She’d nearly gotten away. My men were entrusted to protect my investments, and the biggest one to my future, and that of the organization, had almost scaled a wall to freedom. I’d figure out who was responsible for this misstep, and they would pay, but first, it was time for the ransom-less call. Nazario and Viviana Vaccaro would find out who had their daughter, not that it would do any good. There was nothing they could do about it.

      I stormed inside and several of my men scattered like bugs when a light came on. One of those were the guilty party, but I had no time to figure out who it was. I went straight to my study and flopped down in my chair. The burner phone I’d bought for this specific purpose was sitting in front of me, but I didn’t rush to pick it up.

      From the moment I’d created this plan, I’d thought about what I was going to say and to do. With my previous career back in the States, I had used every bit of knowledge I’d accumulated over the years which had been the reason I’d been able to build this empire relatively undetected. There’d never been a computer, cellphone, or tablet I couldn’t hack into, and this particular burner phone was already set up with a number Nazario would answer.

      I’d spoofed his daughter’s number and could now imagine the man tripping over himself to answer it. Only he would never be able to trace it or me, which would only add to this game. It was like chess, and that was something I wouldn’t lose. He’d be distracted by emotions, but not me. The anger...the fear...the helplessness...he’d have to deal with those while I sat back and watched.

      “Lady Vaccaro is upstairs, and I’ve checked in with the boots on the ground in Napoli. Vaccaro has been holed up inside of his nightclub, and his wife and kids are at home,” Salvador told me.

      I looked up at the man and grinned. “Well, at least some of the children are at home.”

      He chuckled, and Ernesto joined him. “Are we ready to make the call?”

      “I am, but I need you both to be silent.”

      “Your father would be very proud of you, Luca,” Salvador told me. He had been one of the few men who’d worked for both my elders and me at some point in time.

      When I’d arrived in Sicily, he’d been the first to reach out to me. At the time, I barely understood anything, but he’d been able to tell me things about my family that my mother’s diaries had left out. She’d said my father was the devil, but he’d been more than that. He was a very bad man, and I’d shed the man I once was to become the man I’d been destined to be.

      I immediately brought Salvador on, then a few others who’d been around at that time. The younger generation like Ernesto, Rossi, Frederique, and others had since pledged their loyalty to me, and I knew they’d have my back against Vaccaro, even giving their life for mine if it came down to it.

      “I’m honestly surprised he isn’t at home with his family,” I remarked.

      “Giovanni thinks he believes her disappearance to be by someone at the club, so he sits at the bar day and night, drinking himself into oblivion as he waits for news on her,” Ernesto replied.

      “Well, we shouldn’t keep him waiting then.” I picked up the cellphone, then a thought occurred to me. “He might not believe that I have her, so go and get me proof. I want there to be no misunderstanding about what I have and what I plan to do to her.”

      Salvador looked between me and Ernesto. “Bound, gagged, or both?”

      The images that immediately came to mind of Valenzia in any of those states had my dick hardening. I hadn’t fucked her yet. Once I had her naked, I would release every bit of frustration this newfound period of celibacy had created on her pliant body. I’d fuck her until she accepted her fate, then continue using her body until she gave me what I needed.

      “Neither. I only need one of you to record us.”

      Ernesto picked up the burner phone, and I gave him a nod. The two men then followed me upstairs to where my captive fiancée was currently being held, and I smirked at the murderous expression she gave me when I entered the room. There was such hatred in her eyes, and I wanted to fuck it off of her face and out of her heart. If I didn’t, I’d just use it as fuel and fuck her six ways to Sunday anyway.

      “You don’t look happy to see me so soon,” I told her as I approached her.

      “I’ll never be happy to see you,” she retorted, and I grinned at her.

      “On the contrary, one day you’ll learn how I’d like to be greeted by you.”

      She squared her shoulders and stared impassively at me. “And how would that be?”

      I closed the distance between us, then leaned in close. “I’d like to be greeted by you on your knees. You like to open your mouth a lot,” I said when her jaw fell. “And I have just the thing to fill it.”

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “So you say, but you’ll submit to me, anyway.”

      “Never–”

      Her words were cut off the moment I grabbed her, then pinned her back against my chest. One hand covered her mouth, as the other rested across her breasts. I looked to Ernesto and smirked.

      I said nothing as I slid that hand lower while nibbling on Valenzia’s ear. She tried to squirm free, but my strength was too much for her to do more than annoy me. My hand dipped even lower as I rubbed her through her pants, before finally slipping my hand inside. She wasn’t wet now, but I knew she would be if I picked back up where we’d left off earlier.

      There was little time for that, and once I assumed Ernesto had gotten enough, I motioned for him to stop recording, then removed my hands from Valenzia. I pushed her aside, then walked to the door with my men in tow. A few minutes later, we were back in my office.

      I’d gotten Nazario’s personal number from Valenzia’s cellphone, and using the burner phone, I dialed it and knew he’d assume it was her. It took only two rings for him to pick up. “Principessa!”

      I said nothing, instead finding the video we’d just created, and sent it to this same number. I stayed silent even as he repeatedly called for her. The moment he must’ve gotten the video, I leaned back in my chair.

      “I’m sure there’s someone here you recognize–” I started to say.

      “Who the hell are you and what have you done with my daughter?”

      “Look closely,” I told him, again waiting on him to see me.

      “It can’t be,” he finally said.

      “Do you believe in ghosts?” I couldn’t help taunting the man.

      “Who are you?” he demanded to know. “You can’t be Andrea because I personally saw to his–”

      “His execution,” I stated, finishing his sentence for him. “Yes, you did get away with murdering Andrea Catalano and his brothers. You didn’t kill everyone, though.”

      “Who the fuck are you?” he asked again.

      “I’ve been waiting for the moment to introduce myself to you. My name’s Luca Catalano, and I am my father’s son.”

      “Andrea didn’t have any children,” Nazario said.

      I chuckled. “Oh, but he did, and now I’m coming to take everything you’ve stolen from my family.”

      “What do you want? What will it take for you to return my daughter?”

      “Return her? Oh, no. That’s not an option. I’m going to take your daughter and create what should’ve been ours.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You took Viviana from my father and any chance they had of creating additional heirs for him, so your daughter is going to do what your wife wouldn’t. She’s going to marry me and bear my children.”

      “Over my dead body,” he snapped. “If you so much as dare to touch–”

      “She’s so tight...and gets so wet...I’m going to enjoy making her scream night after night.”

      “You bastard. What do you want for her return?”

      “There’s nothing you or your wife can offer me. I have your daughter, and soon, I’ll have the only other thing I’ve wanted, which is your blood on my hands. I’m coming for you and Viviana, like I came for Valenzia, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me. The Catalanos are officially in business, and we’re taking back everything which is ours, so be warned.”

      I said nothing else, allowing my warning to be my final words. I then disconnected the call. Ernesto and Salvador stood in the doorway.

      “That went very well. You are every bit your father’s son,” the older man told me, and I grinned.

      “I meant every word I told him, too. The Catalanos are back.”
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      The door opened again, and I directed all of my ire at the man currently standing in the doorway. If looks could’ve killed, I would’ve slayed him twice where he stood. I’d always been the most mild-mannered girl, and I’d never so much as had an argument with anyone. I didn’t think about, or resort to, violence, but this man knew how to push my buttons, and he constantly did it. His fondling me as his accomplice videotaped me was one of those.

      “What did you tell Papa?”

      "That you're going to be a Catal—"

      "I'm a Vaccaro," I spat out at him.

      "At the moment—" he started until I cut him off once more.

      "I've read Mama's diary entries and know the kind of men you come from, and you disgust me. I’d rather die or be locked away forever than take your sordid name."

      He snarled, the anger reaching his eyes. I stood tall, though. Whether I agreed with her actions or not, I remembered my mother’s bravery, and I’d never cower to the likes of a Catalano, even if this particular one ignited something I’d never known before.

      "You’ll take my name, or you’ll die."

      I’d misinterpreted things about Luca before, but those words left nothing to be misconstrued. He was still scowling, but staring straight at me, which finally weakened my false bravado a notch or two.

      "I won't."

      Luca smirked. He had threatened to elope with me, which would be safer for him, but I knew he needed to reclaim what his family had lost at the hands of my father, so a public ceremony was necessary.

      The very thought made me nauseous as I pictured him parading me around his kind, letting the entire region, including parts ran by the Vaccaros, know that I was his, whether I wanted to be or not. Our families would truly be entwined at that point, and it would be like reopening wounds for my parents they thought they had closed a long time ago.

      "If that’s the case, another night or two in the dungeon should make you rethink it. If nothing else, it should correct your impertinence."

      "It won't.”

      "If not, I’ll need to make good on another of my earlier promises. Salvador, have my car brought around and the plane fueled—"

      “The plane for what?” I asked, and when he simply arched his brow, I remembered what he’d previously said. "Noooo," I cried out, breaking my stance and cowering to this man once more. If he intended to fly somewhere, there was only one place he would go. I fully trusted that my father would save me at some point, so there was no need to involve others in this mess I single-handedly created for myself.

      “No?”

      “I'll go to the dungeon.”

      It was the last thing I wanted to do, but I would sacrifice anything to protect my family. He’d previously threatened my sister and brothers, and there was no way I could allow him to hurt them because of me. My mother had once allowed the vile Catalano men to brutalize her in the name of vengeance. I would now have to allow this man to touch me, too.

      A shiver wracked me as memories came rushing back from the masquerade ball. Two strangers in the moonlight acting on their attraction, only it wasn’t quite so coincidental for Luca. He had known who I was, purposely targeting me, then using my innocence against me. It still brought bile to my mouth when I’d think back to how easily I’d almost given him my virtue. Now, I was starting to think it was a foregone inevitability that he’d get it this time.

      There had to be something I could say or do to get through to this man. If only I’d been more experienced with the world. I now wished I’d been more like Letty. Surely, she’d know how to escape this hell I had brought onto myself. There had to be a way out of this, and I’d figure it out eventually.

      I had little time to think about anything or anyone else though because his men grabbed me, each taking an arm in their rigid grip. If I fought too much, I’d likely dislocate a shoulder.

      "I'll give you some time to come to terms with us, but not indefinitely." He turned from me to one of his most trusted goons. "Take her away, Salvador."

      I knew they’d be able to overpower me, but I still tried to fight them all the way out the door and into the car, which eventually took me to the underground bunker located across this property. Luca had no idea I’d been scoping out the place, or that I’d taken notice of what went on when he thought I was locked away in the small room he’d put me in. It was as cold and impersonal as the man himself.

      Only, the man was the farthest thing from cold. His passion burned brightly, and his touch alone was enough to ignite flames on my skin. I’d never given myself to a man before, so I had nothing to compare him to. It didn’t matter though because he set my body aflame. There was no one on this earth I hated more than I hated him. He’d stolen my life, and now he expected to steal my innocence, then use my body to further his own twisted agenda.

      It was like my mother and Andrea all over again, only she’d willingly sacrificed her body for her own purposes. I had nothing to gain from an unholy union with this man except death. His family had lots of enemies, and ones that went beyond just my family. Others did as well, but they stayed in the shadows, waiting for the exact moment to strike. I would end up as collateral damage.

      “I won’t do it,” I spat out, earning a chuckle from Salvador.

      “Don Catalano doesn’t like to be challenged, little girl.”

      “I frankly don’t give a damn what he likes or doesn’t like.”

      He continued to smile, then opened the small cell area, and pushed me inside. I stumbled, and before I could catch my footing, he’d already slammed the door shut. I shuddered as the lock clicked into place. I could hear other voices and knew they were prisoners as well. Their crimes, however, were most likely different from mine.

      “They’re dead men walking,” Salvador shared with me upon realizing where my focus had gone. “Unless you want to be added to that list, I’d suggest you use this time to come to grips with your destiny. What Don Catalano wants, he will have. He’ll get his pound of flesh from you one way or another.”

      I turned away from his jeering and went straight to the corner. I didn’t even want to use the bed, its pillows or blanket, or any other creature comfort. If Luca wanted to treat me like a common prisoner, then so be it. I’d rather stay down here the rest of my life than marry him. After taking a final look at Salvador, I slid down the concrete wall, ignoring how cold the stone was on my ass and the back of my legs.

      Salvador left me alone, and I finally exhaled. I understood what Luca was doing, but it wouldn’t get him what he wanted. There was no way in hell my father would back off just because a Catalano had me. In the world I’d grown up in, children could be used as pawns, and it was the reason he’d kept us as far away from Napoli as possible. Somehow, all of his protection hadn’t been enough because that devil still got me anyway. Tears sprang to my eyes because I knew there was no one to blame for this but me. If I hadn’t been in Palermo, none of this would’ve happened. My father would now have to fight to the death for me, and I wasn’t even sure I was worth it.

      Finally, I closed my eyes to hold my tears in. I needed to not only feel the pain, but embrace it too, because it was only a portion of what I deserved. When I thought about Mama and how frantic she must now be, I realized I’d hurt her more than those stupid diary entries of hers ever could have hurt me.
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      The incessant dripping of water echoed in my ears, as did the screaming from the other prisoners over the time I’d been confined in this dank place. At first, I could pinpoint the direction from which they came, but not any longer. So much time had passed. Three nights, actually. And four days. I only knew that because each time the hallway became cloaked in darkness, I would think of someone else I loved and would never see again.

      The first two nights, I’d thought of my parents. Nazario Vaccaro evoked fear in everyone except this demented beast who’d imprisoned me. My father ruled his empire with an iron fist, but underneath all of that, he loved his family. He adored my mother - his wife - and the two were so madly in love with one another that I used to view their story as a fairytale.

      That was until I’d read about how it had come to be. Mama had never thought I would read those words of hers, and I’d give anything to go back and change that. She’d been so upset when she found out that I had, and while she’d tried to justify everything she’d done, none of it mattered. If only I’d heeded her warning and not run off half-cocked to Palermo, then I wouldn't be here right now. That second night had been spent wishing I’d acted less impetuously, but also praying that she forgave me.

      Finally, the last one was spent thinking about the memories I’d created over the years with my twin brothers as well as my baby sister. Cristiano, Bastiano, and Laurenza. They were now also disposable pawns in this sick game of power, and all because I’d allowed a monster to enter and sit at our table. Well, he’d actually nearly fucked me on top of one, but of all things I’d sacrificed to date, my virginity was not one.

      "Mi dispiace," I’d murmured over and over again to my family, not that any amounts of  ‘I'm sorry’ could fix what I’d broken.

      I had no time to mourn anyone or anything else because as the fourth night began to set in, Luca returned. I’d heard his footsteps, ones much heavier than those that had been bringing me food and water. I’d not ingested a drop of liquid or single bite of food since my imprisonment. Luca wanted to break me, and he would have to try much harder to do.

      After all, I am Viviana Vaccaro’s daughter.

      As the heavy footsteps grew closer, so did the slight hint of sandalwood and cloves. Even without those clues, the sudden and rapid acceleration of my heart rate would have given his presence away. While I’d imagined his demise in my mind, my traitorous body yearned for him.

      I knew the truth, and it was that Luca Catalano was a force to be reckoned with. Tall, dangerously dark, and so immoral that even a mafia princess like me wasn’t immune to him. And he knew it. I actually believed that to be part of why he kept me around. Eight years my senior, but age didn't matter. He was well experienced in all things of this underworld, including seduction.

      I want him. God help me, but I do.

      I’d never dream of letting him know that, so as he finally made his presence known, I didn't even fully look up from my spot on the floor. I could see his boots and feel the intensity of his gaze as it swept over my pitiful form.

      "Cazzo! She's shaking like a leaf," he said to whoever had joined him.

      I was cold, and still in nothing more than the thin gown I’d been in the night he'd thrown me down here, but my trembling was for a completely different reason. It would be yet another secret I would harbor inside of me. These crazy feelings I had for him would be not only my own downfall, but that of my family as well if he even smelled a hint of weakness.

      No, I must take these feelings to my grave.

      "Valenzia," he said, lightly shaking me. As his motions started to become more frantic, I finally looked up at him.

      I said nothing, not that words were needed. His brown eyes were so warm, and that was something I needed desperately after being huddled up on this concrete slab for so long. He went to pull me up to my feet, but the self-imposed hunger strike of mine rendered me so weak I couldn't even stand.

      Another curse left his lips right before he swept me up into his arms.

      "You're going to be the death of me," he muttered, exiting the prison and heading toward the higher ground.

      I neither responded although a retort sat on the tip of my lips, nor did I cling to him as a small part of me wanted to do. Everything about this man was hard, and it was as if I was still encased by stone, although a different type than that cold cement.

      His large arms kept me imprisoned, and I was close enough to feel the erratic beating of his heart through our clothing. He emanated warmth which had been something I desperately lacked over the course of the last few days. Well, that and sustenance.

      The next several minutes passed by in a blur as I was haphazardly deposited into the backseat of a car, then pulled back into his arms as he took his place there with me. Whoever had been with him took the wheel.

      "You're still shivering," he noted, then began roughly rubbing his large hands up and down my arms. "I’ll have a bath drawn for you and some clothing brought up."

      "Up?" I asked, finally speaking.

      "Yes. To our room. I need to have your things brought there."

      Using what little strength I still had left, I tried to scramble out of his grasp, but he was much too strong, especially now. "I'm not going to your room. What will people think?"

      Luca chuckled, and while it did grate on my nerves, it also soothed them as well. "They’ll think you're about to be my wife."

      "I'll never marry—"

      "So disobedient. You'll learn in time, Valenzia." Something about the way he drawled my name made me shiver once more. "I can't trust you not to try to die to spite me, so until I have what it is that I want, you’ll be under my direct supervision."

      "I'm not some damn foot soldier of yours. I don't take orders from anyone, least of all you!"

      "You're my fiancée. One day, you’ll be my wife. Until then, you’ll warm my—"

      Managing to garner what little strength I had left, I struck him, and evidently harder than realized when I saw a slight twinge of pink stain his cheek where I’d just slapped him. He grabbed my hand, and sure he would break it or worse, I was surprised when he brought it to his mouth instead.

      His warm lips on my cold flesh wreaked havoc on my senses, and I closed my eyes as the softness of his touch evoked tears. I hated when he was gentle. It only reminded me of my own stupidity, and how I’d literally waltzed into his trap the night of the masquerade ball. He'd been so charming, and I’d been instantly smitten.

      Only he wasn’t some prince. He was the opposite. I’d walked into the arms of the very man with the power to destroy not only me, but my family as well. Stupidly, after escaping him, I returned to the same city. A part of me wanted him, but now, I had to resist him. It’d gotten more difficult when he’d try to take care of me like he was right now.

      "I’ll not warm your bed or any other place."

      "One of these nights, I’ll have you naked beneath me.”

      “Doubtful.” I sneered, then I turned away from him as we arrived back at his house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LUCA

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d gone to Messina, then Foggia, before returning home to find out that my soon to-be wife was wasting away in her cell. I should’ve known the stubborn girl wouldn’t even make punishment easy for me. All I could think about was something happening to her, so I let my displeasure known to all the men who’d been guarding her while I’d been away. I’d then  gone straight down to get her, and now I was carrying her upstairs to my bedroom. While I’d imagined her in my bed more times than was natural, even I knew it wasn’t supposed to be like this. My life had always felt like it was missing something, and only upon my mother’s death did I realize what it had been.

      “Don Catalano,” Ernesto called out to me as I carried her down the hallway.

      That was what I’d been missing in my life. The excitement...danger...thrill...and pride I had in my name, the one that rightfully should’ve been mine for those first two and half decades of my life.

      “I’m bringing her to my room. Will you go downstairs and ask the chef to make some soup, pasta, and–”

      “I don’t want anything,” she interrupted, but I ignored her.

      “And bread. I’m going to run her a bath. You can leave it by the bedside table when it’s ready.”

      “Sure thing,” he told me before heading downstairs.

      Valenzia was looking at me with her usual amount of irritation, and I truly did enjoy riling her up. One of these days, it would become foreplay for us, and I’d spend the night after night hate-fucking her to a pair of orgasms. Maybe a couple of pairs. Once I got my dick inside of her, I might never want to pull out, so I’d keep her up night after night.

      “Whatever you’re thinking,” she told me as she saw my facial expression, “it isn’t happening.”

      “You don’t even know what I was thinking about.”

      “I have a few guesses,” she retorted.

      It seemed as if her spirit was returning. I entered my bedroom and watched as her eyes widened at the sight of the large four-posted bed in the center of the room. Valenzia squirmed as I carried her over to it, then she spun out of my grasp the moment I deposited her there.

      She quickly crawled up the length of it, and as enticing as fucking her right now would be, I needed to get her energy back up first. I left her there, then went over to the door and input a code which would lock it from the inside. She huffed, and knowing her propensity for escaping, I was glad these doors were outfitted with keypads now.

      I went into the bathroom and pushed the stopper down for the tub. I turned the water on, making sure to get it hot, but not scalding, then retrieved some bubble bath and a loofah sponge from the small closet next to the tub. I stayed in there until the water was at the right level, then I turned it off.

      My men had the codes to get into these rooms, so I didn’t bother to unlock the door. Instead, I moved right over to her and tugged her body down the bed by her legs. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “You’re going to take a bath.”

      “I most certainly am not.”

      I stood there with my arms crossed. “You haven’t showered in days, so you can go willingly in there now, or else I will have to get undressed and join you. Luckily, my tub is big enough for two.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” she told me as she scrambled upright. She then fled into the bathroom, and although she closed the door, it had no locking mechanism, so I was able to follow behind her.

      When I entered the bathroom, she had just sunk beneath the surface of the water and bubbles. “Are you going to give me any privacy?”

      “No.”

      “You’re a pervert,” she stated, and I shrugged.

      “I thought that was already established, Valenzia. You’re right. I enjoy knowing you are so close to me, and naked. There’s nothing but water between us.”

      She tried to cover herself, but it was no use. I could have her so easily if I wanted, but I honestly just needed her to shower and eat. I moved over to her, then pulled out the small bench that fit perfectly under the barely used vanity.

      It’d been a feature of the house that I hadn’t yet changed, and now, I was glad that I’d waited. I pulled it next to the tub, then sat. After reaching for the sponge, I dipped it under the water, and my wrists rubbed up against her full breasts. I didn’t linger, even though I wanted to, and instead made a circular motion with my hand.

      “Turn,” I ordered and was surprised when she did so willingly.

      After pushing her hair off to one side, I ran the sponge down her back. She shivered, but otherwise said nothing. I repeated the action, making sure to get her shoulders and arms as well, before placing the sponge back down. I always kept some shampoo in the enclave, and after squeezing some on the top of her head, I began to lather it into suds.

      “Do you do this for all your prisoners?” she asked, and I laughed out loud.

      “No, only you, Valenzia. Now hold still so you don’t get any shampoo in your eyes.”

      I grabbed the handheld sprayer and turned on the water. It was still warm from the tub, but I waited another minute before I brought it toward her. As I allowed the water to run over her head, I ran my fingers through her hair. It was tangled, but I was able to use my fingers to break up most of them.

      When I would pull a certain way, she’d let out a moan that went straight to my dick. If I managed to get through this without yanking her out of the tub and bending her over the nearby vanity, it would be something. Valenzia didn’t fight me at all, and I made quick work of it.

      “Turn around,” I instructed, and once she did, I looked down at her. Although the water was high in this soaking tub, I could still see the top of her breasts and knees as both peeked partially above the water.

      “Are you going to stop staring at me?” she asked.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because it’s rude, and I already told you that this is leading nowhere.”

      She seemed very sure of herself until I reached down and grabbed her by the throat. I pushed her backward until her head was partially submerged. “It would be quite easy to hold your head under this water until your final breath leaves your body.” Her eyes widened, but I could sense her arousal. Putting the sprayer under the water,  I tapped her inner thighs with it until she parted them. The moment the water hit her, she whimpered. “Or I could fuck you right here, right now.”

      “N-no, please,” she stammered the moment I released her neck from my grip.

      I heard Ernesto enter the bedroom, so I turned off the sprayer, then returned it to its resting spot, and finally rose to my feet. “Finish washing up. Your dinner is ready.”

      Earlier tonight, the chef had made lasagna, minestrone, and garlic bread, all of which was piping hot under the metal dome. I’d not yet eaten myself, but this was for Valenzia. I would make sure she was settled in for the night, then go downstairs. I was even prepared to give her a few nights to get used to this arrangement, but that was where my generosity ended.

      A few minutes later, Valenzia emerged from the bathroom clad in my thick bathrobe. Although she was tall, she was also dainty so it practically engulfed her. I’d not yet gotten her clothing, so I grabbed a T-shirt from my dresser and tossed it onto the bed.

      “Put it on,” I told her, and she huffed once more.

      I went into the bathroom to make sure the tub had been emptied, and when I returned, she was already in the bed, wearing my shirt. Her dark hair was in swaths of waves, and I itched to run my fingers back through them. I resisted the urge and pulled a chair over to the bed. When I uncovered her food and picked up the fork, she tried to grab it from me, but I held it out of reach.

      “I am quite capable of feeding myself.”

      “You haven’t shown that over the last few days, so you’ll humor me tonight.”

      She let out a frustrated sigh, but did allow me to feed a forkful of the lasagna to her. I continued to feed her both the soup and pasta and bites of bread before she finally put her hands up in front of her.

      “I’m full.”

      Since she managed to eat half of what was brought up here, I let it go. When I started to finish off what she’d left, Valenzia crawled against the back of the bed, trying to put as much distance between us as she could. It didn’t take long for me to eat the rest of the food, and when done, I rose to my feet.

      “Salvador will bring your belongings to you within the hour. I’ll see you in the morning, and I expect your demeanor to be much improved.”

      “Wait, you’re leaving me here alone?”

      I smirked. “Unless you want me to make good on my promise to fuck you tonight.”

      She gulped. “No, that won’t be necessary.”

      I looked her over while continuing to grin. “Maybe not needed, but sure as hell wanted.” I had rendered her speechless, until I leaned in and kissed the top of her head. “Good night, Bellissima.”

      “Good night,” she whispered as I piled everything on the tray and left. I locked the door, then headed downstairs.
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      I’d never had a violent bone in my entire body, but I wanted to hurt Luca. Actually, I wanted to kill him for not only what he had been doing to me, but what he’d put my family through as well. I could only imagine how sick with worry they were right now, and it’d been my doing that had put me in this precarious situation. If only I’d kept my ass where it belonged.

      I still had no idea what I’d hoped to have accomplished. For all I knew, there had been no Catalanos. A few seemed to have indicated that, while others stared knowingly at me. No one had given anything away, yet I still stayed in Palermo like a dumb ass. I used to think Letty acted like one, but even she would’ve used her common sense in this situation.

      I couldn’t dwell on any of that now. It was obvious that I wouldn’t be able to easily escape. Hell, I could barely even question Luca without being threatened. And the worst part was that he disguised them so well. They were always laced in his vulgarities, and those perverse suggestions actually made me ache inside.

      Leave it to me to lust after my kidnapper.

      I wanted to remember Luca as the debonair stranger from the masquerade party, but his mask had been removed and I now saw him for the monster he was. There was real emotion driving him, and when it came to my family, hatred was what he felt. And I didn’t know why as it was his family that had been hurting my mother. Sure, it seemed like it was for a mutual cause, but they’d used her hatred for my grandfather to control her. Now, Luca was using his hatred for anything Vaccaro, and I was his pawn.

      Knowing I had to get my mind off of my current problems, I was thrilled when my book bag arrived with everything but my cellphone. Of course, he would’ve taken away any contact I had with the outside world, but he had left the diary I’d been so intrigued with since opening. Going to my bag, I pulled it out and stretched across the bed to pick up y reading where I’d previously left off.

      
        
        Dear Diary... I've found out I’m with child. I'm excited, yet scared because I have no idea whose seed is growing inside of me. Nazario’s angry. It's not surprising considering everything, but the very idea of my giving birth to his sibling has left him unhinged. He's maniacal...psychotic...and foolish because he believes I ‘ll let him dictate what I do with this baby. I plan to keep it, regardless of who sired it. If he thinks he can intimidate me into doing his bidding, he’s dead wrong. I'll take him out like I should've done his father. He does weaken me, though. He always finds a way to bring me to heel. I must leave. There’s no way I can stay here with him, or else I run the risk of him getting rid of me and my child.

      

      

      I knew how doting of a father he’d always been to me and my siblings, so it was a shock to read that on page. Regardless, I read on.

      
        
        Dear Diary... I'm in Palermo to meet my friends. No, they’re my family. Marcu, Fantino, and Andrea are all that's left right now, but I know I can count on them. They once loved me, and even though I got in too deep with their enemies, I know I can earn their forgiveness. I’ll need to because Nazario is a man of his word. He’ll have this baby ripped from my womb, and the pieces of my body scattered up and down the Amalfi Coast. Coming here was a calculated risk, but one I was willing to take to protect my child.

        Veramente la mia anima trova riposo in Dio; la mia salvezza viene da lui. Veramente egli è la mia roccia e la mia salvezza; lui è la mia fortezza, non sarò mai scosso.

      

      

      I recognized the famous psalm. If I remembered correctly, it was 62: 1-2. Growing up Catholic, a lot of the boarding schools we’d been in had gone deeply into the bible and its teachings. It was a bit hypocritical now knowing what I did about my family. Still, this particular entry had me pausing.

      
        
        Dear Diary... I've been in Palermo for a day and I already miss Nazario. If only I could break the hold that man has on me, then I could settle here and raise this child without worry. Marcu, Fantino, and Andrea are everything I thought they would be. They love and care about me, so much so that Andrea once more asked me to stay. He told me we could be married and my child could be raised in their image with their name. I wanted to say yes, and almost did, but my heart was with another man. No matter what he might do to me, I want to be with him, and only him. I can't fight the chokehold he has on me, and the masochist in me doesn't even want to try. Maybe I’ve been so programmed that psychotic lust is like a dream. I need to return to Napoli and fight for what I want this time, instead of against it. I just hope I can make Nazario see that we can have it all. If not, I might have just thrown away my last chance at salvation.

      

      

      My mother seemed to be in such an impossible situation. Did my father hate them for trying to help her, or did he even know she’d gone to see them at all? I turned the next page, then sighed as I started to read the words on it.

      
        
        Dear Diary... I'd returned home to find out that Nazario knows about the Catalanos. He wanted me to beg for his forgiveness, but I'll never beg a man for a damn thing. I did the opposite of what he wanted, instead taunting him with the memories of sex between me and the four men. It turned him on. I know it did, because as much as he’d hate to admit it, Nazario knows he’s just like me. He brutalized me, and I loved every second of it. The only problem is that he now knows how much I love him. He'll use it against me, more than he already has. Every part of me is sore, including my heart, as he continues to break me over and over. I need to get free because I'm afraid. If I don't soon, I might just cave to his other demands. I won't let him take this baby from me. Not now, and not ever. Can I kill the man I love to protect the baby I love? It's an impossible choice, but one I must make for my own sanity.

      

      

      She’d made my father sound so cruel, and if I thought long and hard enough about it, I could actually picture him that way. It was enough to make me want to stop reading because I loved him. I’d always been his princess my entire life. I’d idolized the man, yet now I wanted to hurt him for hurting my mother.

      God, she was so upset when I’d confronted her about the diary. If only I’d kept reading, then maybe I would’ve been able to understand everything better. So much for the being the most level-headed of all my siblings.

      
        
        Dear Diary... It's been a while since my last entry, and unfortunately, this will be my last one. I'm back in New York City where this life started; only I'm no longer the impressionable virgin I’d once been. I've sinned greatly since finding Donna dead on the street. I don't recognize myself, and neither would Donna. I've done this all for her, though. Stefano’s in hell where he belongs, and I'm now headed there myself unless God decides to deliver some mercy for me. There's been so much death and destruction, and the latest is for the men I'd considered family. Nazario has hunted them down and killed every last one of the Catalanos, and I'm to blame. If I’d never gone to Palermo while pregnant, Nazario would've never known who'd helped me all these years. He wouldn't have resurrected his rivalry with them, and they’d still be alive. Their blood is on my hands. Now, my own will follow. An eye for an eye. A life for a life. I have no baby...no future...nothing to live for any longer. If I don't leave now on my own terms, Nazario will make the decision for me, and I’ll end up on the wrong side of his gun like his father did. He's taken so much from me. I can't let him take my death from me as well. Farewell, my dearest diary, for the end is here, and I'm ready to go. Goodbye!

      

      

      Tears began streaming down my cheeks as I read what my mother intended to be her last words. Now, I knew for sure that my father had taken out Luca’s family which made his intentions toward me understandable. He would use me to hurt my father, and forcing me to marry him and have his children would be his method. I had no idea how my father had killed those other men, but it seemed to be with more mercy than Luca was intending to use with me. He’d keep me here to satisfy his sick, twisted plan, then probably kill me once I was of no use to him. I was going to die for the sins of my mother and father. And a part of me couldn’t even blame him.

      I walked over to the large window. I often sat on the sill and stare out over the grounds. If I hadn’t been here in this place against my will, I might’ve enjoyed its natural beauty more. My father had taken out Luca’s elders and stolen their woman. Andrea loved my mother. I could sense it in her diary entries. I suspected that my mother was once in love with him, too. He’d been her first, and it was hard to forget that, I suppose.

      Luca would be my first. I knew it, and as each day passed without rescue, I’d come to accept my fate. It could’ve been worse. Underneath everything, Luca had a heart. He loved his family and wanted to carry on their name. I was remorseful to his plight, but that didn’t mean I had to sacrifice my own happiness to bring any to him.

      My mother had finally decided to chase her own dreams, and it brought her a thirty-year marriage that was still going strong to this day. I had no foolish fantasies about that being Luca and I because my father would never allow it. He hated this family and had already almost sacrificed his own child for vengeance, so what was to say he wouldn’t sacrifice me for it!
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      Valenzia had seemed a bit happier since she’d gotten her belongings. There’d been days and nights when I’d watched her read her mother’s diary. When my men had retrieved her things from the hotel, I’d naturally removed any link she had with the outside world and inspected what was left. It was almost bittersweet to hold that tattered book in my hand, because it had reminded me a lot of my mother’s own confessional.

      In the years since I had first read an entry of my mother’s diary, I’d done my best to block out anything good she had written inside of it. All I had focused on was her pain because it had furthered my already vengeful agenda. It wasn’t until I had started to study my enemy did this current plan even come into existence. From the time that it did, I’d made sure to learn everything I could about Valenzia.

      I’d learned about her likes, dislikes, hopes, and fears. None of those things changed the outcome, but it was nice to know about the woman I intended to marry. In the States, my friends had all married for love, but every relationship was different. This one certainly was. I didn’t love her. I wasn’t even sure how much I liked Valenzia. Only, I was, and this nagging voice in my head kept reminding me around every corner.

      Since Valenzia hadn’t tried to escape since her last attempt, I wanted to reward her in some way. Even as I made the arrangements with my men, I kept telling myself that this was all it was. The lie wouldn’t keep me, or my bed, warm, but it might actually put a smile on her beautiful face.

      “I miss it,” I mumbled.

      It was the truth. Over the months I’d spent studying her in great detail, she’d been happy. Her smile was infectious, and it lit up her eyes which only made them even more beautiful. Valenzia was unique in more ways than one. Despite everything I had gathered about her, I knew there was still so much I didn’t know. One of these days, I would be able to glean more from her, but only when this situation came to a close. When Nazario Vaccaro had paid for his sins against my family, Valenzia and I could be together in all of the normal ways.

      It couldn’t be as things were, so I had to improvise. The menu and everything else had been planned to the letter, and I knew it would all go off without a hitch. One night, I would take her out for a night on the town in Palermo, but for now, the courtyard out back would have to do. Hopefully, tonight would be enough to make her smile. If my plan went off as I hoped it would, I might even find myself smiling, too.

      That seemed to be an even bigger pipe dream than the one Valenzia had of escaping me. I hadn’t genuinely smiled from happiness in so many years that I couldn’t even remember when the last time had been. It didn’t matter, though. As long as I got what I wanted, it was all that did.

      “Everything is in order, Don Catalano. Should I go and get Lady Vaccaro?”

      I turned and looked at Salvador, then shook my head. “I will get my fiancée.”

      I went upstairs to the room where she was currently staying, then paused for a moment before knocking softly on the door. When there was no response from the other side, I knocked a bit harder. Silence continued to greet me, so I just turned the knob.

      Once the door opened, I saw her laying there on the bed with the diary open beside her. I picked up the book, then set it onto the nightstand before gently rousing her from her nap. At first, she rolled over slowly evoking an image I couldn’t wait to see every morning, but then flinched when her eyes fully opened.

      “Good evening,” I greeted her, and her eyes immediately filled with suspicion.

      “What is it?”

      She was obviously not thrilled that I’d woken her up, but hopefully that would change soon. Valenzia scrambled upright, and continued to stare curiously at me as I took in the sight of her disheveled shirt and tousled hair. Tonight, there were no plans to accompany her back to this bed, or there hadn’t been. The longer I stared at her in this state, however, the more those plans were likely to change.

      “I have a surprise for you.”

      “Are you letting me go?”

      I shook my head, and her hopeful expression fell instantly. “No, but I do have something to share with you. Take a few minutes to compose yourself, then meet me downstairs.”

      “For what?”

      I didn’t respond verbally, but I did arch my brow which got her moving. I left the room to give her some semblance of privacy, then returned to the lower level to check out the arrangements. As soon as I stepped out onto the terrace, I could see the table adorned with candles and a tablecloth that had once belonged to my mother. From what she had told me when I was a boy, it had actually been passed down to her by her own mother. I’d brought it with me for the sentiment and nothing more, until now.

      One day, I would be passing priceless items such as it down to my own children. I walked over to the table and was pleased to see that my men had followed my instructions perfectly. Besides the vase of blue lilies, which I knew to be her favorite flower, the napkins were also in the same shade of blue which so happened to be her favorite color.

      The minutes ticked by until I sensed her presence. Before she could fully step out onto the terrace, I went right to her and took her hand. Those perfectly imperfect eyes of her looked up at me, and our gazes stayed fixated on one another’s until I finally smiled.

      “Join me for dinner.”

      “D-dinner?” she stammered, and I nodded.

      I stepped out of the way and waved my hand toward the table, then felt a slight trembling in her hands. “What did you do?”

      I motioned with my head. “Just join me.”

      She reluctantly stepped forward and I walked her over to the table. She sat down quickly, and I saw her eyes zero in on the white and blue flowers. She went to touch one, but pulled her hand back just as I took my seat across from her.

      I was about to speak, but the chef I employed arrived with the first course. It was a salad course, and knowing how much she loved blue cheese dressing, I had gotten over my own dislike of it, and had asked for it to be made. The bowls were placed in front of us, and I nodded in thanks to the chef, then peered at the woman across from me.

      Valenzia seemed a bit shell-shocked. She kept glancing at the flowers, then the salad, before sneaking a peek at me. I caught her each time, and it caused a gorgeous flush of pink to stain her cheeks. If I had been the type of man I’d once been, this would’ve been some luxury restaurant on the French Quarter with a jazz player in the corner providing music. I still needed to keep a low profile, so there would be no melodies to drown out this awkward silence. The only thing that could would be conversation.

      “Eat,” I commanded, and she reached for the napkin, then ran her dainty fingers over it.

      “As nice as this looks, I could’ve eaten up in the room. Or, I would’ve been fine in the kitchen as well.”

      “Nonsense,” I told her. “I wanted to have a nice dinner alone with you.”

      The fork she had just picked up, fell from her hand and clanked off the bowl. “Why?”

      “Well, you’re a beautiful companion, and I’m hungry. Does there need to be any other reason?”

      “No, but this is very unlike you.”

      I chuckled. “I’m not always a Neanderthal. I do have my moments which you are currently ruining with all these questions.”

      “Sorry,” she mumbled before picking back up her fork.

      We finished the salad, soup, and most of the entrée course, and I was thrilled to see how much of it she had eaten. Since her arrival here, Valenzia had eaten like a bird. I wanted her to keep her strength up, and for more reasons than one. There were the obvious ones, but I was actually growing to care a great deal about her, so her wellbeing was first and foremost on my mind.

      When we’d finished the carbonara, she dabbed at her mouth with the napkin before setting it down. Her gaze raised back to mine, and she finally gave me what I had been waiting for all evening. She smiled, and it was better than the nervous kind the night of that party, and certainly better than any of those I’d observed in photographs.

      “This was actually such a lovely night. Unexpected, but nice.”

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself. I do empathize with your predicament right now. It must be hard to cut off contact with everyone you know, and while I won’t help you with that, I wanted to give you a night of happiness anyway.”

      It sure as hell beat the nights I had watched her cry herself to sleep, or even worse. Tonight was erasing the memory of the nights she had spent in the dungeon. Seeing her huddled up in a ball, practically catatonic, had almost been enough to do me in. I’d overcome it, and so had she.

      “Thank you,” she said, and nothing more.

      Dessert came last, and she eyed me suspiciously when she looked at the sfogliatelle.  The croissant-like pastry was very common where she was born and raised, and I knew it was her go-to selection when back home. She had even once or twice picked it up from a bakery near the campus in Milan.

      We ate, and after we were done, I rose suddenly. She followed, and took a step toward the house, likely assuming this night was over. I grabbed her arm, then tugged her toward me. She collided with my chest, and I savored the feel of her hands as she grabbed onto me to steady herself.

      “The night’s not over until we have a dance.”

      “I don’t really dan–”

      “Tsk. Tsk. Tsk. I know how very well you dance, so let’s not end this night with a lie I might be forced to punish you for.”

      She flashed an apologetic smile at me, then moved fully into my arms. Seconds later, she started to laugh.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “How are we supposed to dance when there’s no music playing.”

      “Ahh,” I replied. “It looks like we’ll have to make our own.”

      She sighed in that moment, but swayed in my arms to the symphony of tree frogs off in the distance. Holding her this close was playing with fire, and when she finally moved her head from my chest and looked up at me, I could tell she had a question.

      “What is it?”

      “You had so many of my favorite things tonight. Was that intentional?”

      I smiled. “Absolutely.”

      “How did you know?”

      I spun her around before answering. “I’ve studied you for a very long time, Bellissima. I know everything about you.”

      “You already have me captive. What else do you hope to gain by all of this?”

      “I never remembered the dating scene being so suspicious,” I muttered to myself. I cleared my throat then responded to her. “I wanted to see you smile, and nothing more.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “Have I not been a perfect gentleman this evening?”

      “Yes, but...” She paused slightly, then added, “Is that all?”

      “No,” I answered, then raised her chin so her mouth was close to mine. Our warm breaths mingled with one another before I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers. I didn’t kiss her the way I normally would, and she sensed it right away, especially when I pulled back. “Good night, Valenzia.”

      She flashed me another smile, then had to have seen my eyes darken because she quickly turned and ran toward the house. I smiled back, then felt the vibration of my phone against my thigh. Pulling it out, I cursed, but redialed the number and returned my focus back to work.
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      In the days that followed the dinner with Luca, I had been even more confused. I’d also been very sad because everything he’d done for me just reminded me of the life I could no longer live. Depression had snuck up on me during that time, and it refused to relinquish me from its grip. My captor had left the house the same night, and I hadn’t seen much of him since. At least until now. I noticed the moment he’d returned home, not that I had been waiting on him or anything.

      I continued to sit on the sill even after  Luca entered the room to take a shower. When he reentered the bedroom, I’d expected him to leave right away as he’d been doing since he’d brought me up here, but he didn’t. When he’d first mentioned that I’d be in his bed, I’d been terrified for obvious reasons, but now, he was giving me the space I needed and wanted, but a part of me was unsure.

      Maybe he noticed that this time because as I waited for him to leave, he instead walked over to me. In a moment of gentleness which he knew I hated, he rubbed his thumb softly under my bottom lip. My mouth quivered slightly, and he noticed because the corner of his lip quirked upward.

      “You look lonelier than usual tonight,” he finally remarked.

      “Do you blame me. You kidnap and keep me captive in this place, then leave me all alone.” I stopped abruptly as I realized what I’d just said. Luca was right about me being lonely, but I didn’t want his company.

      Or did I?

      “Do you want me to stay, Valenzia?”

      I scoffed at that. “Of course not. And don’t even act as if I have a say in anything that happens to me, either.”

      “You’re right. You have no say at all.”

      I pushed at his chest. “Just leave me be.”

      Instead, he stepped even closer to me. “It’s okay to admit that you want some company, even if it’s just mine.”

      “I don’t,” I responded quickly.

      “Someone doth protest too much,” he said as he backed me up against the wall. “I’ll let you in on a secret, though,” he added. “I want nothing more than to fuck you right now, too.”

      “You’re disgusting. The last thing I want you to do to me is–”

      My words were quickly cut off when he grabbed me by the back of the neck, then fused his mouth to mine. I nearly melted against him while that inner voice in my head urged me to knee him in the groin. I stayed in a constant state of confusion when around him. Luca kept my brain going a million miles a second, and from one moment to another, I didn't know whether I wanted to smack him or kiss him. I shouldn't be feeling any way about him other than angry because he was holding me here against my will. It was worse in the beginning, but it changed none of the facts.

      He was gorgeous and so fucking tempting. The guys at the university looked like mere boys next to him. And it wasn't even his towering height, broad shoulders, or muscular frame. It was his words and his eyes. And those lips. Those wicked fingers. He exuded alpha male energy, so it shouldn't have been a surprise that even I was attracted to him.

      I was falling victim to his charms. His physical attributes and devil-may-care attitude might be hot, but Luca was scary as hell. I knew the man had killed before, yet I still craved the smallest of touches from those dangerous hands. Although I'm a virgin, I didn’t doubt that he could have the most experienced of women craving his touch like me.

      I need to stop this while I still can.

      But did I? No. Instead of pushing him away, I wrapped my arms around his neck and began to explore his mouth with my tongue for the very first time since the party. Usually, it was him in complete control, but in this moment, I wanted to give back a little of what I was usually content to take.

      Luca groaned against my lips the moment he sensed the change in me. His strong arms pulled me even closer, and I ignored the sense of imprisonment. What should've made me feel claustrophobic only made me feel safe instead. This man had the power to destroy me and my family, yet I couldn't get close enough to him. I was asking for something I’ve never had.

      "Valenzia," he rasped the moment he pulled away.

      Our eyes met, and I think he knew what I did. Tonight, I’d give myself to this man. As he often reminded me, this was inevitable. I hated him. I wanted him. And, maybe even deep down, I actually liked him, too. That sent a shudder through me, and he smirked.

      Wasting no time, he swept me up into his arms and carried me over to the large bed. The monstrosity had terrified me over the days I'd been up here, but only because I knew what he’d wanted to do to me in it. I should've been pushing him away right now, but as he tore at the gown I was wearing, I simply lay there, offering no resistance.

      How could one truly resist Luca Catalano?

      He was everything good and evil wrapped in one sinful package with ripped pecs and piercing eyes. And the latter were now focused on my body as he drank in the sight of me completely naked. Nervousness crept up inside of me. 

      What am I doing?

      He gave me little time to think about it, because as he got onto the bed, his weight caused the mattress to sink as he crawled up my body. He pressed his forehead to mine. We were so close to one another that I could feel his warm breath against my lips. Our eyes were a hairsbreadth away from one another, and that was the one part of my anatomy I hated the most, but it only seemed to fascinate him.

      He stared down into my eyes and finally whispered something against my lips. "Bellissima."

      I knew I wasn't beautiful, but he made me feel differently. Unsure how to respond, I just lay there. He would have to realize this was my first time, right? As his hand slipped between my legs and he thrust two fingers inside of me, I was starting to think that he didn't.

      Luca seemed to know a lot about my family, and for obvious reasons. He knew about my mother and her role in everything related to his. From what I’d read, they treated Mama like she was some sort of whore, so it wasn't a stretch for him to believe me to be one, too. I could've corrected him, and should've, but I didn't. A part of me wanted him to take me with reckless abandon. Anything less might make my feelings soften which I couldn't allow myself to do if I ever expected to get out of this place alive.

      He'd already decided who and what I was, so there was no need to convince him otherwise. If my mother could do this, then I could as well. She’d been so excited at the time, and now that mine had come, I couldn't say I shared the same enthusiasm. I did share her determination, however, and it would be that which would help me get through whatever he was about to do to me.

      "Take it all," he murmured against my lips, then added a third finger which nearly had my eyes rolling back into my head.

      He was filling me so completely, but I knew it would be much worse soon. Luca continued to drive those long digits into me, and when he bent them at the exact right spot, I almost saw stars. My breathing accelerated, and my heart rate quickened. He then pressed his thumb roughly down on my clit, and it had my entire body tensing as I prepared for my ultimate climax.

      Then I came. It was nothing like what I did with my own fingers, but I knew it was also not as explosive as it could be. Luca evidently thought the same.

      "There's so much more where that came from."

      And before I could ask what he meant, he withdrew his fingers, then stood. With a single pull, he removed his towel. My eyes widened as I saw him in all his glorious nakedness. The man was built like a God, and he likely had a string of women all too eager to worship at his altar. I would soon be another one because there was no turning back now.

      He didn't rejoin me right away, instead going to the door. He said something in rapid Italian to whoever was outside of it, then locked it and returned to me.
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      There was a tension in the room, and while I couldn’t pinpoint what had caused his, I knew my fear and anxiety were causing mine. I had little time to dwell on it because the movement of his hand caught my attention as he stroked himself a few times. I’d never been in this situation before, and despite my hatred for him, even I had to admit it was hot as hell watching him pleasure himself.

      Who are you and what did you do to Valenzia?

      I’d never bowed or caved to peer pressure, but I’d also never had temptation like the man currently crawling his way back up the bed toward me.

      The moment he touched me, my nerves kicked into high gear. I was now running solely on fear instead of adrenaline. I wanted to get away, and I could. All I had to do was ram him with my knee, but in those few seconds of indecision, I didn’t, which allowed him to cover my body with his, eliminating my opportunity to act.

      "I've wanted to fuck you since the night I first laid eyes on you. Had I not come to my senses, I would've taken you on that table."

      Memories came rushing back, but they were quickly forgotten the moment he raised both of my legs and wrapped them around his waist. His shaft was hard and warm as it was pinned between us. When he lowered his head and kissed along my neck, it did not calm me. Nor did it when he cupped one of my breasts in his hands and brought his mouth down to it. My body pushed against his as he laved my nipple with his tongue.

      He moved from one breast to the other, giving it equal attention. I had no idea in that moment how to react, so I simply grabbed his head and weaved my fingers through his hair. Once or twice, I'd tug, earning a growl or bite from him. I needed something, but I had no idea what I was actually asking for.

      "Luca," I finally said as I squirmed against him. "Do it."

      He raised his head and the look of triumph on his face made him even more devastatingly beautiful. The moonlight streaming in through the windows also helped by casting an ethereal glow on him. I was so mesmerized that I didn’t even realize he had pulled away a fraction of an inch, until the moment he slammed inside of me. I screamed, and he cursed loudly.

      "Cazzo!" He froze immediately, the shock and anger evident in his voice. "You never told me you were untouched."

      There was no use denying what he now knew, so I said, "I’m a virgin. Does it really matter?"

      The look on his face might've been comical if we’d been anywhere else, doing anything else. There was something foreign etched in his features, and I couldn't tell if it was more anger or disappointment. Either way, tears sprang to my eyes. I was about to push him off of me until he swatted my hands away. He leaned in, and I closed my eyes as he began to kiss away the few tears currently rolling down my cheeks. When he stopped, I reopened my eyes.

      "I thought you knew," I whispered as he still wore the same expression on his face.

      "I’d suspected and secretly hoped that you were, but I never imagined you would be."

      I guess that made a lot of sense considering he was not shy about declaring his supposed ownership of me. Some men liked women of purity, and I realized I’d never be able to offer that to someone else because this man had stolen that from me as well.

      My nervousness was quickly being replaced by anger, and I pushed hard at his chest. His cock was still lodged inside of me, so the pain was not going away. "Well, I was, but not anymore. You can get off of me now."

      He smiled in that moment, and it wasn't one laced with his usual arrogance but affection. "There's no way I'm leaving this bed tonight, Valenzia." I was about to ask why, but he continued, "You've never experienced the type of pleasure I've promised you—"

      "More like threatened me with."

      He lowered his mouth to mine. "I'm going to make this so good for you."

      Before I could ask him how, he slowly withdrew from me, and the moment he plunged back inside, his mouth covered mine to silence my scream. He didn't stop as he’d done before, instead pulling out to push back in again.

      As he settled into a rhythm, the initial pain began subsiding, leaving something different in its wake. I could feel every inch of him inside of me as I stretched to accommodate his size, eventually acclimating to him.

      I moaned against his lips as our tongues dueled with one another. He was possessing every part of me, including my heart which he had his palm flattened against. I knew he’d be able to feel how rapidly it was beating and how strongly. He even took my sanity because being with him like this was insane. He'd taken everything good away from me, including my family and life, and finally my virginity, yet I was meeting him thrust for thrust, and was about to come from it now.

      There was something holding me back, though. And it was terrifying. I was on the edge, reaching for something I’d never experienced, but not getting what I needed to grab it. It was frustrating...infuriating...and likely his plan all along. After all, those same things described the man himself.

      He eventually tore his mouth from mine, and as I took a few deep breaths, he lowered one of my legs, but kept the other raised. The new angle of penetration allowed him to move more freely, and it also made the need inside of me grow more.

      "Don't fight it," he told me as he kissed his way across my collarbone. “Relax and it’ll hurt so much less."

      I didn't understand what he was saying, and his words had the opposite effect on me. Involuntarily, my body tensed, and I now knew what he meant. Each hard thrust was more painful than the last, so I was close to tears again.

      “Luca,” I cried out the moment he bit into my neck.

      The pain from it distracted me. As he quickened the speed and intensity of his thrusts, driving into me with the reckless abandon I had wished for earlier, everything finally came together and it was literally as if every nerve cell in my body exploded at once.

      I screamed something inaudible and could only hear his voice, but not the actual words he was saying. I couldn’t focus on anything as I climaxed. This orgasm was much stronger than any I’d clumsily given myself, or even that which his fingers had brought me to earlier.

      I was on a cloud, floating, as he continued pounding into me. Only when he buried his head against my neck and I felt the warm rush of something inside of me did I finally start coming down from this orgasmic haze. It was then I realized he had come too, and inside of me no less.

      His threat of making me bear his heir came back with a vengeance, echoing inside my head, and I knew he’d been waiting for a moment such as this. I might’ve very well given him what he’d needed, and now I’d have no choice but to marry him, too.

      A sob escaped me the moment he pulled out, and I rolled over onto my side even though he was still on the bed beside me. He swiftly moved behind me, pulling me against him. I wanted to run away, but my body felt weak, and my heart even more so.

      Several seconds later, he draped one of his large arms over me, and I ignored the twinge of desire stirring inside again as he lazily plucked at my nipple. It was still hard, as was his cock which I could feel wedged between us. Tears filled my eyes, and I squeezed them closed, but couldn’t stop the slight trembling of my body.

      “Did I hurt you?” he asked softly.

      I said nothing as I kept my eyes closed, eventually drifting off to sleep.
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      I held Valenzia in my arms long after she’d fallen asleep. At first, she’d been pretending, likely so she wouldn’t have to deal with the repercussions from what we’d just done, but I couldn’t get it out of my head. Even that first night, she’d appeared innocent, but in this day and age, it was rare for someone so breathtakingly beautiful to still be a virgin.

      I’d lost my own when I was about fifteen. It’d been during  my freshman year at the Benjamin Franklin High School in New Orleans. I remembered next to nothing about her, but I’d always remember this first time with Valenzia. She’d been the only virgin I’d ever had, and most men would be lying if they said they didn’t want their future wife to be pure. I wouldn’t even attempt to think otherwise.

      She eventually did settle into a deep slumber which allowed me to slowly untangle our bodies so I could get off the bed. When I stood, I could see the slight twinge of pink on the white comforter, and my chest welled with pride.

      My fiancée was so damned perfect for me, and also so valuable. I needed her for my plans against her father, amongst other things. At first, I’d only wanted one son, but after sinking balls deep inside of her, I knew I’d never tire of fucking her. Even after she hopefully gave me the first, I’d take her over and over again, and hopefully end up with many heirs.

      “You might already be with child,” I murmured.

      The very idea of a Catalano fathering a child with a Vaccaro was unheard of, but just what I needed to finally be able to announce my arrival on the scene. There’d been rumors about my family’s resurgence, but nothing as concrete as what was about to be. My father had stupidly wanted that traitorous whore, Viviana Spataro, but he lost out to his arch rival. I would do no such thing as I’d taken something from her daughter that she’d never get back. Even if Nazario found a way to take me out, I would’ve forever ruined his firstborn, and that was a victory itself.

      I continued to stare at her. Normally, I would’ve at least have lowered the blanket before we began, but we were both so lost in the moment that it’d slipped my mind. And after, I should have at least changed out the bedding, but she’d feigned sleep and I didn’t care enough to leave her side. Now, I could see the signs of her lost innocence on the blanket of white, and I knew our combined fluids were there as well.

      What I wouldn’t give right now to wake her up to fuck her some more. My cock was hard as steel, and it physically ached to be back inside of her. Valenzia needed her rest though, and I had to plan out my next strategy. I tore my gaze away from her, then picked up my dirty towel, exchanging it for a clean one as I reentered my bathroom to shower once more. This time when I’d masturbated, I spilled my seed onto the ceramic floor instead of inside her tight cavern.

      Shortly after, I reemerged to find her still sleeping. She truly was the epitome of grace. A worthy wife she would be. As visions of her on my arm at various events, then underneath me at night, filled my head, I knew I’d chosen wisely. Ever since arriving in Sicily, I’d had my fair share of women, but none as priceless as her.

      My phone buzzed. I snatched it up from the table and answered, “What is it, Salvador?”

      “Vaccaro’s out for blood. He has his men on the streets in Palermo in search of you right now.”

      I chuckled. “Of course he does.”

      “He’s losing his fucking mind. Are you sure you don’t want to leave town for a while?”

      Salvador had previously suggested it, and while it hadn’t been something I’d wanted to do back then, I looked over my shoulder at the woman in my bed, and I realized it might be safer for the two of us to do so now. The sun had yet to rise, but it would in the next few hours. If we were going to leave, now was the time when we’d still have the cloak of darkness to work with.

      “We should relocate to Messina. Is my plane ready?”

      Since I could fly my own aircraft, I wouldn’t need to involve anyone else. I had men at my compound in the other harbor city, and I would take four with me tonight. If anything went down, I would have those I could sacrifice before having to use Valenzia.

      “It is. I’ll have the car brought around. What group do you want ready?”

      “Rossi, Jacques, Peter, and Alberto will do. We’ll be down in a few minutes.”

      I disconnected the call and quickly got dressed. There was no time to really grab anything, but I did find something she could quickly throw on. As I sat on the bed, a low growl rumbled in my chest. I should be crawling back onto her and bringing her another round of orgasms, but it would all have to wait until we got to Messina. I stared at her for another few seconds, memorizing the darkness of her hair as it was spread out across the pillows. My eyes moved down her naked body and back to the small stain under her.

      An idea struck me so I picked back up the towel and covered the most private of areas on her, but left her in that position so anyone who saw her would know what had just happened. After snapping a few photographs, I would make sure they got to her father. It would enrage him even more, and as he directed his men to tear Palermo apart in search of her, I’d be basking in the sun at my Messina hideaway plotting my next move.

      I hated to wake her up, but knew that I needed to. Reaching over, I gently started to shake her. She mumbled incoherently at first, until I shook her a bit harder. Eventually, she did open her eyes, and when she did, they zeroed in on me right away. She pushed at my hands, then scrambled away. The fear was evident in her wide eyes, and most likely because she’d just remembered what we’d done together.

      “Get away from me,” she told me.

      “We both know that’s the last thing you want me to do. Fortunately, I need you to hurry up and get dressed. We’re going on a trip.”

      “A trip? You’re not planning to elope with me, right?”

      “Again, you can be thankful that our trip is for a different reason.”

      Valenzia clutched the towel closer to her and didn’t move. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me where you’re taking me, and why.”

      “It’s on a need-to-know basis,” I told her, then walked over to my closet and retrieved a suitcase.

      I had a wardrobe of clothes where I was going, so I didn’t need to pack any of mine. Instead, I tossed it onto the bed and opened it up. I unzipped the hidden compartment and she saw the hint of the gun. I looked back up at her wide eyes.

      “Go to your room and grab some things or else I’m carrying you out of this place naked. And I must warn you not to call my bluff because there are four other men joining us, and all of them would love to look at you.”

      “You would let someone else touch me?”

      I grinned. “Only if they want to die, but there’s no harm in looking. Now go get your stuff unless you’re ready to leave in your current state.”

      This time, she jumped off the bed and fled from the room.

      She returned a few minutes later, and by then, I had all my weapons, as well as some personal effects. If I was going to be there for any length of time, I needed to be prepared. Nazario would soon awaken and see the pictures I’d sent to him. It would only escalate things more, and with any luck, he’d be enraged enough to come on his own where I’ finally avenge my family, then take him out myself.

      “It’s time to leave,” I told her, then ushered her back out the door and downstairs.

    

  







            VALENZIA

          

          

      

    

    






MESSINA, SICILY

        

      

    

    
      We’d left in the dead of the night, so I had no idea where we were even going. I wasn’t as familiar with Sicily as I was with most parts of Italy, especially seeing as Palermo was the only place I’d ever really visited in this region.

      Mama’s diary was very important to me, and I made sure to grab it before we left. Luca was very short-tempered which wasn’t how Letty had described men after they’d had sex.

      “If you want a man to eat out of your hand, throw him a little pussy.”

      It was as preposterous now as it had sounded back then. And it was wrong. I supposed it worked on the boys she tended to date, but this man was powerful. He might not have had the same kind of army or wealth my parents did, but he had a loyal group of men who were there to do his bidding no matter the time of day or night.

      In fact,  I’d never met any of the new guys who accompanied us. One of them had stared at me the entire time which made me nervous. I’d anticipated having Luca’s company on the plane, but surprisingly, the man flew his own, so I was left with his goons. The flight took maybe an hour and a half. I was never happier than when the damn thing touched down.

      It'd been lighter when we’d reached our destination, but it was still dark enough to where most people weren’t out on the streets. We exited the plane and were ushered immediately into a large SUV with fully tinted windows. I couldn’t see a thing out of them, and when the car finally came to a stop, we were inside a garage. From there, I was hurried into the house.

      “Where are we?” I’d asked him, hoping he would be more forthcoming now that we’d arrived.

      “It’s none of your business. Rossi will show you to your room.”

      And he hadn’t been. His man had then led down a dark hallway to a room that had very few windows, and the ones they had were so high and small, resembling what most people had in a basement. It allowed a little light in, but nothing else.

      “I guess it’s a step up from the last place,” I muttered as I remembered the room I’d initially been confined to before he’d brought me up to his own.

      His bedroom had been where I’d lost the last bit of innocence I had left. Never had I planned it, but now, my mind wouldn’t let me forget it, either. I shivered as I remembered the way his massive body covered mine while he drove into me. Yes, it had hurt at first, but once the initial sting had worn off, it had felt so good. I’d never imagined sex would be like that, nor had I ever imagined I’d want to have sex with someone like him.

      Dominant. Authoritative. Rough. Unyielding. Considerate. He was so many things wrapped into one, and I was still slightly aroused from it all, although sore. That had been why I’d drawn a bath and soaked in it before finally going back to sleep. When I awakened, I fully saw the room I was in. It was a mixture of elegance and modern design. Having taken a few courses in decorating when at the University of Milan, I could recognize this for its Western influence.

      I got fully dressed and went to the door, actually surprised to find it unlocked. Maybe after what Luca had done to me, he finally trusted me a little more. Whatever the reason, I took it and closed the door softly behind me as I stepped out into the hallway. The place was eerily silent, but I knew someone was watching me. Luca would never bring me here just to leave me alone.

      Since you won’t tell me where I am, I’ll figure it out on my own.

      I started down the hallway and came to the top of a staircase. Looking down, my eyes widened. On the first floor, I could see everything from my vantage point, which I suspected was a requested one from Luca, and it was simply stunning.

      There was a great room with a large fireplace, and a step or two up was the kitchen and dining room. There were some other rooms as well, but the doors were closed. They could be bedrooms, or maybe even a study. It made no difference to me, and when my stomach rumbled, I decided I only needed the kitchen.

      I walked down the stairs, and a few minutes later, I was sitting on the leather sectional with a cup of yogurt. When I’d finished and stood up to throw the cup away, I saw two of the men from the plane staring down at me from upstairs.

      I flashed them a small smile, then threw away the empty cup and washed my spoon. When done, I looked over at the large shade I knew was covering floor-to-ceiling windows, and began to look around for the remote that operated them. When I couldn’t find it, I walked over and tried to look behind them, but I could barely budge the material.

      Frowning, I stepped back. “There’s got to be something to tell me where I am.”

      “There is,” Luca told me as he stepped up behind me and dangled the remote I’d been looking for in front of me. “But I’m not sure you deserve it.”

      “What?” I asked, and when he pulled me close, my breath hitched.

      “Don’t I get a good morning kiss?” he whispered as he tongued my ear.

      I turned in his arms and was prepared to argue, but our gazes met, and I felt myself weakening where I stood. For a moment, I wondered if this was how my mother had felt with my father. My thoughts then turned to them, and instead of kissing this man, I squared my shoulders and tried channeling Mama’s sass.

      “And why would I do that? I don’t give a damn if your morning is good or not.”

      He smirked, and I felt all my bravado dissipating the longer he stared at me. “I know it’s hard waking up alone in bed. I’ll make sure to keep yours warmed plenty this evening.”

      “That will not be necessary. My thoughts of payback for you keep me plenty warm,” I retorted.

      “Is that so?” he asked, and I shrugged. Seconds later, he reached out and grabbed me by the throat. “Don’t lie to me, Valenzia. Your mouth says one thing, but those eyes of yours say differently. Now, kiss me and I’ll let you see where we are.”

      I wanted to kick him, but when he released his hold on my throat, I begrudgingly stood on my tiptoes and pressed my lips to his. I went to pull away, but he wrapped his hand around the back of my head as he fused his mouth to mine. He kept my head immobile as he ate at my lips and mouth, and I even tasted a drop or two of my blood as he bit at my lower lip when pulling away.

      The copper taste lingered on my tongue, and I glared at him. “A promise is a promise,” I finally said, then turned to look back toward the window.

      Luca wrapped one arm around me as he stood behind me, then he pressed a button which raised the panels on that trio of windows. I gasped loudly as a view of the sea came into my sights, along with an infinity edge pool and travertine lanai.

      “It’s so beautiful,” I proclaimed, momentarily forgetting my current predicament.

      “You absolutely are,” he told me before kissing me on the top of the head. “If you behave, I’ll leave them open for you. I will warn you not to even think about trying to escape from this place because all the doors are locked, as are the windows.”

      He evidently remembered my previous attempt to escape the last place. I’d learned my lesson. I would find a way out of this mess, but it wouldn’t be right now, so I might as well enjoy the scenery.

      I turned and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Grazie!” Then, I went to the part of the sectional which looked out to the water and took a seat. Luca stood there for a few seconds, stunned, but as the other men joined him, they disappeared into one of the rooms with the closed door.
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      I walked into my study with a few of my men so I could find out what was going on in Palermo and Napoli. Valenzia seemed to be in good spirits this morning, and I had Peter watching her for me.

      Initially, I’d had plans on how to proceed next, but when Valenzia’s unexpected virginity presented itself, it’d been a gift too precious to waste. By now, Nazario would be beside himself.

      My father and uncles had Viviana to use at their disposal, or at least they’d thought they had. Assuming her loyalty was still with them, they took risks that were too calculated, and it ended up in disaster for them. Nazario had still managed to get to them, and as he began picking them off, one by one, my father had taken matters into his own hands.

      He'd loved Viviana and wanted her to be his wife. The life she currently had with her husband had been the one he’d wanted to have with her. When she’d betrayed him for the enemy, he had no choice but to take her out, only he failed because he hadn’t been thinking rationally. Running off half-cocked had ended up costing Andrea his life instead of Viviana hers.

      “Is something wrong?” Rossi asked me, and I shook my head.

      “No, get Salvador on the line for me.”

      I began pacing as I often did when I was a bundle of nerves like I was at the moment. I also sometimes would use sex to calm down my restlessness, and I still might once I got through with business. Valenzia was just outside this office, and surprisingly, in a good mood for once. There was no need to waste it, so after this meeting was done, I would take advantage of it, and of her, as I hopefully grew closer to leaving her with child.

      “Don Catalano...Luca...”

      “What, yes. I’m here,” I said as Salvador called my name through the speaker. Clearing my throat, I asked, “How are things on the ground there?”

      “Giovanni’s in Napoli, and as expected, Nazario is out for blood. His sister works for the Vaccaros at their house, and she’s indicated that he wants to know who you really are and where you’ve come from. A bounty has been placed upon your head.”

      “He intends to kill me himself, probably via torture. I’m sorry to have to ruin his plans.”

      Some of the other men chuckled nervously, but Salvador did not. “This is serious. He’s serious. Is the Vaccaro puttana worth—"

      I growled, “Valenzia’s not a whore. She’s to be my wife and the mother to my children. I don’t want to hear another derogatory word about her, or I’ll be forced to take action. I protect what’s mine even from powers within.”

      “No, no. That won’t be necessary. I’ve overstepped. My apologies,” Salvador quickly responded.

      “Very well. Let’s get back to business at hand. Do we have an exact number of how many men he’s sent to Palermo?”

      I loved this particular home and had it built to withstand attacks from within, but it wasn’t my true base, so I needed to get back to my full-time home. I understood it wasn’t safe right now, but if I could figure out what I was up against there, I could hopefully come up with a plan which would neutralize the threat, so we could all return.

      “He’s got many. We’re still working on trying to get an exact number. All I can say for sure is that you’re much safer in Messina.”

      “I know,” I admitted. “What ever happened to Valenzia’s cellphone?”

      “We had it destroyed as originally ordered,” he replied.

      When she went missing, I’d wanted there to be no trace as to which direction she had gone so it wouldn’t have thrown any hints as to who had her. Valenzia’s abduction and Viviana’s spotting of a ghost would have Nazario tied up in knots.

      I likely could’ve bided my time by picking off more of his shipments and interrupting his day today business, but the hard truth was that no matter how many boats of his I seized, the Vaccaros had enough money for it truly not to matter. I’d manage to procure a lot for my own family, but my fortune was nothing compared to his, and I needed to change that.

      I’d accomplished that by taking one of the most priceless possessions of his, then ruining her. I’d stolen Valenzia’s innocence, and knowing she had given that gift to me so willingly, it was a sacrifice I was determined to not let go to waste. It hadn’t been the reason I’d fucked her, though. I’d wanted to since the night I first laid my eyes, hands, and mouth on her. That desire had only grown stronger over time.

      Last night, I’d wanted to join her in bed, but I thought it better to let her get settled in first. I loved this home, and I just hoped that she did as well, considering we might be here for a while. It was secure and away from the action. The perfect place to keep her underneath me because the sooner I got her pregnant, the better.

      “Don Catalano, are you still there?” Salvador asked once more, and his question brought me back to the present.

      “I’m here. I was just thinking about Valenzia. I’m going to hack remotely into her cellphone again, so I can retrieve any messages. I’m sure her parents have been frantic, and maybe even friends.”

      “What are you hoping to find?” Rossi asked me.

      “I want to know everything about her life before me.”

      “I think you’ve uncovered quite a bit,” Jacques added, and I turned to look at him. “I’m assuming so since you sent those pictures to Nazario Vaccaro and all.”

      “Pictures of my fiancée are off limits to everyone else. I’ll not have a single one of you bastards looking at her naked again. Is that understood?”

      There was a possessiveness building inside of me, and while I hadn’t expected to feel so strongly about her at this juncture, I did. She was mine.

      “Giovanni’s sister has indicated that Viviana is locked up in her room, and additional guards have been procured for the other children. From what he’s been told, Nazario is close to flying out to Sicily himself. Those pictures of his naked daughter have left him unhinged,” Rossi advised.

      “Good. It’ll leave him vulnerable which is exactly what I need.”
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      I’d been sitting here looking out at the sea, and all I could remember was sailing with my father on one of his yachts a few years back. I’d loved time with Papa as I was a true Daddy’s girl. He’d taken me out into the Bay of Naples and had even started teaching me how to raise my own sail. I idolized the man, although I couldn’t blame myself now because I’d never known what he’d done to Mama. The two had been blissfully happy my entire life, so it still seemed so surreal that they were both so different beneath the exterior.

      Luca was as well. The night of the reelection party, he’d been a virtual stranger, but also so charming and interesting. We’d talked about a number of things, and as a small voice inside warned me it was a setup, I’d ignored it completely the moment his lips touched mine. I could chalk it up to inexperience, but the truth was that I could’ve had hundreds of lovers, and his touch would’ve still ignited something within me.

      The man infuriated me like none other, but he also made me feel alive. Sometimes,  I would look at him when he didn’t know it and I’d see the weariness in his eyes and along his frown line. The man had the weight of the world on his shoulders, but he seemed content enough in this life. I had no idea how much he really knew about our parents and their feud, but both he and my father had picked it back up and I was now caught in the middle.

      What I wouldn’t give to be back inside my bubble of ignorant oblivion. Recently I’d done so many things completely out of character for myself, and now I was paying the price. I might try to delude myself into thinking I wouldn’t be under this forced betrothal had I either stayed in Milan or Napoli, but the truth was that he would’ve come for me eventually. My stubborn and curious nature just made it easier for him. Those traits were ones I’d always possessed, but never did I imagine it would lead me here.

      “I’d like to go outside for a smoke. Will you be alright in here for a few minutes?” Peter asked.

      I turned toward the kid who was likely not much older than me and smiled. “Sure.”

      He typed a specific code onto the keypad and exited out the side door. From there, he reappeared in my sights on the other side of the large floor-to-ceiling windows. As the blond lit up a cigarette, I decided to walk around the house to hopefully burn off some of this restless energy.

      The downstairs section had multiple levels, some raised or lowered by a step or two, and I was sure there was a reason for it other than just looking cool. I had taken some design courses, but not enough to remember why. Each room had a view of its own, and from almost every one of them on this side,  I could see the Aeolian Islands.

      Sicily was such a beautiful place, and it was a shame I’d not vacationed here much in the past, but I now understood why. In fact, my mother had even been against me going to Palermo with Letty. I had no idea whether or not she knew about the Catalanos still being around, but just their memory was likely enough to make her want to keep me away.

      Ever the obedient child, I’d never tried testing either parent the way Cris, Bas, or Laurenza did. They used to call me a suck-up, and I supposed they had a point. The one who always did what others told her to do, I started to get irritated over it because now it wasn’t my parents, siblings, or classroom instructors. It was an arch rival of my father’s who was going to force me into marriage with him. Well, that, and force me to give him a child.

      My hand flew to my stomach. I had no idea if he’d already succeeded in that matter, but he very well might have because we’d had unprotected sex the night before. A sigh escaped as memories came rushing back of it. There’d been fear, then pain, but ultimately pleasure unlike any I’d ever known before. Everything confused me about the man, but I couldn’t allow myself to get close to him.

      Yet, I found myself drifting closer to the closed door. What were they talking about in there? My money would be on my father, and an ache pierced my chest because I knew Luca wanted to kill him. Despite his behavior with my mother early on in their relationship, I loved him so much. I possibly wanted Luca sexually, but that was it. My alliance was with the Vaccaros, and it always would be. I was about to turn away from the door, but I heard the voices grow louder, so I hovered outside of it.

      “Sending those pictures were a stroke of genius,” I heard someone that sounded a lot like Salvador say. “Vaccaro will be drawn out into the open so we can take him out.”

      I covered my mouth to hide my cry, but remained there.

      “Who knew Valenzia would’ve been a virgin?”

      “I want you all to stop talking about my fiancée,” Luca finally said.

      “I agree. Show his woman some respect. I’m just glad that you had her covered up so no one saw her completely naked,” Ernesto added.

      Naked! It then hit me what they were talking about. Luca had evidently waited for me to fall asleep, then he took pictures of me which he sent to my father. I covered my mouth once more, but this time to try to stop the bile from coming up. Never had I ever felt so violated in my entire life. Papa and Mama would’ve seen them, and god knows who else.

      I stepped back quickly and returned to the great room. I needed to get out of here. It was the only option I had, but Luca had warned me about the doors. I did see Peter go out of the one, so if I could remember the code he used, I could do the same. Once I made it outside, I might be able to go down the hill.

      Peter returned at that moment and smiled at me. “The view is quite spectacular.”

      “It really is,” I responded as casually as I could, all the while my heart was practically about to beat out of my chest. “I love the beach, but I rarely get to one enough for my liking.”

      Making small talk with him now was the best thing to do because he was relaxing even more. I’m sure the cigarette had something to do with it too,  but he wasn’t looking at me as if he knew I was just biding my time.

      “How far is that one from here?” I finally asked as I pointed out at the sea.

      “It’s about a fifteen-minute walk. Great thing about these homes that sit cliffside is that the beach can be a mile or more away, yet look like it’s part of your backyard.”

      “At the university, the closest beach is at least an hour away, so I’ll take fifteen minutes. Maybe Luca will take me to this one some day.”

      I hoped it would never come to that, but Peter grinned. “I doubt he’ll pass up the chance to see you in a bathing suit. You look like a bikini kind of girl.”

      “I am,” I answered, even though I was usually dressed more modestly. Just when I thought he might sit and force me to have to delay my plan, he cleared his throat.

      “Going to take a piss. I’ll be back,” he said.

      I pretended to smile nonchalantly until he disappeared down the hall. Once he went into the bathroom and closed the door, I made a dash for the door. I tried to use the same code he’d used, and within seconds, the door clicked as the lock disengaged. I held my breath as it creaked open and didn’t set off any alarms.

      “Mama’s diary,” I whispered to myself, but knowing I had no time to go retrieve it, I fled out onto the lawn.

      I was in a pair of shorts, oversized T-shirt, and barefoot. It was only when I reached the end that I stopped suddenly. Not sure what I’d expected, the extremely jagged terrain was not it. There was a large drop off as well, and one wrong move would send me tumbling to my death.

      My pulse quickened, and I leaned forward once more. I used to also go hiking with my father, so I quickly scanned the entire expanse of terrain before deciding on a route. Before I could take one step toward it, I heard the door fly open and several voices. If I’d had shoes on, I might have just jumped, but I was barefoot, so that would be a suicide mission. I had no death wish, although that might be quickly changing. I froze in place as Luca stormed toward me with a murderous look on his face.

      Oh shit!
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      My indecision allowed Luca to catch up to me, and when he did, I had no time to react as he grabbed me by the neck. His grip was tight, and I could see the anger in his eyes as he stared down at me. Instinctively, I took two steps back, and choked out a gasp as my heel was now hanging off the cliff. One wrong move, and I would die.

      “I ought to fucking toss your ass off the side of this cliff,” he said in an evenly toned voice that contradicted the homicidal look in his eyes.

      I wanted to turn to see exactly where I would fall, but I couldn’t move my head at all as his grip left me immobile. For the first time since my capture, I felt as if I’d gone too far. In recent days, Luca had become more tense, and angrier than I’d ever seen him before. Right now, he was not just fuming, but nearly ready to explode like a cover on a pressure cooker.

      If I didn’t say or do the right thing, he might very well throw me off this cliff. But he needed me, and that was what I kept reminding myself. His life would essentially be over if he killed me, not that this abduction bit didn’t already earn him that fate. I ignored the small pang inside of me at that thought, refusing to accept that I liked anything about this man.

      “You’re not one to listen to direct orders,” he said once more, and my eyes flew back to his. “You’re a lot like your mother in that regard. She, too, had to learn lessons the hard way.”

      My eyes widened at that, especially because I’d read a lot of the things in Mama’s diary. I knew the hell she went through all in the name of vengeance. It was actually quite ironic because now Luca was putting me through equal hell for the same thing. He blamed my family for everything he’d lost, and while it might be true, the past was the past and marrying me and having children wouldn’t bring any of them back.

      “What’s going on out here?” Peter asked the moment he emerged from the bathroom and saw me in my precarious situation.

      Luca’s grip on my neck tightened involuntarily. I gagged as I was unable to breathe any more, and just when I thought that was his intention, he loosened his grip but didn’t release me completely.

      “Where were you?” Luca asked him, and the tone change in his voice sent shivers down my spine.

      He was very angry, but it was more controlled rage at this point. His clipped tone, along with the sharpness of his features, revealed the true extent of it, but he kept his cool on the exterior. My throat, which would bear bruises from his fingertips if I survived this, knew otherwise.

      “I’d gone to the bathroom,” he answered.

      “I told you to watch Valenzia and not let her out of your sight.”

      “Yes, Don Catalano, but—"

      “Come over here,” he told the kid.

      I could see the fear on his face, and the kind that mirrored my own. There was no telling what Luca planned to do to Peter, or to me, and I wasn’t in the position to ask. Not that I would dare even if I could. This was so much different than Palermo, and as the skies turned an ominous gray, I knew this was bad. There had to be a way to diffuse the situation, and as I tried to think about what my father might do, all I could come up with was violence.

      Fear rose up inside of me, and I used it to claw, scratch, and push him away as he remained focused on the kid in charge of watching me. Using his distracted state to my advantage, I was able to bring my knee up swiftly. Once I did, he bellowed, and his grip loosened entirely, allowing me to finally break free of him.

      I rushed away from the cliff, but not far enough because despite his now weakened state, he still caught me and spun me around. He then crushed me against him and I stood there with my back to his chest. One of his large arms wrapped around me, and I ignored the warm feeling of security it brought and reminded myself that I’d likely just made things even worse for myself.

      “Please, just let me go,” I finally said, and everything around me grew so silent I swore you could’ve heard a pin drop.

      Then, the skies above roared as if Mother Nature was taking his side. Luca’s hand moved back to my neck, and I ignored the fleeting pain as he wrapped it around my throat. He didn’t squeeze this time as he had a few minutes earlier, not that he needed to. There was no escape from this man, and I needed to accept it.

      “I’m never going to let you go,” he told me when he lowered his mouth to my ear. “You’re with me until the moment you take your last breath, then long after.”

      That sounded morbid, and I didn’t even try to ask him what he’d meant by it, either. “You’re a monster,” I told him instead, and his chuckle grated on my nerves.

      “You haven’t even seen the worst of me yet, mia amata,” he told me, the last two words practically spat out like venom.

      He called me his beloved, but we both knew I was anything but. “All I am to you is payback.”

      I’d read the diary and knew what these Catalano men did, especially to women like me.

      “You’re mine, Valenzia, and I don’t take kindly to those who try to take what belongs to me.”

      “I’m not yours,” I pointed out, and he nipped at my ear, the action actually causing a bolt of electricity to shoot to my clit.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      “I’d warned you before that there would be consequences for your actions, especially when it came to escaping me. The last time, I threw you in the hole for a few days, but I don’t have one of those here, not that you’d actually learned your lesson.”

      “I’ll go back to my room and stay there,” I offered, and he growled.

      “You’re a beautiful, fucking liar.”

      I hadn’t actually given him any reason to trust me to this point, so it wasn’t surprising that he didn’t right now.

      “Who should pay for what you’ve done?” he asked me, and I began trembling.

      “I came out here on my own.”

      “Should it be your baby sister, or perhaps one of your brothers? I could take one of them out each time you defy me.”

      “Noooo,” I cried out. “Punish me. It’s my fault and mine alone.”

      “You’re wrong about that, Valenzia.”

      Before I could ask him what he meant, a gunshot pierced the air, and as I looked straight ahead, Peter fell face-first to the ground. Luca had just shot him in the head, and judging by the lifelessness of the kid’s body, it’d been a fatal shot.

      I screamed in that moment until a large hand covered my mouth. I tried wriggling free, but his grip just tightened. “From here on out, someone else will die each time you display flagrant disobedience toward me. I’ll not tolerate disrespect from my men, so I certainly won’t from you. There’s no way to escape me, Valenzia. Only through death, and until I get what I want from you, I’m afraid others will have to die for your decisions.”

      It'd almost been like a game up until this point, but I knew he was right. Luca would murder anyone that stood between him and what he truly wanted, which wasn’t me. He wanted to bring my father to his knees, and possibly my mother, but when he released his hold on me, I was the one that fell to mine instead.
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      Sometimes, one had to make an example, and as Valenzia collapsed to her knees, I stood right there as I looked over at Rossi. “Get rid of him.”

      Not only did Rossi grab Peter’s lifeless body to dispose of it, the other men jumped in to help, and soon there was no one left outside but Valenzia and me. I looked down where she still sat on the ground, and her small body trembled as she sobbed openly. There was no remorse on my end, but I knew there was on hers.

      I didn’t understand why she constantly wanted to test me. I’d been very patient with her up until this point because I did understand what it was like to have your entire life ripped out from under you. What it was like to have your existence be a lie. Most of all, I knew what it was like having to constantly be on guard just to survive.

      There were more than the Vaccaros itching to take me out, and in an even more ruthless manner than that of which I did to Peter. Others in Sicily had benefitted from the fall of the Catalanos, and they weren’t so eager to see me appear on the scene.

      Like me, Valenzia had never really understood who her parents were, or the lengths they’d gone to in order to survive, like I was now trying to do now. She’d have to learn quickly, so today would be one of those lessons. Hopefully, it would be one she took to heart.

      “I’ve now killed for you once,” I told her, smirking, as her murderous gaze turned to mine. “And I’ll do it again because I’ll slay anyone who tries to take away what’s mine.”

      “He wasn’t taking away anything,” she bemoaned, and I shrugged.

      “He allowed you to leave the house which could’ve resulted in your demise in a couple of different ways.”

      “He didn’t allow anything,” she told me and scrambled back onto her feet. Once she was toe to toe with me, I had to resist the urge to pull her against me. “I left on my own.”

      “Which was a very stupid mistake. There are consequences and repercussions for our actions, Valenzia.”

      “You didn’t have to kill him,” she said angrily as she pushed her finger against my chest.

      “I know what you’re doing,” I remarked.

      “What the fuck do you think you know?”

      She was spitting mad at this point, and I’d never seen her look more beautiful. Our conversations had been a mixed bag since we’d first met, but she was actually showing emotion right now which was a hell of a lot sexier than resignation. It still wasn’t the obedience or submission I wanted, but there was time.  At least she was showing signs of life, even if it’d only been after I’d taken the life of another.

      “You know there’s no life for you away from me, so you’re baiting me in hopes that I end yours for you.” I reached out and grabbed her chin before pulling her face roughly to mine. “Tough fucking luck. You and I are going to be together forever.”

      “Please,” she pleaded, although she didn’t say for what.

      “Please what, Valenzia? Please kiss you?” She shook her head at that. “Please take you in my arms and tell you that everything will be alright?” Again, her head moved from side to side in response. “Or, maybe it’s something much different. I think you want me to fuck you where we stand.”

      I’d expected her to shake her head again, but instead, she smacked me. The sting spread across my cheek and the upper part of my jawline. As she raised her hand in anger once more, this time, I grabbed it, then pinned it behind her.

      Valenzia’s chest shook with both fury and adrenaline, and as the first few drops of rain fell from the sky, I finally spun her around. There was a picnic table right next to her, and in seconds, I had her bent over it. She was squirming as she tried to fight me off, even as I grabbed her free hand and held it in place with her other.

      “You’re evil,” she told me, exasperated.

      She was heaving. I was a bit breathless myself, but growing harder by the second. The slow drizzle of rain was quickly turning heavier, especially as vicious flashes of lightning raced against the darkening skies. I should bring her in, but in that moment, I could only think about one thing.

      Keeping both of her hands pinned with one of mine, I used the other to tug down her shorts. Her panties were no match for me as I tore them away, then pressed her more firmly against the concrete. I’d just murdered a man in cold blood in front of Valenzia, who was still nearly a virgin. And now, I was about to fuck her like a common squillo in the middle of a thunderstorm.

      None of that made a damn bit of difference to me. I quickly unbuttoned and unzipped my pants, then wedged her thighs apart with my leg. “I guess I am a monster,” I told her seconds before I thrust into her.

      She cried out, and the sound made my cock swell even more. I loved the violence of a hard fuck, and as she pushed back each time I withdrew, I knew she did, too. “Such a dirty little puttana, Valenzia.”

      “F-fuck you,” she managed to get out as I slammed into her.

      “You never have to ask me to do that,” I told her, and she grunted out something as I settled into a rhythm. She couldn’t move or do anything other than take what I was giving her. And she knew it. Her hands grew still until I finally released them.

      I then grabbed her by the throat, yanking her body upward. With my free hand, I raised one leg onto the table, then picked back up where I had just left off. From this angle, I could go deeper inside of her, and I did. Each time I slammed into her, her pussy would tighten down around me. If fucking her would keep feeling this damn good, it’d quickly become my favorite new pastime.

      “So fucking tight...fucking hot...fucking good...” I nibbled on her earlobe. A quick turn was all it took for me to position her head where I needed it. As my hand tightened around her throat, I cut off the rest of her breath by fusing my mouth to hers.

      Thunder continued booming overhead, and the rain was now coming down in sheets. The glass door opened, then shut right away as whoever it was saw what I was doing. Deciding to taunt Valenzia more, I ripped my mouth from hers, but kept her face turned away from the glass.

      “They know, Valenzia. Every man on this property knows how fucking good you feel right now. They’re watching me split this tight pussy wide open, all wishing that one day they’ll get their chance with you, too.” Her eyes widened, and I smirked. “They never will because I’ll kill any man who even dreams of touching what’s mine.”

      “I’m not yours,” she managed to ground out between gritted teeth.

      “You’re not only lying to me, but you’re lying to yourself. No other man has ever made this pussy come, and no one else will ever get the chance, either.”

      She started to struggle, and I released her throat from my grip, then pushed her chest back against the table. Her face was turned so I could see the pain and pleasure this position brought her, and it made me want to come even more.

      “You’ve saved yourself all of these years, then begged me to take you. Your body knows what I already do. It knows that I own you.” Leaning down, I whispered, “Come for me, mia amata. Give me what’s mine.”

      She choked back a sob, but her body obeyed me. When she came, it was a thing of beauty in appearances and feel. Her pussy was now clamped so tightly around my cock that it made it hard to continue, but I did eventually ride her right into another orgasm. I was nearly about to come myself, but this time it wouldn’t be inside of her. Pulling out, I stepped back abruptly and she nearly tumbled to the ground below.

       I caught Valenzia, helping her onto her knees, then grabbed my cock in my hand. Roughly, I began to jerk myself until that feeling from a moment ago returned. When it did, I guided my shaft to her lips. She didn’t want to open, but when I fisted a handful of her wet hair and yanked, her mouth parted. I threw my head back as I came inside her mouth and onto her lips and chin. When done, I released her hair, then stumbled backward.

      Valenzia was visibly shaken, but then her tongue darted out, and she collected my cum on the tip, then drew it inside of her mouth. When her eyes met mine, there was defiance burning inside of them, and after pulling her onto her feet, she took a step until her ass hit the table.

      I reached down and lifted her up onto it, then spread her thighs wide open. Seconds later, I thrust back into her, and her eyes never left mine as I fucked her. This time, I didn’t last nearly as long, but right before I came, she did too, and I drove into her until her pussy had wrung every drop from me.

      “You are the devil,” she finally said, then wiped at her lips and mouth, before pushing me away. From there, I watched as she raced toward the house, only moving from my spot when she made it safely inside of it.

      “We finally agree on something.”
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      It’d been two straight weeks since Luca had killed Peter right in front of my eyes. His face constantly haunted my dreams, and each night, I had done something different, but he still ended up dead. It made for fitful sleep which caused me to walk around pretty much in a zombie-like state during the day. I barely ate anything, only doing the bare minimum so he wouldn’t assume the chef had done something wrong and kill him as well.

      Fear had now replaced my despair, and I knew Luca was feeding off of it. The way his gaze would penetrate through the haze surrounding me when I’d catch him staring at me made me think he could see straight into my soul. I remembered Mama mentioning my father doing something similar to her, but our situations were so much different.

      At least my mother had an inkling about the world she was getting herself mixed up in, even if not by choice. She then openly embraced it, and as she tried to get revenge against my grandfather, she taunted my father until he gave her what they both wanted. I suppose in a way, I taunted Luca, but did I really want him and the violent way he’d fucked me afterward?

      My mother had been in love with my father, but I couldn’t stand Luca. It wasn’t the same, even if he did make me feel alive for possibly the first time in my entire life. If only I hadn’t been so blind to what it was my parents did for a living, then I might not have ended up in this predicament.

      You certainly wouldn’t have gone into the lion’s lair looking for him.

      And I wouldn’t have. After reading the diary and confronting my mother, I would’ve taken my ass back to Milan and been living life on my terms and not those of a deranged madman. Could he be anything but one if he truly thought it wise to go up against Nazario fucking Vaccaro. I knew his reputation now, and through the eyes and mouths of the men who worked for Luca. I’d hear the way they’d all discuss things. The doors might be closed, but that barrier did little to hide the sounds behind them.

      The very thought of them hearing me climax brought mortification to me, but I never seemed to give a fuck when with him. It was only afterward when regret and self-loathing would kick in. Luca had been right. The night I’d lost my virginity, I’d actually given it to him. I technically threw it at him and begged him to take it, which he did. I’d been doing well to hold him off until that point, but even I knew I wouldn’t have been able to do it longer had I have bothered trying. He was too much of something, but the words seemed to evade me.

      A sigh escaped me as I pressed my face against the cool, wet window pane. It was dry inside this house, but I desperately wanted fresh air. The thunderstorms lately had been vicious, however, and had kept me sidelined for the last fifteen days. It was strangely ironic how mundane I’d considered my life back at school compared to now. Back then, I’d almost wished for excitement. Now, I was simply left dreaming of those boring days and nights.

      Yesterday, there’d even been a tornado in the area, but of course it missed this place completely. A true fortress, I now understood why it was constructed with concrete and steel. It was more than simply a design choice, but an architectural one as well. And there was more. I could tell from Luca’s accent that he wasn’t born here in Italy, although he did speak fluent Italian. The Americanized roots of his were not only in his voice, but the design of this place.

      I wished I could learn more about where he’d been raised, but neither Luca, nor his men, would allow me to even look at a cellphone or laptop. As such, I was basically stuck wringing my hands day in and day out. Sometimes, I would actually wonder if falling to my death that day wouldn’t have been better than this prison I found myself in.

      It might’ve saved Peter’s life, if nothing else. I’d been wrong that day, though. I’d waited until the kid let his guard down, then reacted with no care for those around me. Luca mentioned something about repercussions, and I was starting to think Mother Nature agreed.

      “You would have to take his side,” I said out loud to myself.

      The constant rain and storms had at least made it appear that way, and I could almost picture the deceitful bitch smiling as she continued to display her wrath. Besides having no electronics, Luca hadn’t even sprung for a television set. I’d never been one to binge watch shows or movies, but even that would’ve been a step up over this.

      At night, Luca would take me to bed and for a few orgasms, I could think of nothing. The man had a hold on me I would’ve never thought possible. Was it simply because of my inexperience? Or was he being truthful when he told me that he could read my body and knew what I needed.

      “Am I so transparent?” I’d asked him just last night.

      “You’re like glass, Valenzia. Easily seen through yet fragile at the same time.”

      “And these are things you like?” I’d asked, genuinely curious.

      He’d simply smirked, then flipped me underneath him. “Absolutely,” he’d said. “I like to see what my touch does to you moments before it breaks you.”

      Before I could ask him what he’d meant, he’d brought me so swiftly to an orgasm, and all was forgotten after that.

      “Lady Vaccaro,” Ernesto said, and I turned toward the man.

      He was one of Luca’s closest friends, and probably the one I’d become the closest to as well. “Yes.”

      “I hate seeing you look so sad all the time. Don Catalano doesn’t like it either,” he told me, and I scoffed.

      “Doubtful, as he is the reason I’m here.”

      “That wasn’t what I meant, but I’ll tell you something. Come close.”

      I wasn’t sure if this was some sort of trick or not, but in the off chance he wanted to actually say something that might not be heard by everyone else, I did as he asked.

      “You and Lady Spataro look so much alike that if you weren’t mother and daughter, I’d swear you were twins.”

      I’d always known I had my mother’s looks, outside of her eyes. We were both tall, curvaceous, and had the same dark mane of hair. My optical defect was where the physical similarities ended. “I’m not my mother.”

      “Don Catalano knows that. When he arrived in Palermo from America, he had a picture of her on his desk. He’d stare at it with such hatred, but not the one he has of you. When he saw your photograph for the first time, he’d replaced hers with yours, and the way he looks at you is much different. He’s very fond of you, and–”

      “So fond of me that he keeps me locked away after he’d kidnapped me. We both know why I’m here, and it’s simply to lure my father out so he can kill him.”

      Ernesto’s expression softened. “He wants much more than that with you. We both know it.”

      “Yes, and he’ll have to carry me kicking and screaming if he ever expects me to accompany him down the aisle.”

      “I don’t think that’ll be a difficult task for him. After all, he carries you that way to his chambers.” Heat bloomed in my cheeks, and I had no idea how to respond. He added, “I’m just saying not to judge Don Catalano too harshly. There’s much you don’t know.”

      He turned and started to walk away, only stopping when I called out to him. “Ernesto, what does that mean?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve already told you too much. Just remember what I said.”

      I turned back to the watery view outside. I wasn’t surprised Luca was keeping things from me. Everyone had done it my entire life.
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      I hated having to leave Valenzia in Messina, although she was not alone. She was with some of my most trusted men, and ones that wouldn’t allow themselves to get careless around her. Since Peter’s demise, my fiancée had seemingly accepted her fate, so this impromptu trip didn’t worry me as much when it came to her.

      Word was that after Vinnie and Olar were found murdered and the stolen drug shipment went missing. Nazario Vaccaro had been behind it. That had turned out to be wrong. My men, while foolish, had managed to stash the majority of the drugs in the coastal city of Bari, before showing off around town with the drugs they’d stolen.

      Losing a small amount of cocaine as opposed to kilograms of it was better than nothing, and a gamble I’d take every day. This particular shipment would’ve netted millions of dollars, and that’d been another reason I’d been so pissed about it going missing. I’m sure Vaccaro was equally as pissed, but his daughter’s kidnapping had taken priority for him. I had the girls, and once I arrived in Bari, I’d have the drugs, too.

      “Life sure as hell just keeps getting better,” I told Rossi as we headed to the pier.

      “This has been the perfect time to strike. I didn’t know your father or uncles, but I know they would’ve been pleased with all that you’ve done.”

      It did really suck not having ever met any of them. While I understood that my mother thought she’d been doing the right thing, she hadn’t. In addition to keeping me from Andrea, she also never dated herself, so I’d lost out on having any father figure in my life.

      She did the best she could with what she had. I was so angry at my mother, but I still loved her. Despite not having a father, she’d provided me with everything I’d needed growing up. Well, everything but the truth. I suppose she’d always known I would find out about it one day, or why else would she have kept those entries all those years.

      She had to have known I would eventually find and read them, just as Vinnie and Olar had to have known I would stumble across the drugs, too. Thankfully, they’d had the foresight to offload them at a safe house before going out to party with the small amount they’d stashed.

      “You’re going to bring the Catalano name back into infamy,” Rossi added, and I grinned at that.

      “The Catalanos return and the Vaccaros disappear. If that’s not poetic justice, I don’t know what is,” I replied. “You’re sure the drugs are ours?”

      “Yes, Vinnie’s sister has been watching over them. She’d only recently remembered who else he’d been working with, and that was when she’d called us.”

      “I’m surprised she isn’t asking for a cut in return for giving them up.”

      “Eh,” Rossi said. “She seemed very scared, and I suspect she’s ready to return to a normal life like Val. A normal life.”

      I scowled at the mention of my fiancée. Her life as she once knew it was over. Even if she somehow managed to escape me and go back to her world as a Vaccaro, she knew and had seen too much to ever shrug it off and pretend it didn’t exist. I’d been in a similar state once I’d found out what my elders had done for a living. I’d already been here, and instead of being appalled, I decided to right a wrong done to them many decades ago.

      I’d once thought about getting vengeance, then going back to a normal life, but I’ve now seen and done too much for that to ever be possible. This world was the only one I fit in anymore, and the same would be true for Valenzia as well. Only, she hadn’t yet accepted it, but she would. Her only chance at survival was me, and I’d protect her with my life, if needed.

      “Normalcy is vastly overrated,” I remarked, and the other man chuckled.

      “That it is. She’s very eager for us to get these drugs, nonetheless.”

      “And I’m more than happy to oblige,” I told him as I turned onto the street where she was.

      I’d already sent a crew of men, including Giovanni, there to secure the premises. They’d retrieved the drugs already and were busy loading them onto another boat which would ship the drugs to Turkey versus Greece. I wouldn’t put it past Vaccaro to have men waiting in Athens which was the most logical place to offload the shipment.

      I was trying to build a name and reputation for myself, because power wasn’t simply handed over to me because of my heritage.  It was something I had to work for, as had my family generations ago. Even the Vaccaros had once started with nothing, yet still built an empire. The only difference was that Nazario had been born into a very successful organization, and had been able to learn everything at a very young age.

      “We’re here,” Rossi said, and as I looked through the tinted car window, I saw four of my men standing outside.

      After a short conversation, I walked through the front door. The place was modest, but that had probably aided the deceased in hiding the drugs for as long as they had. I looked over at the woman currently sitting there with her head bowed as she nervously wrung her hands.

      “Ana,” I said, and she raised her head. “My condolences for your brother.”

      “Grazie,” she said, before rising. “I would’ve called sooner, but it wasn’t until I’d heard of my brother’s death that I remembered the name of who he worked for. I did call straight away, though,” she told me, as if she was trying to convince me.

      “I’ve no doubt that you did the right thing once able, and I want to compensate you for it.” I then pulled out my wallet and produced a stack of bills. I wasn’t even sure how many lira it was, but I handed it to her anyway. “I’d like for you to have this.”

      She seemed shocked at first, but then she took it and quickly stuffed it into her pocket. “Don Catalano.”

      “What is it?”

      She moved closer to me, and once within inches of me, she lowered one of the straps to her shirt and smiled up at me. “I’m very thankful for all that you’ve given me and my family. If there’s anything else you’d like to take from...”

      Her voice trailed off as she lowered the other strap, then pushed her tank top over her bare breasts. Her nipples were hard and dark, and I knew she meant for me to touch her. If that hadn’t been obvious enough, when I saw her hands go to her pants, I knew she was offering herself to me.

      Back in the day, I would’ve fucked her and had no qualms about it. Everything had changed now that I had Valenzia, though. I quickly covered her hands with one of mine. “I apologize for being so forward,” she told me, then quickly pulled her hands away. “You can take whatever you need from me. Wherever...”

      “If I wanted a puttana, I have several squillos on my estates. I appreciate you returning what is mine. If you’re still in a generous mood, my men would be happy to take turns pounding your pussy.”

      “But not you?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “As I’ve said, I have others back home.”

      And with that, I left. Rossi was the only one to leave with me, and we went straight to the harbor. A few of my other men were on the boat, and after I examined my shipment, I gave the okay to move out.

      Rossi and I stood on the pier until the vessel disappeared from view. After, he drove me back to the airport where we boarded my Cessna. An hour later, we touched back down in Messina.

      My dick was hard now, and while Ana had not been enticing to me, I knew the woman I was headed home to see was. Some pussy was much needed but hers, and no one else’s. It’d been two days since I’d last fucked her, and tonight, I planned to make up for all of that lost time. According to Ernesto, she’d been on her very best behavior when I was gone, and as we pulled into the garage, it was time to reward her for it.
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      I looked up when the door slid open, but I didn’t make an attempt to move. Instead, I let out a soft sigh and stayed where I was. Luca came straight over to me and stood for a few long seconds before clearing his throat.

      "I know this isn't a lot of fun for you, Valenzia," he told me as he finally sat on the edge of the lounger I was reclining in.

      "Honestly, I'm just happy to get out of the house," I responded, and I was.

      The air was thick with salt, and the scent of the sea beat the clean scent inside. If I wasn't being held by a maniacal mobster and free to come and go as I chose, this house would’ve been absolutely perfect.

      But I was, and this man not only refused to let me go, but he expected me to submit to his ridiculous demands. It was all barbaric, and something our ancestors would've dealt with. Not in these days, though. With the mafia, I’d come to realize that normal no longer existed. It was a kill or be killed world, and one had to stay ruthless or they’d be taken out by those waiting in the shadows to claim it all.

      I jumped involuntarily as he picked my bare feet up and placed them onto his lap. His thumb leisurely swept over my skin, and I couldn't help but shiver.

      "So, why did you not have a boyfriend at the university?"

      I glanced at him, and my heart somersaulted in my chest. The man was so damn gorgeous, but also tired. I could see it in the dark shadows under his eyes, and while I doubted he actually wanted to hear about my non-existent social life in Milan, he did ask and this was the most relaxed I’d seen him since the night we'd first met.

      "You know my father."

      "Somewhat," he responded while continuing to stroke my feet. "What does he have to do with your being a virgin?"

      I was sure he already knew, but again, I decided to humor him. "I used to wonder why the boys would be interested one second, then flee the next. It was like as soon as they heard my last name, they were gone. While I’d never known everything about my father's reputation, others evidently did, and no one wanted to get into his crosshairs."

      "I wouldn't say no one," he told me, smirking slightly.

      "You're..." I paused to stop myself from saying something I might regret later. This man was arrogant enough. He certainly didn’t need me adding to it by praising him in any way.

      "I'm what?" he asked, this time picking up one of my feet as he started to massage it.

      "You're much older," I finally said.

      "By about eight years. You make it sound like I'm ancient."

      A giggle escaped me before I could stop it, but I sobered up immediately. "I just meant that you're more experienced than the kids there."

      "They are children, and you need a real man," he said, and I rolled my eyes.

      I couldn't argue with his masculinity, and as I stared at him, I was drawn to the sharpness of his jaw as well as his dark curls which were longer in the front. He also had smoldering eyes, and as they bore down on me, I shivered.

      "Is there something on your mind, Valenzia?"

      I quickly shook my head, then thought better of it and contradicted myself. "You know what my first time was like and with who. What was yours like? Where were you? Did you love her?"

      "Very curious tonight, I see. That's a lot of questions, none of which matter or make a difference with us."

      "I know," I told him. "You just know so much about me, and I know nothing about you except for your name and what it means."

      "What does it mean?"

      "That you're a mobster here in Sicily, and a one-time enemy of my family."

      "One-time?" he asked, then chuckled. "I can definitely assure you that our rivalry isn’t past tense."

      "Duly noted. I'm just curious about you."

      I didn't think he’d actually answer me, judging by the silence that followed. Eventually, he did clear his throat and switched from one foot of mine to the other.

      "I was about fifteen, and it happened at a party. I don't remember a whole lot except that I was wasted along with the other kids."

      "Who was she?" I asked and ignored the unfamiliar pang of what could only be described as jealousy at the very idea of Luca being with someone like he'd been with me.

      He shrugged. "I actually don't even remember her name. I was drunk, and it was over so quickly. I don't even know if I knew her before the party, or if we'd just met there."

      "That's terrible to not remember."

      "I only remember the things which are important to me."

      I chewed on my bottom lip for a few seconds, before responding, "I think I'll remember who my first time was with."

      He stopped stroking my foot, then grinned knowingly at me. "Your first lover is your only, and it will be your last, too." I didn't say anything to that, and he added, "You're mine, so this thing between us is forever."

      That word cracked like a whip in the silence around us. Before I could say anything else or react, Luca pushed my feet off of him, then he kneeled over my body as he reached behind me. When he lowered the back of the chair, I fell flat. My breath left me in a whoosh as his weight partially settled atop me.

      Breathing and everything else was forgotten as he toyed lazily with the buttons on the long sleeve shirt of his that I was wearing. It'd been days since he'd last touched me, and while I should've been looking for a way out of this place, I knew that was futile. A man had already lost his life, and he hadn't done a thing to deserve it. Still, he paid, and I wouldn't subject anyone else to the same fate.

      Luca might be a monster, but in moments like this, I could actually fool myself into believing we could have something normal. It didn't matter that he’d only chosen me because of who I was. I stupidly focused on the fact that he’d wanted me and more than once unlike his first lover. A sense of pride filled me at that, and when he managed to get the shirt completely open, he flicked his thumb over one of my nipples.

      "Don't overanalyze this, Valenzia. Close your eyes and just feel."

      I should've gone inside. Just because he’d kidnapped me and planned to keep me here until one or both of us were dead, I didn't have to enjoy it so much.

      But I was, and my whimper when he lowered his head to my nipple and clamped down on me with his teeth was proof enough. I closed my eyes like he’d asked and tried not to wonder how many times he'd done this with other women. Any of them were probably more experienced than me and could bring him pleasure in ways I didn’t even know.

      "Ow," I suddenly cried out when he pinched one nipple and bit the other. "That fucking hurt!"

      He raised his head but still kept my other nipple pinched between his fingers. "You're not following my command."

      "I am," I swore. "Or I was."

      "Liar," he told me, delivering a hard swat to my breasts. "I know you were in your head, and exactly what you were thinking about."

      "You do?" I asked. "What was it then?"
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      Valenzia could never fool me, not in the beginning, and certainly not now. Since she was still waiting on me to answer her, I sat back and pulled her legs onto me.

      “You’re starting to like me,” I began, and she huffed. “Deny it all you like, but I see the way your eyes light up when I walk into the room.”

      “You need to have your eyes checked,” she retorted sassily.

      “Or maybe I just need to find a new way to get you to tell me the truth.”

      “W-what way do you usually get others to confess their darkest sins?”

      I grinned wickedly at her. “Normally via torture.”

      Surprisingly, she seemed interested. “What kind of torture?”

      I never discussed business with her, and I knew that her parents never had, either. She was curious. It was human nature. It wasn’t as I could tell her something that would make her flee. She was starting to accept we were in this thing together, so anything I told her was simply to appease her curiosity.

      “Waterboarding...sensory depravation...fire...and mostly violent things.”

      Her breath hitched. “And you do those things yourself?”

      “Usually, but sometimes, I send my men.”

      She squirmed slightly, and when I looked down, I could see how she was trying to rub her thighs together. Somehow or another, all this talk was arousing her.

      “You didn’t torture Peter.”

      “He didn’t need to suffer, Valenzia,” I said before spreading her legs wide apart. I stared down at her panties which were practically soaked. “You did.”

      She tensed up, but as I moved back on the lounger, I held her legs wide open. She cautiously watched me move back toward her again. This time, I stopped mid-thigh and began to kiss along hers.

      Valenzia let out a moan that was so soft, it was as if it was a whisper. Silence blanketed us, so I could hear it clearly. The wind was barely blowing through the trees, and the air was sticky with humidity. Not as wet as she was about to be, but unpleasant enough, anyway. It had nothing on a bayou afternoon in the summer back in Louisiana, though.

      I kissed my way up one thigh, then down the other before slowly pushing her panties apart with my fingers. I wanted to rip these off of her, but her clothing was already minimal and I had no idea when I could make it into the city with her to buy more. Forcing myself to restrain, I slowly lowered one side of them, then nipped at the flesh I uncovered.

      “Luca,” she breathed, and I loved hearing my name fall from her lips.

      This woman was absolutely perfect for me. I didn’t need Ana or any other squillo. Even had I not needed Valenzia for other purposes, I could imagine feeling the exact same way about her as I did now. Only, what was it I felt. Most of the time, I didn’t even know.

      There was a natural possessiveness which stayed with me whether lying in bed with one another, or sitting across the room, and with each day we’d spent together, it grew deeper. I could never let her go. I lusted for this woman like none other. Just thinking about her perfect body carrying a son for me was an image I focused on often. It was all I’d wanted since making this life my own.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful,” I told her as I finished removing her panties, then tossed them aside.

      Returning to her, I settled back into position. I started once more with nipping at the soft flesh of her upper thighs, before using two fingers to spread her lips apart. Once I did, I stared down at her perfection, before running my tongue through her slit.

      Valenzia shifted and immediately grabbed my head with her hand. She dug her nails into my scalp as I teased her entrance with my tongue, before thrusting it inside of her.

      “Luca,” she cried out once more.

      I spent the next several minutes licking, nibbling, and kissing almost every inch of her sweet pussy. She was close to coming, and I wanted to taste it on my tongue, so I focused my attention on her clit as I slid three fingers inside of her. She rode both them and my face, as she tried to take what I was holding back.

      “Why are you making me suffer now?” she asked, and I chuckled.

      If she thought this was torture, she’d be mistaken. While I’d never treat her the way I had to treat my enemies, I could still make her suffer in so many ways. A part of me wanted to keep her hovering on the edge until I broke her, but I’d spent so much time holding her together, that I caved.

      For the first time in my life when it came to anything, I considered her needs over mine. I began to drive my fingers into her, then curled them in just the right spot. Seconds later, she cried out something incoherently as she came, and I quickly replaced my fingers with my mouth.

      I lapped up every drop I could before rocking backward. I stood up abruptly, removing my clothes, then swept her up into my arms. I then took my place where she had just been, and as I held her, I raised the back of the chair so I would be in a partially seated position.

      “Since you’re so damn greedy, take what you need of me, mia amata.”

      She always smiled at the endearment, and one I’d come to realize was true. Valenzia was a lot of things, and my beloved was at the top of that list. Because of her relative inexperience, she didn’t really know what I wanted. I helped her get into position, and as she slowly sank down on my cock, we groaned out loud.

      “That’s it. Ride me to an orgasm.”

      Her eyes locked in on mine, and I held her gaze as she slowly raised herself up, then sank back down again. My hands went to her hips, but I didn’t attempt to help her at all. She repeated her earlier actions a few times, and I saw the moment it all started to make sense to her.

      I had to remember that she was indeed a virgin when we’d first made love. At the time, I’d thought it was just sex, but nothing was casual when it came to her. She enchanted me in ways that no one else ever had, as well as challenged me the same, too. Valenzia had worked her way into my heart, and I realized I wanted her for more than vengeance or an heir. I wanted her for her.

      I closed my eyes and focused solely on how good she felt wrapped around me. Valenzia was a quick study. I was about to climax. While I could let her continue, I needed to control my own, so I held her to me, then raised up onto my feet.

      She slipped, but we stayed intimately joined. Pinning her against the stucco, I took over, and it wasn’t long before we both climaxed at the same time.

      “Luca,” she cried out.

      “Valenzia,” I rasped before burying my head against her neck.

      We stood like that for several seconds, and the only sounds I could hear was the blood racing in my ears and her heavy breathing as she tried to catch her breath. Eventually, I raised my head.

      Her eyes were closed, and there was a look of pure contentment on her face. God, she was so beautiful.

      “Look at me,” I whispered, and those lashes raised on command. One hazel. One brown. 

      I stroked her cheek as I stared into them, not looking away until she asked, “What have you done to me?”

      “I’ve ruined you for all others,” I answered truthfully. “And that’s nothing more than what you’ve done to me. I’m ruined, too. There will always, only be, you.”
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      The things this man said to me still stayed with me a few days later. His praise and possessiveness made me feel wanted for the first time. At school, I’d watched other girls as they’d dated their way through our class. The parties...late nights...walks hand in hand...dates together. I’d become a bit jealous as was natural in that situation, but also sad that no one had wanted me in that sort of way.

      I knew it couldn’t have been because of my looks. Letty would tell me all the time how gorgeous I was, and since I looked so much like my mother, I never doubted her. After all, Viviana Vaccaro was breathtaking. Laurenza was as well.  She tended to favor Papa more in her looks, but she also had the attention I’d once craved from other boys.

      Boys. Luca had often mentioned the difference between him and them was that he was a man. I’d have to be blind to not notice that. He was the tall, dark, sex-on-a-stick hero from every one of those smutty romance novels I’d read in the past, but he was also dangerous. He oozed sex appeal, and everything from his large muscles and broad shoulders to his deep, raspy voice which still gave me goosebumps to this day.

      He's also a cold-blooded killer who wants to take out my parents.

      God, what a tangled web this was.

      I should hate him, and I suspected that I did deep inside, but I was also growing more infatuated with him. This had to be some twisted form of Stockholm Syndrome. But it could also very well be love. Or lust. Or something else entirely different.

      All I knew was that no one could’ve made a second of this captivity tolerable but him. And the ways that he did it made me sigh out loud. I brought my hands to my aching breasts. Luca definitely loved this part of me, and from his constant pinching and biting of them, they stayed sore.

      I ignored it as I squeezed them like he would, only much gentler. My head fell back against the chair as I continued to touch myself.

      I want Luca.

      Even thinking it sounded preposterous, but it was the truth. It had been a few nights since he’d last touched me, and I needed some relief. He was away at the moment, so he’d never even know. I could picture him while touching myself, and with any luck, give myself a much needed orgasm.

      I decided to go ahead with it, and after repositioning myself on the recliner, I had one leg up. It allowed me to slip my hand inside of my panties and my fingers inside of me. I arched upward and began to penetrate myself deeper. I started with two, then added another, but quickly grew frustrated. I needed more than what I could give myself.

      “Ugh,” I groaned but refused to give up.

      So caught in the moment, I hadn’t heard the door open or close, only realizing I wasn’t alone when a dark shadow fell over me. My guilty eyes flew up to his, and I could see him watching me with rapt fascination. I went to pull my hand away, but he stopped me.

      “Are you thinking of me as you finger that tight pussy?” he asked, knowing exactly what I’d been doing and who I’d been thinking of.

      “And if I was?”

      “You’re not ready to come yet,” he said as if making a casual observation.

      “My fingers are not nearly as long and thick as yours, either,” I said, not hiding anything back from him. “Had these have been yours, this chair would be soaked.”

      “Is that so?” he asked as he came closer to me.

      “Y-yes,” I said. This was unchartered territory for me.

      He didn’t attempt to remove his clothes, and with me being as horny as I was at the moment, I would’ve thought he would’ve had his clothes off at warped speed. A few insecurities crept into my head, but I refused to give them a second thought.

      “Get on your knees, then spread your legs,” he told me, and I eagerly did as he asked.

      Two fingers skated over my flesh, before he slipped just his fingertips under the waistband of my panties. Back and forth...back and forth... He moved his fingers in motion a few times before I felt the slight sting when he tore them from me.

      A fresh gush of moisture pooled in my groin, and I was already getting turned on by something so simple. “Look at me,” he ordered.

      He weaved his hand through my hair, wrapping a large swath of it around his wrist and pulling hard. The pain from my scalp shot straight to my clit, and his eyes darkened at my whimper.

      His free hand went back between my legs, and I clutched the arms of the recliner. I was wet, having managed to do that much on my own, but the moment he inserted three fingers inside of me, I nearly came. I needed just a bit more, and he knew it.

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t prepared to give it. As his grip tightened enough to bring tears to my eyes, those wicked fingers of his worked their magic. I was full enough with three of them, but when he added a fourth, I felt every inch of them. Greedily, I tried clamping down around them as he leisurely fucked me, and just when I was about to beg him for more, the heavy sound of a knock at the door stopped us both.

      “What is it?” he asked the intruder.

      His voice sounded so casual, and I knew it was intentional. Luca knew I needed to come, and he was deliberately holding me off from doing so.

      “Don Catalano, there’s an issue in Palermo I need to discuss with you.”

      Salvador. I glared at the door, especially when the grip on my hair loosened, and those tangled locks fell down my back once more. Luca removed his fingers as well, and I collapsed back onto the chair.

      “I’ll be downstairs in a minute,” he told the man, then turned to me. “Keep your hands away from what’s mine. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      I wanted to tell him I wasn’t one of his men that he could boss around, but I knew any relief would need to come via him, because my fingers weren’t enough. With any luck, I would have his cock inside of me soon, so I nodded in agreement and pouted. I might listen to him on this, but it sure as hell didn’t mean I had to be happy about it.

      Luca left the room, and I stayed in the same spot. Now that the urgency I was feeling in the moment was dissipating, Salvador’s words echoed in my head. I had no idea if this meant we would be returning to Palermo or not. Or, whether it had something to do with my father. I knew Luca had sent Papa pictures of me as well as whatever threats or demands he had. He intended to draw him out so he could ambush him. I wished I could relay a message to my father, but I couldn’t. Whatever was meant to happen would, and there was little I could do about it here.

      Salvador’s voice was also very concerned. I’d not heard him that worried in quite some time which automatically meant it included my father. I couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to know that one man had single-handedly taken out my entire family, but if Luca had his wish, it was something I’d find out for myself soon.

      The door reopened before I could lose myself in my thoughts, and I looked over at Luca as he went to the closet and pulled out a bag. He began tossing items into it. Finally, he turned to me and I could see the regret etched across his tense features.

      “I need to fly out to Palermo tonight.”

      “I can get my stuff packed,” I told him as I went to get up from the chair, but he moved over to stop me.

      “You’re going to stay here. The flight isn’t long. I’ll return for you soon.”

      “Is this thing you have to take care of named Nazario?”

      His expression softened as he reached down to stroke my cheek. “I know this is difficult for you to understand, Valenzia. Your father’s done very bad things that he must answer for. He’d nearly destroyed my entire bloodline, but instead of me enacting an eye for an eye and do the same to yours, I intend to take him out solely, sparing the rest of you which was more than he’d done for my elders.”

      “T-there’s got to be a different way. Maybe you and—"

      “This isn’t up for negotiation. It’s a promise I made and must uphold. It’s not the only promise I’ve made.”

      “What’s the other?” I asked.

      He grinned and pulled me upward by the neck. He wasn’t squeezing, but my breath still caught in my throat. He slipped his other hand back between my legs, and just like that, he picked up where he’d left off and it was as if he had never stopped in the first place.

      “Your body knows who owns it,” he told me. “You’re not going to be a Vaccaro for much longer. Your body knows what your heart and mind soon will, and that is that you’re a Catalano. Your loyalty is to me, yes?”

      I wanted to tell him I would always be a Vaccaro whether he married me or not, but he was so damned skilled with his fingers that all I could do was ride them toward the promise of pleasure only he could provide. And that he did with a single twist of his wrist. As I opened my mouth, only one word came out. 

      “Yes,” I cried a nanosecond before I shattered.

      I gripped his large biceps tightly as wave after wave pulled me back under his spell. This man could play me so easily, almost like a violin, knowing exactly what to say and do to pluck my strings.

      Luca eventually groaned, and as he did, I felt the immediate loss of his fingers as he removed them from me. He then sucked them into his mouth. His tongue, which I also craved against my flesh, wrapped around each one before he licked them dry.

       “I don’t want you to go.”

      “Believe me, I’d much rather stay here with you, but I have business that needs to be taken care of first.”

      Something about this felt off to me, and I couldn’t pinpoint why. It likely had a lot to do with the fact that I knew nothing of his plan. My father was very resourceful and had likely thwarted many enemies over the years. The man in front of me reminded me a bit of my brothers when it came to his impetuous streak.

      “I don’t have a good feeling about this. Please don’t go tonight.”

      He extended his hand out to me. I accepted it and was quickly pulled to my feet. “Everything’s going to be fine, mia amata. There’s no need to worry about me.”

      “I can’t help it,” I replied, and mouthed a single word when he tipped my chin up. “Please.”

      He leaned in and pressed his mouth to mine. A sob escaped my lips as he gripped the back of my head so tenderly. My lips parted without persuasion, and he took what I offered. He thrust his tongue inside, allowing me to taste myself on it. He kissed me for a few seconds, then pulled away.

      “Go to sleep, Valenzia. By the time you awaken, I’ll be back and ready to fuck you in our bed until daylight.”

      I didn’t believe him for some reason, but I nodded anyway as he left the room.
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      I hated to leave Valenzia tonight, but with the information my men had just given me, I couldn’t not act on it. She’d been very aroused, her pussy so wet and needy for me. There was only one thing I’d rather do outside of fucking her, and that was taking out her father. That particular task was the only thing that would get me out of the house at this hour. It was something I’d been waiting over five years to do. Tonight, Nazario Vaccaro would die, or I would go down trying.

      As I drove to the air strip, something seemed off, and not just with the intel I’d received. Valenzia was uncharacteristically wanton. After finding out she’d been a virgin our first time, I’d done my best to ease her into sex. Never in all this time since had she been a siren, and it was either all coincidental, or she actually suspected something.

      I realized pretty quickly that she’d acted this way before we’d even been interrupted. I’d been knuckles deep into getting her off, fully prepared to strip us both naked afterward when there’d been a knock on the door. Valenzia had no access to the outside world, so there was no way for her to know anything about where I was headed, or why.

      “If not her, then why does this seem off?”

      “What’s worrying you, Don Catalano?” Rossi asked me.

      I couldn’t really put my finger on it, so I shrugged. “It just seems too simple. I never thought Nazario would make it so easy for me to capture him.”

      “He’s also getting old, and you do have his beautiful daughter in your possession. He’s probably distracted, and we both know that often leads to carelessness.”

      “I suppose,” I told him, although deep down, something still wasn’t sitting right.

      My men had advised that Vaccaro was in Palermo asking around for me.

      “We can always wait until daybreak and see where he goes next,” Rossi suggested, but I shook my head.

      “No, we’ll do this tonight. The sooner I can eliminate him from this earth, the sooner I can fully reclaim all that has been taken from my family. I plan to announce my arrival in grand fashion, and Valenzia will be on my arm for all of it. She’ll give me the sons needed to extend my bloodline, and I’ll have something to pass down to them when I’m gone.”

      “Nazario’s gone into Madame Isa’s home alone, and there is no mention of his men being present. If there was ever a time to ambush him, it’s now.”

      “I know,” I replied, although there were still lingering doubts.

      “You’re doing the right thing. We’ll watch over Lady Vaccaro, and all will be well this time tomorrow.”

      “Yes, because Nazario Vaccaro will die tonight.”

      We arrived at the airfield, and there seemed to be more people around than usual for this time of night. I walked over to my Cessna 172 Skyhawk.

      The plane had been fueled, and the maintenance done, but I still liked to look over things myself. Maybe I was just being paranoid, or overly obsessive about safety, but I’d learned how to do this in flight school, and I’d been double-checking behind my crew ever since. When satisfied that everything looked to be in order, I turned to Rossi.

      “Let Vito know I’ll be touching down in a few hours. Have him ready and waiting with a vehicle for me.”

      “You don’t plan to go after Vaccaro on your own, do you?”

      “Of course I do. This mission is not only personal, but critical to our resurgence.”

      “I wish you would reconsider—"

      “I call the shots,” I reminded him, knowing it was all I needed to say. No one wanted to become the next Peter and be made an example of. “Watch over Valenzia, and don’t tell her anything about this trip.”

      “We won’t.”

      It was as natural for me to be in the cockpit as it was for me to be behind the wheel of a car. Flying a plane was like second nature to me, and it wasn’t long before the tower cleared me for takeoff. A few minutes later, I’d ascended to my flying height.

      I headed toward Palermo and what would be my greatest moment. Unlike the others that worked for me, I refused to even think about this mission going awry. There was so much on the line for me which meant there was no room for failure.

      I had Valenzia, and for the first time tonight, I felt as if she’d truly accepted her place in my life. I’d been dreaming of the moment when she would look at me as her husband and not as her captor. I never minded the fear she sometimes exhibited, but I much more enjoyed fucking her when she was as pliant as she’d been earlier. It’d been the closest she had come to begging me to fuck her since the night she’d handed her virginity to me.

      She’d been untouched which was more than I ever could’ve dreamed about. Not only was she stunningly beautiful, but she was passionate, smart, and a little too headstrong at times, but I enjoyed a challenge, and she would offer me those over our lifetime together.

      A grin crept across my face as I remembered her on that chair straining toward me as she needed what only I could give her. I’d promised her I’d be back later tonight, and it was a promise I intended to keep. First, I needed to kill her father. As my thoughts turned to Nazario, I remembered what Rossi had said about his location. I circled back to Viviana, and something began creeping up inside of me.

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” I said aloud as I realized he was with a paid puttana which was not something he’d ever have to do. As infatuated as I was with Valenzia, I knew the other man was with his wife. “Son of a bitch,” I cursed as the truth dawned on me.

      Nazario wasn’t there, but he’d wanted me to think he was. When I arrived, I knew I’d be ambushed, and it’d be like thirty years ago. The night he’d taken out the last three members of my family had been the darkest one in our history. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of reliving it. I wasn’t going to play into his hands, basically walking right into my own death trap.

      I picked up my cellphone placed a call to Salvador. “It’s a set-up.”

      “What?” he asked.

      “Nazario isn’t where Vito said he is. If so, he sure as fuck isn’t there alone.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Intuition. It’s not all, either,” I told him.

      “You’re worrying me, Don Catalano. What has you spooked?”

      I didn’t know how to explain it, but even at the airfield, there’d been an unusually weird amount of people. I was being watched, and I now suspected I was being tracked, too.

      “Call Rossi and tell him to stay away from the house.”

      “Where should he go?”

      “He can drive around in circles. Just tell him not to go back to the house. Call him now.”

      I hung up so he could do exactly that. Nazario thought he was smart, but I was smarter. He thought he was strong, but he’d see that I was stronger. I might not have grown up in this world, but it was mine for the taking, and I finally had everything I could’ve wanted except his blood on my hands. His time was coming, and when it happened, he’d be the one playing into my hands.

      A small flash of something caught my attention, and I leaned forward, trying to figure it out. It wasn’t lightning or a bird.

      Something was jetting straight toward me. It was a drone, and it was moving fast, maneuvering expertly through the sky. Light from my wing gave just enough illumination for me to make out the body of the drone…along with something else. Something that made a frisson of terror course through me. A master of explosives, the drone was likely carrying something which would blow this small aircraft to smithereens. Putting the jet on autopilot, I geared up. As I lowered the altitude and veered out of the way, the object followed me, seemingly gaining speed.

      “Cazzo!”

      I placed another call, this time to Ernesto. “My plane’s about to go down.”

      “Now’s not the time for jokes, Don Catalano. What do you mean?”

      “Vaccaro. He put out that information to lure me onto the plane. I suspect he’d even had men at the hangar.”

      “I think your paranoia is getting the best of you. What makes you think–”

      “There’s a fucking bomb coming right toward me. I–”

      I gripped the cellphone tightly in my hands as the next few seconds went by in a blur. I jumped from my seat and went to the door, but as I opened it, the reality of the situation hit me. This could possibly be it for me. I had no time to truly ready myself.

      “Don Catalano...Luca...”

      He was calling out to me just as a buzzing filled my ears. I didn’t know if it was the combination of panic and adrenaline inside of me, or if the noise was coming from whatever it was that I had seen. Everything faded away as a large explosion pierced the night sky.
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      I’d parachuted to safety onto a canopy of trees, but the damn thing caught on one of them, and I heard the tear. Not far from me, the downed plane was nothing more than a fireball in the forest. If I didn’t get myself down from here soon, the whole tree would catch on fire, and Nazario would win after all.

      “Cazzo!” I said out loud, then yanked roughly on the parachute.

      I had to do it a few times before I finally pulled it free, but that came at a price. The branch I was using for leverage gave out, and I tumbled helplessly to the ground. After landing with a hard thud, I grimaced in pain. The fall had not only wounded my pride, but my ribs and hip as well.

      I rolled over and saw blood on the sharp rock jutting out from the ground. I brought my hand to my shirt, and it was wet and sticky when I’d pulled it back. This was good, and would work in my favor. I had a plan, and I just needed to make sure my men followed it to the letter. If not, this was all for nothing.

      I tore what was left of the ripped T-shirt off of me and dabbed it against my bleeding side. Thankfully, it looked like I had avoided the worst of it. If I had stayed on the plane, I would’ve been nothing but burning flesh on the forest floor. I could still see the aircraft, but I was far enough away from it now. Still, I needed to gain some distance in case the brush ignited.

      I hiked away from there for several more minutes knowing I’d gone far enough because I could barely smell the smoke and fuel combination anymore. I then pulled out my cellphone, willing it to work. I dialed a number and sighed in relief when it started to ring.

      “Don Catalano,” Ernesto answered. “Thank fuck. What happened out there?”

      “Keep your voice down, and make sure you don’t address me by name again. Understood?”

      “Yes,” he answered.

      “The plane has gone down, and I’m not that far out from the airport. I’ll send you my coordinates, then I want you to have a car brought to me.”

      “Anything,” he quickly replied.

      “And I need you to keep my rescue to yourself. In fact, I need the others,” I said, not having to indicate men because he would know who I was talking about, “to believe I’ve perished in the crash.”

      “Everyone?” Ernesto asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Even Lady Vaccaro?”

      “Especially her. I need everyone to believe I’m dead, including her. Word will then be put out that I’ve perished in a plane crash, which won’t be hard to fake. The damn thing is a burning heap of rubble at the moment, and I’ve left my bloodied shirt there to be found.”

      “Are you sure that this is how you want to proceed? We can send word to Palermo that you perished without–”

      “No, I need the others to feel my death in their bones, especially when telling those in Palermo. Once Vaccaro investigates and hears that I’m dead, he’ll make a move toward Valenzia. He wants his daughter, so he’ll come for her. We only have to set the trap and wait for the prey.”

      Nothing I’d done at this point had drawn Nazario Vaccaro out into the open, but if he thought his daughter was alone with my men, he would move heaven and earth to get to her. After all, everything he’d done up to this point had been to get her back. He would play into my hands, then we’d ambush him.

      Valenzia would see her father dead at my hands, and this chapter of our lives would be over. Once her father was no longer out there to rescue her, she would be able to accept what fate had handed her, and she’d be mine for eternity.

      “Send me the coordinates when you get where you’re going, then I’ll come out to get you,” Ernesto said.

      “Grazie,” I replied, then disconnected the call.

      I’d mapped out the terrain for this wilderness and had studied it a lot over the years. I used my cellphone as a compass and headed in the direction of a clearing where I could hide until my ride arrived. From there, I would go to the safe house I had in Taormina where I’d allow word of my demise to reach its intended targets, then later return to Messina to put the final phase of this plan into action.

      I could only imagine how upset Valenzia would be. She’d begged me not to leave tonight as she’d had a bad feeling about it. The very fact that she’d cared enough to protect me only proved that my plan had been right all along. She liked me. Our marriage could be a happy one, and not simply one of convenience.

      I enjoyed the time I’d spent with her. Over the course of the last few weeks, there’d been some harrowing moments, but then some of complete normalcy that I’d almost felt like the man I’d left behind in America. I’d had no axes to grind in Louisiana and had been simply free to live my life. I’d have that again, but only once Nazario was dead and gone.

      I continued hiking toward the road, but each step was getting harder. My side was still bleeding, and I could feel the warmth of my blood seeping into the jeans. There was a bigger picture, so I powered through, and eventually reached the area I sought. I then sent Ernesto a text message.

      There was a large group of boulders, and using them as a chair, I stayed seated for the next thirty minutes until I saw Ernesto’s dark car slowly creeping down the road. When it was close enough for me to recognize him, I got up and stepped out onto the side of the road. The vehicle came to a stop, and the man leaned across the front seat and opened the door.

      “No one suspects a thing, right?”

      “No, after the first call, I told them your plane went down. I’ll simply tell them that I went in search of you, so it won’t be a complete lie–”

      “Let’s just call it an untruth,” I told him, then leaned back and winced.

      “You’re hurt, Don Catalano. I have a medic friend in Taormina who could take a look at you.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll be fine.  I just need to rest. In a few days’ time, we’ll make our move.”

      “And this can finally be over.”

      “It definitely will,” I told him, then let the seat back and laid down until we reached the small house on the sea.

      Ernesto helped me out of the car, and once we got inside the house, I realized the pain was more from the bruised ribs and muscle than the actual wound. It looked more like a scrape, but nothing that would even require stitches. I declined Ernesto’s help, then sent him on his way. Once he left, I grabbed the bottle of whiskey and took it to the bed.

      I also went in search of a towel and alcohol. I grimaced more than once as I doused the open wound with the clear liquid. The cuts were deep enough to necessitate stitches, but I had nothing at my disposal. I used the large gauze pads and tape to cover it.

      I then tore the top off of the bottle as I settled onto the bed. Anger filled me knowing I had to spend the next several days here instead of at either of my homes. I was supposed to be fucking my fiancée right now, but plans changed, though. When I did have her back in my arms, I’d make sure our reunion was explosive.
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      Morning crept up on me quickly, especially seeing as I’d been up most of the night, tossing and turning in our large bed. Something seemed off to me, but I couldn’t really figure out what. Luca had basically admitted that the one drawing him to Palermo was my father, and while his career had been a mystery to me up until now, this didn’t seem par for the course. It was entirely possible that he could try to lure Luca somewhere where he’d be ambushed and killed, but that didn’t seem to be his style, either.

      I’d read Mama’s diaries including the parts where she’d talked about how my father had struck the Catalanos. There was no elaborate plot, just as there wouldn’t be now. My father would simply come in with either guns blazing or bombs blasting. He would take out Luca without even leaving a trail.

      Somehow, something was different about this. Luca appeared to be reacting to something my father would never do. Or would he? I didn’t know, but I was terrified. In fact, whether it was tonight, or another, no matter who won this battle, I would lose.

      How do I choose between my father and a man I have begrudgingly come to care very much about?

      I’d forced my eyes to stay closed, and eventually, I did find some rest. Now, as sunlight streamed in through my windows, I realized one thing. Luca had promised me he would be back and before sunrise, yet his side of the bed was cold and empty.

      Where are you?

      I rolled over onto his side and touched the pillow. It had not even the slightest indention in it because he’d not been here to sleep. I sat up, drawing the sheet to my neck. There was nothing of his in the room to even indicate he’d returned. It was possible that he’d come home, but saw me sleeping and was just allowing me to rest. Even so, there would be some sign of that, and there was none.

      Maybe, he’d decided to stay in Palermo. He did have a place there, and I was sure other business to tend to. Some of his men had come with us to Messina, but a larger portion was still back there. Deciding it was just that and not something worse, I dropped the sheet and got out of bed.

      The feeling of dread stayed with me as I showered. After as I dried and brushed my hair, I still tried to remain optimistic. Last night, I’d been silly. What kind of intuition did I really have? If I could truly detect or sense danger, I would’ve never allowed myself to get caught in the web I had. He was simply spending more time than planned back in Palermo, but he’d be back here soon.

      We could then make love in the daylight. Where I used to be more self-conscious, he refused to let me dwell on a single insecurity when with him. He was always quick to praise me, and it made me a lot more confident for the first time in my life. No, I would happily spend the afternoon in bed with him.

      He’ll make me forget all of this foolish nervousness.

      And he would. The man could make me forget almost anything. Well aware of his methods, I decided to go downstairs for breakfast. I’d need to keep my energy up. I finished getting dressed, then descended the modern stairwell. When I reached the bottom, the men were all huddled together, and one or two seemed overly emotional.

      “Good morning,” I said, trying to appear cheerful even as the inescapable dread resurfaced and threatened to pull me under.

      “Lady Vaccaro,” Ernesto said, and while he normally greeted me the same way each morning, there was something different in his voice on this particular one.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “I need you to sit down,” he told me, and I nervously moved to one of the chairs, but didn’t sit.

       “I would rather stand. Where’s Luca?” Salvador’s head was hung low, and I thought I saw his shoulders shake. I turned from him to Ernesto. “The whole lot of you are acting weird. Has Luca come home yet?”

      Surely, they were just weary about how to tell me my father had died. I’d always loved my father, and the very thought of him not being here on this earth was hard to accept. I’d not only grieve for myself, but for my mother and siblings, too.

      “Is he dead? My father?”

      “No, but he will be. I swear it on my life, and I’ll write it with my blood,” Salvador swore vehemently when he raised his head. I could see the tears in his eyes, and it made me wobble clumsily on my feet.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “Lady Vaccaro, I really think you need to sit,” Ernesto urged.

      “You’re scaring me,” I whispered to him when he approached me. “Where’s Luca?”

      “There’s been an accident–”

      “Accident,” I repeated, suddenly clutching the chair to hold myself upright. “What kind of accident? Is he okay?”

      “His plane went down. I have men en route to canvas the area and recover his–”

      “Noooo,” I said, pushing him away as he tried to pull me close.

      Tears welled in my eyes, and I couldn’t believe I was actually crying over the man who’d kidnapped me and turned my life upside down...the man who had stolen my innocence...a cold-blooded killer...but also the man who had captured and stolen my heart, before leaving me all alone.

       “You’re lying,” I told him, even though I could see the expressions on the other faces and knew deep down it was true. “This can’t be.”

      “It is, and if you’ll allow me to get you something, Lady Vaccaro, I–”

      “Go away. All of you fucking leave me alone!” They hesitated, so I yelled, “Now. Go!”

      They scurried out, and I staggered over to the closest fixture which so happened to be a large bookcase. On it, there were books I knew nothing about, along with a few model planes and other souvenirs I assumed he’d collected over the years. There were also some men in one photograph, all who heavily favored Luca, including the one in the center of the four.

      Beside it sat another frame, and in it was a photograph of Luca. It couldn’t have been taken more than a few months ago, possibly around the time that we’d first met. I picked it up, then ran my fingers over the metallic knives that lined the frame. Eventually, I rubbed my thumb over his face, never imagining I wouldn’t see it again.

      “Luca,” I cried out, before the frame fell from my shaky hands. When it landed on the floor, I ignored the shattering of glass.

      I could sense the others watching me, so I forced my legs to move and hurried back to the stairwell. It took everything inside of me to race up, but I did, and when I reached our bedroom and slammed the door closed, I fell to my knees. The knife in my chest from earlier twisted, its blade cutting me deep.

      Agonizing sobs began spilling from me, one after another until it hurt like hell to even breathe. I hyperventilated, before finally regulating the deep, hurtful breaths. Once I’d calmed myself down, I curled up in a ball right there on the floor and finished crying for a man I’d never see again.

      I had no idea how long I’d stayed like that, but eventually, I rose back to my feet. A hollowness filled me, and I suspected it would be an emptiness which would stay with me for a long time, possibly even forever. My knees were still wobbly, but I managed to stumble over to the chair, immediately remembering the night before.

      “You made a promise to me, but you lied,” I said out loud. He had. “I begged you not to go, but you told me everything would be fine.”

      This impossibly infuriating man had lulled me into believing we had some sort of future together. I’d actually even started to come to terms with my own father’s demise, and for what? My thoughts now turned to Papa, and I knew this was all his doing.

      When he’d killed the other Catalanos, my mother had been upset, but she wasn’t in love with any of them. I was hopelessly in love with Luca, but now he was gone, and I had nothing. What kind of life would I lead without...

      Knowing I had nothing here, there was no reason why I couldn’t return back to my previously scheduled life. Sure, it would seem like an empty existence, but the same way I’d fallen in love with Luca, I knew I would with someone else. This time, I would make sure they were far removed from this fucking world. I would also cut off my parents, and...

      And what?

      I had no idea, but any answers I sought wouldn’t be found in this place. I grabbed my bag out of the closet and hastily stuffed what little belongings I had inside of it. The most important item had always been my mother’s diary, and I made sure it was safely packed inside. I gathered everything else and also stuck a photograph of Luca inside. Once done, I took a last look at the room before heading to the door.

      A few minutes later, I was back downstairs. When Salvador saw my bag, he frowned.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Lady Vaccaro?”

      “Home,” I answered, squaring my shoulders.

      “You can’t leave,” Ernesto told me.

      “And why the hell not?”

      I didn’t even bother hiding the irritation in my voice. I needed to channel something other than grief and despair, knowing I would only ever really be able to do that when I was far away from this place, and anything or anyone that reminded me of him.

      “You can’t leave. We don’t know what Don Catalano’s plans were for you.”

      “That’s easy,” I told them. “He’d planned to marry and impregnate me, neither of which he can do from the grave, so I’ll just be on my way now.”

      “No,” Ernesto said. “You need to stay here for a few more days until we can figure everything out.”

      “You can’t stop me from leaving. If I want–”

      Salvador produced a gun, along with rope and something that resembled duct tape. “Don’t make us restrain you, Lady Vaccaro. Go upstairs and wait this out on your own, or else we’ll have to resort to other means.”

      He didn’t need to tell me what those were. I remembered the prison cell I’d been in last time when in Palermo, and I wasn’t keen on figuring out where he kept prisoners when here. I was stuck.

      “You can’t keep me here forever,” I huffed, then went back upstairs.
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      It’d been a few days and with Salvador and Ernesto not letting me leave this place, I was a prisoner once again, only this time there was no threat of the warden because he was dead. No more tears came upon thinking that because I’d cried myself out since the moment I’d heard the news about Luca.

      All I could remember were the moments we’d spent together. Sure, there had been some very trying ones, but there were others when I felt as if I was with the man himself and not the mafia boss he had been. I’d let my guard down, just as I’d always done with my parents, but unlike them, he didn’t have nine lives.

      Are you responsible? Did you take down his plane, Papa?

      A part of me didn’t want to believe it, but a larger part kept reminding myself that it was not only possible, but likely. My father knew Luca had me, and what he’d done to me. It’d be enough to make anyone see red, including a man my mother used to tease about his short temper.

      “I don’t have a short temper,” he would say. “I just have no tolerance for dumb shit.”

      I had no idea where Luca’s actions fell on that scale, but I knew my father would kill him when given the chance. I knew it, yet I’d convinced myself I would be able to bring both men together.

      “I’m fucking stupid,” I said out loud as I got up and started to pace around the bedroom I’d once shared with Luca.

      Since the plane crash, I’d not been able to sleep in this room at all, and had resorted back to the one I’d been put in upon arrival.  There was nothing here but memories, some good and some bad, but memories nonetheless. Not wanting to dwell on those, I finally left the room and went downstairs.

      Several of Luca’s men were there, and I could see the pain etched across all of their faces. Despite his reputation, those around Luca respected and adored him. When I thought back to those fixtures from my childhood, I could now see the difference. The men around my parents were more loyal out of fear than love. Ernesto, Salvador, and all the others weren’t the only ones that had loved Luca.

      God help me, but I’d loved a Catalano, too.

      I almost expected an errant bolt of lightning to strike me for even thinking something so crazy, only it wasn’t. Some might even say it was Stockholm’s Syndrome, but I knew better, and I know he knew better, too.

      Rossi flashed an empathetic look at me, then the men huddled back together. I didn’t want to disturb them, so I returned upstairs to the bedroom I’d shared with Luca. The bed hadn’t been slept on in days, the blanket cool to the touch. There wasn’t a single indention on the pillow, or wrinkle on the comforter. Everything was immaculate, just as he’d preferred.

      I needed to muss it up, so I sent several of the small pillows scattering to the floor with a single swipe. The blanket came next, and I gripped it in my hand, remembering the last time I’d done the same thing. Luca had been deep inside of me, and I’d clawed at anything I could grab as he’d taken what he had needed from me.

      “You promised we would be together,” I said as if he had purposely lied to me.

      If I was being logical, I knew there was no way he’d ever anticipate his plane going down, but since he seemed to think of everything else, I was growing angrier at him for not considering the possibility.

      I’d begged him to stay because I just felt something was off. Little did I know that I’d been right. I would’ve given anything to take it all back. It wasn’t possible though so if I didn’t want to focus on the pain, I’d have to embrace my anger instead. And, I had plenty to be pissed off at him for.

      My mind went back to the first night when he’d awakened something inside of me as we’d danced at the masquerade party, then later once he’d kidnapped me and held me like he had that night. I’d forced myself to forget everything bad in between. The nights on the lanai...and in this very bed...and the other one...

      I screamed, then picked up the glass vase on the bedside table and threw it, not even realizing what it likely sounded like downstairs until the rush of footsteps filled my ears and the door swung open. Like a deer in the headlights, I froze, then Salvador flashed a weary smile at me.

      “Don Catalano would’ve hated seeing you so upset,” he told me.

      I honestly would get even angrier if it would’ve brought Luca back to punish me. “I guess it’s for the best that he’s gone.” The pain in my eyes were mirrored in his, and a slight twinge of regret filled me. “I’m sorry,” I finally added.

      “We’re all trying to come to terms with it, Lady Vaccaro. Please just give us time to figure out what needs to be done.”

      I flopped down onto the bed. “Fine.”

      “I’ll send someone up there to clean the glass–”

      “That won’t be necessary. I’ll clean it up myself.”

      “I don’t think you’re in the right frame of mind right–”

      “Please. It’ll help me take my mind off of everything.”

      “Very well. Please let me know if you change your mind,” he told me before exiting the room.

      I gave him a nod, and when the door closed behind him, I stood back up. Thankfully, it didn’t look like the vase had broken into too many pieces, so I carefully began to collecting what I could see, eventually finding a few shards wedged under the closet door. I was able to get out two or three of them, but the largest wouldn’t budge at all, so I crouched down and tried once more.

      Again, it was a futile effort, and I finally realized I’d need something to help me. Standing back up, I looked around the room, and noticed an umbrella off in the corner. I grabbed it, then returned to the closet. This time, I got on my knees as I tried to free the large chunk of glass. No matter how far I pushed the handle, or how hard I hit the broken piece, it was truly stuck. I kept trying, eventually hitting something hard.

      What the...?

      From what I knew, there were only shoes and clothes inside of this closet. I rose back to my feet, and after a few tries, I managed to get the door opened, despite the glass. I then went in search of what the handle had hit, eventually locating a box. After pulling it out, I realized it wasn’t locked, so I opened it, and when I peered inside, I saw a series of books. The writing was definitely that of a woman’s, and thankfully not my Mama’s. Not sure if it was a lover’s or what, I grabbed the first few books, and brought them back to the ransacked bed.

      I opened the first one and shook my head. It was crazy if true because it was yet another thing we’d shared. The handwriting was perfect cursive, and I quickly realized it was his mother as suspected. I started to read hoping it would shed some more light on who Luca was as a person. I flipped from page to page like I had done with my mother’s.

      
        
        Nonna has left this earth, and with her, she’s taken a part of me. Before she took her last few breaths, she made me promise to shelter Luca and never let him know of his heritage. She, along with Nonno, had given my babe their name, and they’ve given me everything else I’ll need to care for my child. Luca will never know the truth about himself. I’ll see to it. He’ll also never know how hard life can be...how violent...how short because I’ll keep him in my arms always and never let him go astray. Our life will never be perfect, but It’ll be full of love and kindness which are two things he would never have with those in Sicily.

      

      

      I’d always wondered when Luca had found out about being a Catalano, and it certainly wasn’t at birth. Like Mama, his mother had also kept things from him. It’d been a lot for me to accept at my age, and I wondered when it was that his perfect world had come crashing down around him.

      
        
        Luca’s become more curious about his father with every passing day. Since starting school, he’s consumed with trying to find out what his father did. I can never tell him the truth. I’ve prayed these days would never come, but they have, and I’m at a loss as to what to do. As if it was fate, I heard a rumble overhead, and when I looked up, I saw an airplane jetting across the blue skies. A pilot. It’s a respectable occupation and something that would bring pride to him instead of shame. I lied to my babe when he arrived home from school, but the happiness on his face was worth any additional "Hail Mary's" I’ll have to say. If only Nonna and Nonno could've seen the way his face lit up. He asked me to buy him a toy plane, so I did. He hasn't stopped playing with it since.

      

      

      Luca had been a certified pilot, and now I knew why. God, tears sprang to my eyes for the first time today as I pictured him as a boy telling the others what his father did for a living and wanting to emulate him. I had no idea if he even knew the man was dead at that point or not, but I could imagine his happiness which tore at my heartstrings.

      
        
        Luca’s getting older, and I can sense that he's restless. He’s obsessed with trying to make his father proud enough to come back to him. My heart shatters each time because no amount of pride will bring Andrea into his life. My ex-lover was killed, and by those wretched Vaccaros. I could tell him the truth, especially since there’s no other family for him to seek, but it’ll only prove I've been lying to him all of these years. I can't do it, as selfish as it is. This book is my confessional, and I only hope he understands the choices his mother made to keep him alive and well. By denying him his birthright, he’s balanced and well-adjusted to life in America. He’s just like all the other boys his age, only instead of bicycles and cars, he wants to fly planes. My heart continues to weep.

      

      

      Just imagining the drive inside of him to please the ghost of a man who didn’t exist was enough to nearly do me in. If I closed my eyes, I could see him sitting there as he played with toy planes and talked about becoming a pilot. Other kids would have wanted to be doctors, firefighters, teachers, mailmen, or even businessmen like I had thought Papa was. Never had either of us imagined the actual truth about our fathers until it was too late.

      
        
        Luca’s turned fifteen today, and for his birthday, I gifted him flying lessons. When he tore open the box, he practically ripped the envelope. Once he unveiled the contents, the joy on his face was what I live for. My son’s happy. He exudes light and kindness. He told me he’ll learn how to pilot a plane, then fly me around the city like I’d always wanted his father to do. I continue to let him live a lie, but his happiness over the untruth is all that matters to me. Luca’s determined to get his pilot license, and I know he will because he can do anything he sets his mind to. He’s so smart. His education comes via books and school though, and not the streets like his father’s. He looks so much like him though that sometimes my own heart skips a beat.

      

      

      It was almost laughable to think about Luca exuding those things, but I’d seen it recently. He hadn’t wanted me to, but like him, I saw more than he knew. Luca thought he’d had me all figured out, but I’d been slowly working on figuring him out, too. I’d never have the chance to continue now, but I could form my opinions through the eyes of the person who’d known him the best in his short lifetime.

      
        
        Graduation day arrived and while I’d expected him to tell me he was going to work for one of the major airlines, he surprised me after the ceremony. Luca wants to go to college and work with computers. He even told me that one day he’ll make enough money to buy his own small plane, then he'll be able to give me those flights he’d promised me. I told him all I want is his happiness because that's a gift enough. He smiled, and I swore it was like looking into Andrea's face. I shielded my pain from him as I've done his whole life. Tonight, I might just have to cry a little longer though. Andrea, our boy is a man now, and one that both of us could be proud of.

      

      

      I squeezed my eyes closed. To know that he’d read about how his mother had raised him with lie after lie made my heart break for him. I could only imagine how he’d felt when he’d gotten here to Sicily to find his family, only to come up empty.

      No, he had found something. He’d found the Vaccaros, and eventually he’d even found me. I was a spitting image of my mother, and she’d been mentioned very negatively in these diaries. His mother had hated mine, and it was obvious she thought Mama had stolen Andrea from her. For that, she took the child they’d created together and left.

      I couldn’t even fault her because reading Mama’s diaries, she’d done the same thing to Papa, only she ended up not being pregnant as she’d thought. She hadn’t known at the time, though. Andrea had tried killing her, so my father did the only thing he could which was take out the threat to her once and for all. It was what Luca had wanted to do for himself, and I was to have been a key piece in that.

      When had he decided to take his father’s life and make it his own? Was it something that had stayed with him since the first days of believing him to be a pilot? Or had it been when he stepped foot in Palermo after finding out everything his mother had kept from him?

      And he’d wanted a wife and kids, but not with anyone. He needed it to be with a Spataro because it was what his father had wanted. Even his own mother knew his father loved mine. Mama was now married, and to the man who’d killed his entire family, ending their dominance and everything else. With me, he could have those children his father truly wanted. He’d also wanted vengeance, but what would he gain? Did he hope his father would love him from the grave?

      It was all too crazy, especially seeing as I still wanted to give him those things. I’d fallen head over heels in love with Luca, but now it was too late. He’d once mentioned having ruined me which now seemed to have been an understatement. I sighed, then put the diaries back into the box and slid it back where it had been.

      I didn’t need to read anymore, so I walked over to the balcony. As I went to close the door, which was partially open, I stepped out onto it instead. Male voices sounded below, but only one in particular made me freeze.

      “Luca,” I whispered, then held my breath afraid it was just a figment of my imagination.
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      I scoured the various news sites across the country as they broadcasted not only the plane crash itself, but the demise of the pilot. I’d been hopeful that the investigators pouring over the crash site would believe I had died too, and it appeared I had set the scene correctly. The analysts threw phrases like “burned beyond recognition” to describe me, and I just hoped it’d be enough for Nazario to believe.

      I’d slept like the dead the night I’d first arrived at this house, and it’d been much needed. In the days that followed, I’d been much more rested and had come up with the plan of all plans. If Vaccaro believed me to be dead, he would be in desperation mode trying to find his daughter. Somehow or another, he’d tracked us to the Messina area, but he had no idea where we were.

      His men would still be crawling around that port town, and the neighboring ones as well looking for any sign of my men. He’d follow them back to the house where he would launch his own attack to get to Valenzia. He’d believe my men to be the obstacle, and looking past them as he so often did, he’d fall into the trap set for him, and I’d finally make him pay.

      “Angelo had been framed for a crime he didn’t commit, then sentenced to a brutal death sentence which he’d paid,” Salvador had told me when I’d been looking into the vendetta my family had with Valenzia’s.

      “Then why didn’t the others get revenge in his name? Why would they continue to let Stefano and Nazario Vaccaro off the hook?” I had asked him in response.

      “It’s a complicated story, but they’d believed they could get that vengeance without starting a war they were smart enough to know they wouldn’t win. If they’d gone after them with guns blazing, their demise would’ve come sooner than it had.”

      “So they’d pinned their hopes for a future on a puttana who’d allowed the men to treat her like a common squillo? And they’d not ever considered that their plan might backfire?”

      My father and uncles didn’t sound like the sharpest crayons in the fucking box, but they had their reasons and motives. Mine were more simple. I’d get payback for those years of war between the families, and the Catalanos would come out on top. It didn’t matter how big or small one’s army was, anyone could be taken down.

      “Hadn’t they ever heard the story of David and Goliath,” I’d asked but the man had simply shrugged.

      “Your father especially loved Viviana Spataro. I’d known him almost his entire life, and he’d never loved anyone like he’d loved her, not even your mother.”

      I knew the story about it, or at least my mother’s version of it. Her diaries were sometimes very clear on things, but also vague still on others. It was a stroke of luck on my part that I’d understood any of her scribblings. If I hadn’t found them, or understood them, I’d be back in New Orleans living a life meant for someone else. Something had always been missing for me. I’d never known what it was, but I did now.

      And it wasn’t even completely vengeance, but a partner in which to share my life. Valenzia had been basically shoved into my arms, but they had since tightened around her, and I wouldn’t let her go. Not to her father, and certainly not to death. I wanted to protect her, but my continued absence was only hurting her more.

      “Please let me tell Lady Vaccaro,” Ernesto had pleaded with me yesterday, and I had shot him down.

      “No, she has to believe I’ve perished.”

      “But why? You haven’t been here to see how torn up she is over it all. She’s in a lot of pain, and only you have the power to take it away from her,” he’d said.

      “And I will, but on my terms. Not hers...or yours...only mine.”

      No rest had come to me since. Every time I closed my eyes, all I could hear was Valenzia pleading with me to stay home instead of leaving. I’d assumed it was only because she knew I was going to take out her father, but Ernesto swore that she’d been in pieces since hearing the news.

      I’d already accepted that I loved her, and if nothing else, this assumed death of mine might make her realize the same thing. If her father was here himself and followed my men home before I could get there, she’d need to believe I was gone. The very idea of him taking my girl from me had me ready to see red.

      I’d never feel safe with her until the threat was eliminated, and this anger inside me only festered more the longer it took. The mission might’ve been completed, but it’d taken longer than anticipated because I underestimated Nazario. I’d get her back if taken, but I needed to play smart.

      It was the main reason she needed to mourn me. I used this time to formulate several plans, then the remaining to nurse my wounds. That was mostly accomplished with alcohol, and it didn’t even take all that much, considering I rarely ever drank.

      Tonight, I did plan to return home. Not only did my fiancée believe me to be dead, the other men did not know I was still alive, either. Ernesto had truly showed his loyalty throughout this situation, and his efforts wouldn’t go unrewarded. He didn’t agree with my motives or orders, but he’d followed them anyway like any good soldier would do.

      But he was a friend, and one whose alliance I had taken advantage of for far too long. Grabbing my cellphone, I dialed his number. “Ernesto,” I said as soon as he picked up. “I’m ready to return home.”

      “Does that mean I can let the others in on–”

      “No, I’ll see them soon enough. Just come and fetch me from this godforsaken place.”

      “I’ll be there soon.”

      I still had numerous bruises on my body, and the one cut had probably been deep enough for stitches, but I’d dealt with it this long, and didn’t intend to go in for them now. Ernesto had mentioned a medic, Nico, but I couldn’t risk anyone seeing me and blabbing to someone who might give my cover away. It was too risky, and not one I’d been tempted to take.

      When Ernesto pulled into the garage, I was waiting on him. “You look a lot better today than the other night,” the man stated when I slid into the passenger side seat of the car.

      Thankfully, this one also had dark tinted windows so no one would be able to see me on the fifty-kilometer drive back to Messina.

      “How are you feeling, Don Catalano?”

      “I’ve been better, but this is nothing compared to what Nazario Vaccaro is going to feel when his last breaths leave his worthless body.”

      “And you are sure this plan of yours is going to work?”

      “It has to,” I told him. “I’m giving up my safe place, and I don’t have another as secure as that one outside of Palermo. As you know, his men are crawling around the damn place like rats, so I can’t take Valenzia back there right now.”

      “Lady Vaccaro is getting increasingly more withdrawn. She’d barely eaten in days, and I’d only gotten her to eat a half plate of pasta today at lunch by telling her that I wouldn’t leave until she did.”

       “She’s a stubborn one for sure.”

      “You’ll have your hands full with her for years,” Ernesto said before barking out a laugh. “She’ll make a beautiful bride for you.”

      “That she will,” I agreed, and my thoughts soon turned to her.

      When she’d been in my dungeon, she’d also gone on a hunger strike of sorts. Back then, it had been out of defiance, whereas now, it was out of grief. All would be well soon once I arrived home and took her into my arms.

      The time apart might not have done her good, but it had me. I’d been very sore the night of the crash, but now I only had residual effects from it all. Word of my death had been her protection until such time when I was able to resume those duties myself. As I saw my house come into view, that time was now.

      Ernesto pulled straight into the garage, and I followed him inside. Several of my men were gathered around, and their simultaneous gasps made me smirk. “What doesn’t kill you, only makes you stronger,” I said to break the ice.

      Once they’d blinked a few times and realization that I was actually there set in, they rushed to greet me. Salvador was a bit more hesitant, and when he finally came over to me, he hugged me instead, causing me to wince.

      “Are you hurt, Don Catalano?” he asked me.

      I didn’t want Valenzia to happen upon me telling the men what had happened, so I motioned for them to follow me to the back. Once outside, I removed my T-shirt. “Nothing that time won’t heal.”

      The older man seemed relieved at that, and I knew my death had to have been hard on him. He’d witnessed two of the explosions of my elders, and he’d even told me about the post-traumatic effects he still suffered with from time to time. My supposed death had to have done the same.

      “I promise everything is okay. Hopefully, it’ll be even better in a night or two.”

      I began to explain what I’d come up with and the men all agreed that there was a certain genius to my plan. They would lure Nazario and his men here, and mine would pick them off one by one. They’d save Vaccaro for me, though, and everything I’d worked for over the last five years would be realized. The only obstacle was...

      “Luca.” I turned at the sound of her soft voice.

      My men moved off to the side, and the two of us stood where we were and stared at one another. She looked as if she had seen a ghost, her expression hauntingly familiar to that of her mother’s a few months earlier in Napoli.

      “Is it really you?” she asked when I finally stepped closer.

      “I’m here,” I told her as I reached out to stroke her cheek. “I’ll explain things to you in a bit. Why don’t you go back upstairs.”

      “I don’t want to leave you,” she told me, and as her eyes filled with tears, I looked behind her at the heated pool.

      “Go ahead and get inside the pool. I’ll join you soon.” She looked as if she wanted to protest, but I motioned to it. “Go on.”

      She walked over to the pool, and when she turned to me in question, I arched my brow. She turned away from me, and my cock hardened when she lost the robe. I couldn’t wait to get her into my arms, and I would as soon as I finished going over the rest of my plan with my men.

      Once she was fully into the pool, I turned to them. “Go and rest. We’re going to have a long night.”

      Once they left, I shrugged out of my clothing, then moved over to the pool to join Valenzia.
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      I stood frozen in place even after he’d told me to go into the pool. Honestly, I was too stunned to move because it seemed almost surreal to see Luca standing there. He was shirtless and appeared to have various bruises and cuts on him, but otherwise acting as if everything was normal. Maybe it was for him, but not for me. Things would never be the same for me again.

      For the last few nights, I’d agonized over all the things I’d never told him, and things I wished I would’ve told him. After reading his mother’s diary, I now knew that he hadn’t been born and raised in this life which somehow made his actions less atrocious. In a way, he was a lot like me; only he ran to and embraced this mob lifestyle when he’d found out about it, rather than what I’d planned to do.

      I’m a hypocrite.

      I was the worst kind too because I’d actually faulted him for trying to live the life he felt he was cheated of, only for me to rush off into the arms of trouble after reading my mother’s entries. In a way, the two of us were both looking for answers that our mothers had kept from us, only in different ways. How could I villainize him for something I’d done myself? I couldn’t, and I wouldn’t anymore.

      He arched his brow at me, and remembering his earlier command, I turned my back and removed the robe I had on, then hurried into the water before his men could see much of my nudity. I loved this pool and everything about this particular property. As the men’s hushed voices grew lower, I moved away from them and waded to the other end of the pool. From there, I looked out over the infinity edge at the sea in front of me.

      So many nights since I’d arrived in this place, I would stare out my window at the same view and pray for help to whatever God could hear me. After a while, I’d assumed they’d forsaken me, but maybe that hadn’t been the case at all. It wasn’t until I’d almost lost Luca that I realized how much I did love him. Sure, I wanted to choke him most days, but on others, I wanted to feel his strong arms wrapped around me. Despite the circumstances, being encased by them felt like home.

      Everything grew silent around me. I wanted to look over at the man I loved, but I was afraid if I did, then I’d realize it was nothing more than a mirage. It would be fate’s way of cruelly mocking me. I wouldn’t be able to survive that pain, so I minded my own business and looked straight ahead.

      I had no idea how long I’d stared out at the sea, but eventually, goosebumps raised on my flesh as a shadow covered mine. When he touched me, there was a sense of familiarity and warmth that I very much needed, so I leaned back against him. Luca was no longer wearing any clothes because I felt his cock pressed between us.

      “I’ve missed you,” he finally said, his warm breath sliding over my skin like the softest caress.

      “A-and I’ve missed you,” I stammered. A shiver washed over me, and I couldn’t help but tremble. “Please tell me you’re real,” I whispered aloud.

      His lips came down on my skin, and another shiver wracked me. I stood there, even as one hand wrapped around me and the other moved lower. He covered my breast with one, and slid the other down my belly. It quivered beneath his touch.

      “I’m real, Valenzia,” he told me, and a small sob escaped.

      I surprised us both when I broke out of his hold and turned around. When I did, our eyes met. “If you’re really real, then make love to me.”

      Something flashed in his eyes before he reached between us and in one quick motion, removed the only barrier between us. I only wanted and needed him in this moment.

      I’d deny this man nothing, including a house full of children if that was what he wanted. Needing to tell him so, I opened my mouth to speak, but he shook his head to silence me, then picked up my hand.

      He placed my palm flat against his chest. “Do you feel me breathing?”

      “Yes,” I murmured.

      “Good, because my every breath is for you, mia amata.”

      Heat bloomed in my chest at his praise. That particular endearment always seemed to make me melt, and it was no different right now.

      “And my heart,” he told me as he moved my hand slightly to the left. “It only beats for you.”

      Luca had never talked to me in this way before, and I was savoring every second of it. After feeling as if I’d lost him forever, this was better than any dream I could’ve ever had.

      He pulled my hand to his mouth, then kissed the top of it, before he moved both of his under the water. I raised my legs with little instruction from him. Dropping my hands behind me, I curled them over the infinity ledge.

      There was so much I wanted to say...so much I wanted to do. “Luca, I–”

      My words were cut short the moment he thrust into me. We groaned, and while I expected him to fuck me, he stopped once fully seated inside.

      “And feel my cock. It throbs only for you.”

      As I let out a sob, he withdrew slowly, and I hung on for dear life, not sure what he would do next. Nothing I could think of could describe the way he slid back inside of me at a leisure pace. The tension on his face was palpable...the restraint tightening his already rigid jawline even more.

      “I ache so goddamned badly for you, Valenzia.” I barely heard it as it seemed torn from him in a whispered rush. “I need you to tell me...”

      “Tell you what?” I asked when he didn’t finish whatever he’d been about to say.

      “Tell me that you feel it, too. You ache for me, too. Yes?”

      As he withdrew once more, I needed to admit what he likely already knew, and what I had known for some time. “I ache for you too, Luca. The pain. It all hurt so much. When I thought you had died, I...”

      I stopped as I was unable to go any farther. That was until he reached under my chin and raised my face so he could peer into eyes blurred by tears.

      “What did you do when you thought I had died?”

      We’d come this far, and life truly was fleeting. I wanted no misunderstandings between us, whether intentional or assumed.

      “I realized I would never get to tell you...” Again, I stopped as I was unable to say those three words out loud to the one person who needed to hear them the most.

      “Tell me what?”

      Another whimper slipped from my lips, but I finally composed myself the best that I could in this moment. Attempting to blink back my tears, I realized it was a futile effort, so I stopped trying. Looking into his dark gaze, I flashed him a watery smile.

      “I realized I would never get to tell you how much I love you.”

      He exhaled sharply. When he cupped my face between his palms and brought his lips to mine, I knew he felt it, too.

      “Ti amo anch'io, mia amata,” he rasped before slamming back into me.

      My lips were crushed beneath the onslaught of his, and as his tongue delved inside my mouth, he started to move. Our tongues dueled as he thrust into me over and over, each one reiterating how much he cared for me. I’d once dreamed of a love like this, only it wasn't like this. In my fairytale, the man would be someone my father would respect. Someone that he’d walk me down the aisle and give me away to.

      That could never happen with Luca because Papa hated him with a burning passion. If he knew what I was telling this man, he’d certainly either disown me or kill the man I loved. And God, I loved Luca. I wasn't sure when it had happened or how, but it did, and as he drove me to the brink of both madness and pleasure with his long, steady strokes, I chose my own happiness for the first time in my life.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, whimpering as he tore his mouth from mine. As I sucked in precious breaths of oxygen, he kissed his way down my throat, eventually burying his head in the crook between my neck and shoulder. His thrusts grew harder and more frenzied. I was about to come, and so was he. The pain deep in my chest threatened to overtake the pleasure that the rest of me felt, and I wouldn’t allow it. Not tonight, and certainly not right now.

      “Luca,” I cried out. “I still ache so much. Please take it all away.”

      I felt the hint of a smile against my skin, then he reached around me and pulled me even closer to him. From there, he began to drive into me with the same reckless abandon I’d always craved. It matched this moment perfectly. Our story perfectly. More tears sprang to my eyes, but I let them fall as I fell apart.

      Clutching the man I loved even tighter as he brought me to elevated heights of ecstasy, I let go as he sent me hurtling over the edge again. My climax was like a vicious wave, the power and strength of it pulling me deeper and deeper under the water. I cried out what came naturally to me.

      “Ti amo, Luca.” His name was drawn out as he began fucking me harder, this time not stopping until he had reached the same peak as me.

      My heart was racing, and it thundered in my ear with both the sound and force of a freight train. Luca had barreled his way into my life like one and left me broken in pieces on the tracks. But his reappearance and the news that he’d survived the plane crash began to mend those shattered pieces together.

      His low growl pierced through my thoughts, and I orgasmed again the moment he came inside of me. Like my own, his seemed to go on and on, and I took everything he had to give me. He kissed my chin...jaw...neck...nose...ear...and finally my mouth, stealing my breath.

      I clung to him until I couldn’t any longer, and as the emotional toll of this night came crashing down around me, I slipped into unconsciousness, later waking back up in bed alone. A pit formed in my stomach and only grew bigger as I scrambled upright, patting the spot in bed where he should’ve been. It was empty and cold. Maybe I truly imagined everything that had happened between us tonight.

      Luca then appeared in the doorway between the bedroom and bathroom, and I bolted out of bed. When I reached him, I began to touch him everywhere, despite  his chuckle. The adrenaline rushing through me started to settle, and I finally calmed down. Glancing up into his dark eyes, I could see the amusement in his as well as the affection he had for me.

      Although I was now melded tightly against him, I needed more. Feeling the cloth of the towel, I tore it from him. Nothing else needed to be said as he swept me up into his arms and carried me back to our bed.

      “I’m never leaving you again,” he told me as he stood there staring at me.

      “I’m still so scared,” I admitted, and he ran his hands through my hair.

      “There’s no reason to be scared anymore, Valenzia. I’ll always–”

      Before he could say anything else, I scrambled onto my knees and wrapped my hand around his cock. It was hard and warm to the touch, and the tip was already glistening with his arousal. I’d never done this to him before, but a sudden need took over, and I lowered my mouth to him.

      “Valenzia,” he rasped the moment I wrapped my lips around him.

      From there, I slowly took him to my throat. Luca loved every moment of it, and as I worked my confidence up, he continued to praise me. His words were like honey washing over me, and I saved every last one to me memory. His grip on my hair did eventually tighten, and I ceded all control to him as he began to fuck my mouth faster. The sounds he made, combined with mine were highly erotic, and knowing he was about to come, I remembered a poster Letty had hanging near her bed.

      ‘Spitters are quitters.’

      Keeping that in mind, I didn’t even try to pull away as he climaxed. Instead, I swallowed every drop I’d wrung from him before I finally pulled my head away from him. When he pushed me onto my back and spread my legs apart, I gave him what he was after.

      It wasn’t long before I was the one climaxing. His tongue and fingers had always been wicked, but I needed all of him. When he finally emerged from between my legs and licked my cum off of his lips, he settled back over me, and moments later, he was pushing back inside of me.

      He fucked me hard and fast, and other than his “mia amata” as he buried his head against my neck, there was none of the other gentleness he’d shown me at the pool. But it was perfect. As he came inside of me, I wrapped my arms and legs around him, intending to hold on to him forever.
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      Having escaped death should’ve made me feel invincible, especially since Nazario Vaccaro now thought me to be dead. He’d let his guard down as he came to get his daughter. Only, she wouldn’t be the only thing he found here. While I’d kept this home’s existence private since I’d purchased it five years ago, I needed to reveal its location to him. Once he came hoping to rescue Valenzia, my team would ambush him, and I could finally be rid of him once and for all. I’d vanquished the last demon of my elders and ride off into the proverbial sunset with the woman I loved.

      Tonight was a big night, though, so I needed to keep her occupied so she didn’t get in the way. I could’ve sent her away, or had her locked in a room, but things had changed between the two of us, and I didn’t want to go back to those earlier days filled with distrust. We were in love, and while she might have hated me at first, she would understand why I had to do what I was about to do.

      “Are you sure about this, Don Catalano?” Ernesto asked me.

      The others gathered around seemed to echo his concerns, and I chuckled wryly. “I’ve been waiting for this day for five years now, even though it feels more like my entire life. I’ve laid the bait. Once Nazario falls for it, we’ll take him out.”

      It sounded simple enough, and while nothing ever was in this world, I refused to entertain the idea of this going awry. I could lose my life, but I doubted the dozen or so men here would ever allow that to happen. They had the same loyalty to me that they had for my father and uncles.

      “The Catalanos will officially be reborn tonight. Go ahead and take your places.”

      All moved except Salvador, and I arched a brow at him. Before I could ask him why he hesitated, he said, “Things with you and Lady Vaccaro are good, yes?”

       “Very good. We’re going to be married very soon. She’ll grieve over her father privately, then take her rightful place in society at my side.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” he told me, and I scowled.

      “What are you getting at?”

      “She really loves you, Don Catalano. If you don’t feel the same way about her, then–”

      Before I could say anything or Salvador could finish, I heard the sound of gunshots as they rang out around me. Nazario was here, and as I often did, his men likely went before him. There was no telling whose blood was being spilled in this moment, but I straightened to full height and squared my shoulders.

      It’s showtime.

      Salvador raced to his post, and I stood alone in the backyard. My Glock was cocked and ready beside me on the table. It had four bullets in the chamber. I planned to pump each one into the man — one for my father, and the other three for my uncles. They’d finally be at peace as this game of deadly vengeance came to an end. 

      Despite the fact that I’d planned this out to the letter, there was still a bit of apprehension. Nazario had avoided every trap my elders had set for him over the years, and he could very well evade this one as well. In fact, he might’ve just sent his men here to retrieve Valenzia. I was a betting man, however, and as one, I knew he’d come to get his daughter himself.

      “He’s here, Don Catalano,” Ernesto said through the headset.

      “Take out anyone and everyone around him, but do not harm Vaccaro,” I ordered.

      I wanted to be the one to take him out. In fact, I needed to be.

      “What’s the situation out there?”

      “It’s not looking good. His men outnumbered us by nearly double, but we’ve got a handle on this. Just stay alert because Vaccaro is solo, and on his—Cazzo!”

      “What is it, Ernesto?” I asked, and when I heard a slew of curses, I knew it wasn’t good. “Ernesto. Answer me! Now! Ernesto!”

      “He’s been hit, and we can’t get to him,” Rossi whispered across the line.

      Rage and sadness filled me as one of my most trusted men was down, and without life-saving care, would likely die for me. Because of me. I scrubbed a hand down my face. I could sit here and wait like a sitting duck, or I could go try to save the life of a man who’d become family to me.

      After a few moments of hesitation, I reached for my weapon and fingered the trigger. A noise caught my attention, and I came face-to-face with my arch rival...my nemesis...the man I’d been led here to destroy once and for all. Nazario had his weapon trained on me, just as I now had mine pointed at him. This was personal for not just him, but for me.

      “I thought you were dead?” Nazario remarked, obviously having believed the story of my demise.

      “So, we finally meet,” I told him as I stepped into the light closer to him. “We’ve not been formerly introduced, so let me take a few seconds to do that. My name’s Luca Cat–”

      “I know who the hell you are. Where’s my daughter?”

      I smirked. “In my bed.” Nazario growled, but I ignored him. “I know it had to have eaten you alive to know my elders all took turns with your wife, and now, I have ruined your daughter. Poetic justice if I must say so myself.”
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      My dreams had been almost as good as reality.  I’d been smiling constantly since Luca returned home, even in my sleep. We’d confessed our love for one another, and I finally felt as if this thing between us would work. It’d kill my parents who would disown me, but fate was a powerful matchmaker, and we couldn’t choose which parts to trust and which to ignore.

      It didn’t matter that he was nearly eight years older than me, or that his elders had once been my family’s sworn enemies. He was the man I’d been meant to be with, and everything up to this point had been to lead us to this moment.

      In my dream, he confessed his love for me as he drove recklessly into me. I arched toward him, half expecting him to pull me into his arms, but when I reached for him, there was nothing but a warm spot in the bed beside me.

      I opened my eyes and although the room was dark, there were flashes of light illuminating the space. Luca had left me in our bed, but I could still see the indention of his head on the pillow, immediately remembering how he’d held me in his arms after taking me again after the pool.

      My body was sore in all the right places, and I was just about to close my eyes and wait for him to return, but the light and noise grew louder. At first it sounded a lot like fireworks, but then I quickly realized it was gunfire instead. I bolted upright, straining to hear where the noise was coming from.

      After throwing on a silk robe, I moved to the window. Luca was in a defensive stance as he talked to someone, but I couldn’t see who it was from that vantage point.

      Don’t do it.

      That inner of voice of mine warned me not to step out onto the balcony, but I ignored it and did so anyway. Once I did, I looked down to see who Luca was talking to and my hand flew to my mouth.

      “Papa?”

      This wasn’t going to end well. In fact, it could very well end with both men losing their lives. I raced to the door, then down the stairs, and was surprised to not find anyone there to stop me. With no one in my way, I rushed to the back door and threw it open. When I did, both men looked in my direction, before turning back to one another.

      “Valenzia. Thank fuck you’re okay. I want you to come to me immediately,” my father told me.

      Luca growled, “Go back upstairs, Valenzia.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” my father replied, and it only angered Luca more.

      “I don’t need you to see this,” Luca told me, never taking his eyes off of my father.

      They had their guns raised and pointed at each other, and I couldn’t allow either one to shoot the other. Never had I thought I’d be in the position to choose between love and family, but there I was, and with every second I was silent, it was another one closer to losing someone I loved.

      “No.”

      They were not used to others questioning their authority, and that included me. I’d never defied my father a single day in my life. When my siblings would act out and do impetuous things, I’d always been the voice of reason, and it was something I would have to be again now.

      I’d also been the peacemaker, and while I’d try it now, I knew it’d be far more difficult. These men were strong minded, and stubborn to a fault. Each had their own grudge against the other, and I was the only common denominator.

      “Valenzia,” they said in unison, and I might’ve laughed at the irony of them agreeing on something if the situation wasn’t so dire.

      “No,” I told them as I walked closer. “I want you to end this feud right now.”

      I knew it was wishful thinking, and when neither appeared ready to do that, I went to speak, but my father beat me to it. “This man’s a Catalano, and while you might not know what that means, it–”

      “I know exactly what it means, and it changes nothing.”

      “You’re so much like your damn mother with a bleeding heart for bastards like them. She, too, had a soft spot for them, and it almost cost Viviana her life. I won’t let him hurt you the way his father hurt your mother.”

      “This is different,” I told him, hoping I could talk some sense into him. “Luca’s not his father, or his uncles, or anyone else. I’m not Mama, either.  I know what Luca stands for. You see a Catalano, but I see a man trying to find his place in a world he’d never knew existed.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about, Valenzia. Go upstairs,” Luca warned.

      “No. I have things that need to be said, and dammit, I’m going to say them.” These men were equally as infuriating at times. “And you, Luca, saw a Vaccaro when you first met me. Have you not looked beyond that and saw me for the woman I am?” I turned to my father. “And is it possible that I’m my own woman, and not Mama, or anyone else.”

      “I don’t know what he’s said or done to you, but he’s not who you think he is.”

      “You’re right. He’s not who I thought he was, but I know who he is now. I know about his childhood and upbringing. I know how he’d been determined to make a father he’d never known proud so he would run around the playground with a toy plane in his hand because he’d been told his father had been a pilot. Or, how he had gotten his pilot license to try to follow in his footsteps.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Luca said, his voice dropping to that controlled, yet lethal tone I knew was simply a disguise.

      “I know exactly what I’m talking about. A boy who, upon realizing who he was and where he came from, flew across the world, only to arrive to news that his entire family had been massacred decades earlier.”

      “And he’s about to join that family he’s so desperate to impress,” my father replied, obviously not as moved by the story as I’d been when I’d read those diaries Luca’s mother had written over the years.

      “The only one joining them is your father,” Luca spat out.

      “They nearly killed your mother,” my father pointed out. “Where’s your loyalty? This wasn’t the way you were rais–”

      “No,” I spat out as tears streamed down my face. “I was raised with my head in the goddamned clouds. I had no idea who you and Mama were until it was too late. You thought the Catalanos had died, and rightfully so, but you have other enemies. Any one of them could’ve taken me at any time. Instead of letting me in on what you both did, you kept me at arm’s length my entire life. If I’d known then what the Vaccaro name stood for, I might’ve been better equipped to handle myself when I’d been abducted.”

      “I’ve always protected you, and I will continue to do so,” he told me, and I shook my head.

      “I don’t need protecting from Luca. I needed that from you. It’s because of everything you’ve done in the past that I’m here. Now, I like it here, and I plan to stay.”

      “What are you saying?” he asked me.

      “I’m saying that I love Luca, and I intend to marry him.”

      “You fucking bastard! Your father tried to take my wife away from me, and now you dare to take my daughter.”

      His finger moved to the trigger, and I screamed, “No, Papa. Please.”

      “It’s too late,” he told me, and just as he moved his finger, I jumped in front of Luca.

      A loud sound pierced the air seconds before pain exploded across my arm. Everything slowed for me in that moment. I collapsed to the cold, hard ground, and it was the last thing I felt before my head bounced off of it. Finally I succumbed to the darkness.
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      The moment I’d waited years for had finally arrived, but it’d gone horribly wrong. Although I’d been furious that she’d read my mother’s diaries and told her father, she’d done something so much worse. Valenzia had jumped in front of me right as her father released the trigger, and now she was lying on the ground in a pool of her own blood.

      It might be my last few breaths, but I wouldn’t waste them in a staring contest with Nazario Vaccaro. The only one who mattered to me right now was my fiancée. I knelt beside her at the same moment that her father did. When I glanced over at him, I saw the pain etched across his face as the realization that he might’ve just killed his own daughter sank in.

      I wouldn’t wish that kind of pain on my worst enemy, and Nazario certainly fit that title. Nothing about him mattered in this moment.

      “Mia amata,” I rasped, pulling her upper body toward my lap and slapping away Nazario’s hands. Her eyes reopened briefly, and the relief that flooded through me was immediate. “That’s it, Valenzia. Stay with me.”

      I lowered my head to hers and kissed alongside her forehead which was growing colder with each passing second. Her lashes fluttered open once more, and I raised my head to look into her multi-colored eyes, both of which were now ashen gray in color.

      “Ti amo,” I told her, needing her to hear it once more. Her mouth moved but no words came out, but I knew what she was trying to say. I started stroking her cheek, only looking up when I heard a click.

      As my eyes raised, I found myself staring into the barrel of the gun Nazario was holding down at me. “You did this,” he told me, his voice a strange mix of emotion and anger. “Now, you must–”

      “Drop the weapon, Vaccaro. Your men are dead, and you’re outnumbered,” Rossi demanded as he and about half of the men stood with their guns drawn on him.

      Nazario had to know he wouldn’t make it out of here alive. He’d foolishly assumed I’d perished, but he’d underestimated how powerful my crew had become over the years I’d been in Sicily. While we didn’t have anywhere near the volume his army had, we were just as equipped, if not even more so.

      He’d ruled Napoli, and most of Italy, for several decades. His name had been synonymous with the power my family had sought once upon a time in Sicily. I’d bided my time and built an empire powerful enough to take down the invincible. Now, Nazario was being confronted with his own mortality, and this was the moment when I knew my elders had finally gotten the payback they deserved.

      In the next few minutes, a Catalano would send the most-feared Vaccaro to his grave. Only, it no longer felt as good as I’d thought it would because what mattered more than even vengeance might’ve just been ripped from my arms. I’d give up anything for Valenzia and would even trade my life for hers. As I stared at the man who’d brought this all on, I suspected he might even feel the same as me. Still, he rose back to his feet despite the present danger, and when Salvador came rushing over to me, I knew why.

      “This is your moment,” he told me. “Nico’s a medic, and he’ll take good care of Lady Vacc–”

      “Catalano,” I interjected. “She’s mine and has been since the moment I first laid eyes on her.”

      “Lady Catalano,” he corrected himself. “I’ll make sure she receives the care she needs. You need to let me have her, then finish what you’ve started.”

      I gave a curt nod because I knew he was right. Still, it felt like there was a magnet pulling her to me. I eventually took a deep breath, then released her to Salvador. From there, I grabbed my gun and staggered to my feet. I was about to pull it on him, but I heard a voice that sounded distant, yet close at the same time.

      “This isn’t who you are, Luca. This isn’t who you were raised to be,” my mother told me.

      A memory from my youth came rushing back, and I immediately saw her on the side of the road as I stood over a kid on the ground. He’d been about four years older than me and had just tried to steal my bike. Something had exploded inside of me, and I’d chased him down for almost an entire block. The kid had crashed, and instead of retrieving the bicycle, I went straight for the boy. I’d wanted to get my pound of flesh, and nothing would stop me.

      “Luca, please,” she’d continued to plead with me. “Show him some mercy.”

      “He doesn’t deserve mercy,” I’d told her. “Go home.”

      “Be the bigger man and show it anyway,” she had said.

      She’d eventually been able to get through to me, but not now. Nothing would stop me from exacting revenge that was three decades overdue. Only, she was right. That day, I’d grabbed the baseball bat from the basket in the front, and had been standing over him ready to strike. I didn’t need a weapon then, and I didn’t need one now.

      Dropping my gun, I lunged toward him. I think it surprised Nazario because he hadn’t even tried to stop me. I was able to get his gun out of his clutches, then I tossed it across the yard. I reared back and struck Nazario Vaccaro. The mafia boss had a literal fortress and army around him, but none of it had been a match for me.

      He growled out in anger. He pushed me off of him with all of his strength, but not before he struck me a time or two himself. He scrambled back to his feet, and although my men were armed, I knew they would stand back and let me do what I felt I needed to do. They wouldn’t let Vaccaro take me out, but they also wouldn’t steal this last bit of vengeance from me, either.

      I stumbled back onto my own feet, and the two of us picked back up where we’d left off. I could feel and taste the blood dripping down my chin and from my lip.

      Nazario was twenty something years my senior, but one would’ve never known judging by how agile he was, and how strong. It didn’t help that I was still bruised from the plane crash, but I wouldn’t let it slow me down. Even when Nazario landed the perfect strike to my rib, and I felt it crack, I still continued to rain down blows until I landed one so precisely that it knocked him off balance. Using my leg, I swept his feet out from under him. It wasn’t until I heard his scream that I realized how close we had been to the edge of the cliff.

      I watched in what should’ve been pride as he stumbled backward, then over it, but nothing filled me. There was a hollowness that even Nazario Vaccaro’s death couldn’t fill. I had to see this through and make sure it was finally over, but when I looked over the edge, I saw the man clinging to a large, jagged edge of rock. His fingers and knuckles were nearly white from the strain, and even in the darkness, I could see the concentration the man had to keep himself upright. If he was to lose his grip, he would fall to his death.

      Now, I was essentially reliving that day on the street when I’d scared my mother so much. I could understand now why she’d felt that way, but never back then. I was once more in a position to show mercy to someone who’d taken so much from me, but I wasn’t as quick to be the bigger person as I’d been before.

      I grabbed Nazario’s hand, and as he quickly removed his other to clutch my arm, I covered it with my other one. “Did you look into their eyes as you killed them, picking them off one by one?”

      Defiance shone in his eyes despite his precarious position. He said nothing.

      “My father. What sin did he commit beside loving Viviana too much?”

      I’d read the history, and I knew the whole sordid thing. My mother had so much right in her diaries, but also so much wrong. I knew everything now.

      “He’d tried to kill her,” Nazario finally said, his voice as strained as his arms. I could see him once or twice look over his shoulder as if hoping to see some other form of help, then resignation when he’d realize I literally held his life in my hands. “I always protect what’s mine.”

      “As do I,” I told him. “Your daughter–”

      “She’s never going to be yours. You might get away with killing me, but make no mistake that you and your men will experience deaths far worse than those that Andrea, Angelo, Fantino, and Marcu suffered.” He sneered, deliberately rattling off their names like a list of honor. “And there’ll be no mercy given to anyone, especially you.”

      “Mercy,” I said, then chuckled. “It appears you’re in need of some, while I–”

      “If you want to fucking kill me, go ahead and do it because I'll never beg for my life, especially when the one I have to beg for it is you!”

      I was about to say something else, but the sound of crumbling rock distracted me momentarily. If I intended to spare Nazario’s life, the time to do so was quickly ticking away.

      “Luca,” Salvador said, not addressing me as he usually did. I looked over my shoulder and could see him with a smile on his face. “Lady Catalano’s going to be okay. Nico has her inside right now, but we’re going to take her to the hospital.”

      It was as if a boulder-sized weight was lifted from my chest. “Mia amata,” I whispered, then looked back down in front of me. I was at a crossroads, but my head now felt lighter. I don’t know if was the news about Valenzia, some sliver of conscience that still remained within me, or my mother and her infinite wisdom, but I finally made a decision.

      Wincing, as my previous wounds along with the new ones from tonight made their presence known, I pulled my arch enemy to safety. From there, my men converged on him. As he was dragged away, I knew it wouldn’t be far.

      “I’m proud of you, son. I always have been,” I heard as my mother’s voice left my head, and the air around me grew colder as her presence undoubtedly left as well.

      I lay there for several minutes, or at least it seemed that long. The realization that I’d fumbled everything I’d worked so hard for was heavy, and it kept me imprisoned beneath its weight. Was I as ruthless as my elders? I once thought so, but now I wasn’t so sure. I could’ve sent Nazario Vaccaro plummeting to hell where he belonged, but it was wrong to do it this way.

      I’d wanted to kill him and to make my father proud of me, but those dreams had been replaced by one so much better. A lifetime with Valenzia in my arms was still a possibility, and needing to see her, I forced myself to ignore the pain as I scrambled onto my feet and walked toward the house.
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      I planned to go straight to the hospital to see Valenzia, but the doctors were with her. Viviana had joined Nazario, and I tried not to let his arrogance piss me off all over again. He’d been so sure of himself that he’d brought his wife with him so she could be there for the reunion. I stood in the doorway of the waiting room watching as the couple talked amongst themselves, and on occasion, the medical staff constantly keeping them informed.

      Nazario must’ve threatened them for information which was nothing I wouldn’t do myself. It was surreal to actually agree with the other man on something, and I briefly wondered if my own elders would’ve ever had a realization like that. I then realized that it didn't matter. They were finally at peace, and once Valenzia was released from this place, I would be, too.

      She loved me. Not only had she’d told me that earlier this evening in the pool, but her willingness to take a bullet for me certainly did. In fact, it spoke volumes. What had started out as a game ended up being so much more. I still emerged the victor, only the prize had changed. Fate was a sneaky bitch, and for once, she acted in my favor.

      I pushed off the wall when Viviana turned to look at me. She stared for several seconds, and I knew why. The uncanny resemblance to my father was still a shock to her even though she knew I was Andrea’s son. She finally turned back to her husband who regarded me with an annoyed look before walking toward me. I readied myself for an altercation because if he meant to throw me out, he’d have another thing coming. Nazario didn’t say anything to me, instead walked right past me and left me alone with Viviana.

      She smiled hesitantly at me, and when I started toward her, she met me halfway. When face to face, we stood there stoically until she reached up and touched my bruised jaw. Her hands were almost as soft as her daughter’s, but the way she was regarding me was spot on.

      “That was you in Napoli that night.”

      “Yes.”

      “You look just like–”

      “I know. And Valenzia looks a lot like you.”

      She smiled. “She’s the best parts of her father and me. When I got pregnant with her, I knew she would be special. Nazario wanted a boy, but a girl was fitting. Valenzia was everything I ever could’ve hoped for and more. If I lost her...”

      “We didn’t,” I said in reassurance, although I had no idea if that was true or not.

      “No, we didn’t. Nazario told me everything about what she had said and done earlier tonight. It’s very painful for him to have heard it, but necessary at the same time. I’m not sure what you know about my history with your family.”

      “I know everything.”

      “I see.” She shifted nervously for a moment, then flashed another smile at me. “When I’d thought I was pregnant, they were willing to take me in.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      “Nazario doesn’t share the same views as me where they are concerned, but it doesn’t change the way I felt about them. I guess in a way maybe even how I still feel about them. When they’d offered me safe haven with no questions asked, I’d been tempted to take them up on the offer.  I’ve never forgotten their generosity, especially that of your father. He was willing to raise another man’s child as his own, but that was unnecessary because he already had the son he’d desperately wanted.”

      “He never knew about me,” I informed her in case she was telling me this to lessen her guilt. “None of this matters, anyway. What’s done is done.”

      “Understood. I just wanted you to know that despite the bad blood between everyone, I’d cared deeply for them. They saved my life, and I’ll always be forever grateful. My indebtedness doesn’t end there, though.”

      She grew silent and I narrowed my eyes. “What are you getting at?”

      “You also saved my Nazario when you had every reason in the world to let him die. And not only that. He told me how you had your men take care of Valenzia after she was...ahh... after she was–”

      “After your husband shot her,” I offered up.

      Tears welled up in her eyes, and I could only imagine how painful hearing that news had to have been. Knowing she was just trying to apologize, I dropped my attitude slightly.

      “It was a terrible accident.”

      “I know,” I agreed. “Nazario and I don’t agree on much, but we both love Valenzia. She and I will be married one day soon despite any objections we might receive from the two of you.”

      I needed to throw that out there because there was no way I would ever give her up now. Valenzia was no longer in my life for vengeance, or even to fulfil my barbaric ideals of justice. She was mine to love and to cherish. Someone who would stand beside me each day, and lay beneath me each night. We loved each other, and there would be no me without her.

      “I understand that, and in some twisted way, it’s almost as if it was fated. You do love her, yes?”

      I placed my hands on her arms and when she looked up into my eyes, I smiled down at her. “I love her more than life itself.”

      “Good, because we do, too. I...” she stopped, then stifled a giggle before regaining her composure. “I remember when your father told me something similar.”

      A flash of pain crossed my features, but I don’t think she saw it, or if she did, Viviana didn’t mention it. “My mother had loved my father very much, but even she knew he was in love with you.”

      “There are so many regrets in my life, and your family dominates many of those.”

      “I have regrets. Everyone does. There’s no need dwelling on any of them. After all, the past is best left behind. I have an entire future to look forward to with your daughter.”

      “That you do,” she told me before raising on to her tip toes. She then pressed her lips to my cheek. “Thank you for everything, but most of all, thank you for ending this senseless war between our families. Nazario is at peace now, and I sincerely hope that you can be, too.”

      “I am,” I assured her, then looked behind me to see Nazario talking to one of the nurses. The wide-eyed expression on the woman made me chuckle. I then turned back to Viviana. “What have they said about Valenzia?”

      Nazario chose to enter in that moment, so Viviana didn’t answer me. He did, though. “She should be waking up soon so it won’t be long before we’re allowed back to see her. For all intents and purposes, she’s expected to make a full recovery. Thank fuck, Valenzia is going to survive.”

      I not only heard, but could see the relief that her prognosis brought him. While I wouldn’t have minded if he suffered the rest of his days with the guilt, I didn’t want it to be at his daughter’s expense.

      The three of us stood there for a bit, before I saw the other two exchange a look between them. Viviana turned to me. “I think there is still a great deal to talk about between the two of you. Valenzia has never liked waking up in strange places, so I’ll go check in on her while you two discuss business.”

      “I’ll be in shortly,” he told her before pulling her into his arms.

      I couldn’t help but notice the way the two of them stared into one another’s eyes. There was definitely love between them, and my own arms ached to be wrapped around the one who made me feel the same way.

      Viviana pulled away and we both watched as she exited the room. Before I could open my mouth to speak, Nazario beat me to the punch. “In the last few hours, I’ve thought long and hard about my daughter’s happiness. I’ve also thought about this vendetta between our families. Viviana and Valenzia are right. It’s time that we bury the so-called hatchet, and not in each other’s back.”

      “Agreed,” I replied, then looked around half expecting an errant bolt of lightning to strike me dead. Since I’d been in Sicily, the very hatchet he wanted to bury was all that fueled me. It would actually be nice to not have to look over my shoulder all the time anymore. “Well, as long as you understand that Valenzia is coming home with me.”

      Something akin to pain flashed in his multi-colored eyes, but he pushed whatever it was away. “If she wants you, which it appears she does, then I will not stand in her way. Or yours. My wife and children mean everything to me, and it’s their happiness that matters most. It took me many years to understand that I didn’t have to pay for my father’s sins, and I suspect you will eventually realize that, too. I do have a proposition for you if you can spare another few minutes.”
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      I’d been drifting in and out of consciousness for what felt like days, although when I’d awakened this last time and asked the nurse in my hospital room, she told me I’d been there for a few hours. I was a bit disoriented as I tried to remember what landed me here. It was then when I noticed my heavily bandaged arm, and everything came rushing back to me.

      I’d been shot, and by not just anyone, but by my own father. I knew he’d planned to shoot Luca, and I’d not thought about the consequences before literally jumping in front of him. Everything had happened in a blur after that, and I barely remembered even getting here to the hospital.

      I did remember seeing Luca right after, and Salvador a short time later, but then there had been the ambulance, and now this place. So much had happened, and I still had no idea what the end result had been. Luca and my father. They would fight to the death, at least until one succumbed, if not both of them.

      “Men,” I said softly, and as I moved, a sharp pain traveled from my wound up to my shoulder.

      “What is it?” the nurse asked as she walked in and heard me speak.

      “Am I going to be alright?”

      “Yes. You were quite lucky to have had the bullet travel in-and-out of your arm, avoiding any bones, arteries, or nerves. I’m sure the doctor will tell you more about it when he comes in to see you again.”

      She proceeded to fuss with my monitors and the IV bag, before scribbling something down on my chart. As she headed to the door, I had to know something else.

      “Is there anyone waiting to see me?”

      “There are quite a few people here to see you. Are you up for company?”

      “Yes,” I told her, anxious to see who might appear.

      “Okay, it’ll be just a minute or two,” she replied before leaving the room.

      I spent the next several seconds trying to get more comfortable in this bed, until I heard a sob, and I looked up to find my mother. “Mama!”

      She came rushing over to me, and unsure of whether to hug me or not, she finally opted to take a seat next to me. “I’ve never been more scared than the last couple of weeks. How are you, Valenzia?”

      “I’ve been better. I-is Papa—"

      My question was cut short the moment he appeared in the doorway. No one could ever accuse Nazario of being weak, but I could see the battle wounds he now sported as well as the weariness in his eyes as he drank me in.

      “Papa…”

      He exhaled sharply, then moved over to where my mother was now sitting. His arm went protectively around his wife, and he kissed the top of her head. Finally, he looked at me, and that same expression from the doorway returned. “I’m so sorry, Valenzia. I never meant to shoot you. If something would’ve happened to...if you wouldn’t have made it, I...Cazzo! I’m so glad you’re alive, but so angry that I might’ve been the reason for a different outcome.”

      “I know you didn’t mean it, Papa. I don’t blame you.”

      “But I blame myself. From the moment I found out your mother was with child, I began to fill with terror. My life’s a very violent one. I’d tried my best to shield you and the others from it all. I was foolish enough to believe that as long as you had no knowledge of it, that it couldn’t hurt you. It did, though, and for that, I’m sorrier than you’ll ever know.” He reached out to clutch my hand. “Please forgive me.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. “Of course, I forgive you. You’re my papa,” I said, and then looked at my mother. “are my mama. I can be angry at you both, but I still love you, and that has never changed, no matter what I see or hear about our history.”

      “You never should’ve been in that situation to begin with. And me...” He stepped away from my mother and began to pace back and forth. “I’d nearly killed my own daughter. I would’ve never been able to live with myself if you hadn’t survived.”

      “But I did,” I told him, then remembered the one piece of the puzzle which was still a mystery. “L-Luca. Did you kill him?” The expression on my father’s face had additional tears falling from my eyes. “Noooo,” I cried out. “I could forgive you for anything, Papa, but I can’t forgive you for this.”

      “He didn’t kill him, Valenzia,” my mother said, and I stared incredulously at her.

      “It wasn’t for lack of trying,” my father muttered, but I ignored him as I stared straight ahead at my mother.

      “Where is he?”

      “I’m right here.” Ignoring my wounded arm and the machines, I bolted upright and would’ve jumped out of this bed had it not been for the bevy of wires. “Calm down, Valenzia.”

      I did as he asked, and as I looked over at my parents, then my lover, I couldn’t believe they were actually in the same room and not trying to kill each other. Luca took a seat on the opposite side of me and softly lifted the hand to my wounded arm.

      I stared at him, immediately noticing the cuts and bruises that were not there before. Sure, he’d been in the plane crash, but these were newer and fresher. The two men I loved more than any other in the world had fought, but somehow resisted killing each other.

      “What happened after I...ahh..after I got hurt?”

      “Salvador and the others tended to you right away, so your father and I resumed fighting over everything, but da uomo a uomo.” I could definitely see the two going at it man to man, especially since they both had little control over their short tempers.

      “I almost fell off the cliff, but Luca saved me. He didn’t need to, and I certainly didn’t ask him to, but he did it for you.”

      Something indescribable welled up inside of me. For over three decades, the Catalanos and Vaccaros had waged war with one another. There’d been so much bloodshed between the two families, and where I’d assumed they kept it going, Luca had done something so amazing. I turned to him, and when I did, he brushed the tears off of my cheek.

      “For me?” I finally asked.

      “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, mia amata.”

      I choked back a sob, and my mother placed her hand on my other arm. “I’m eternally grateful for everything Luca has done for my Nazario. He saved his life, and the men he employed also saved yours. I’ll never forget him choosing you over this out-of-hand grudge that’s gone on for far too long.”

      I turned back to Luca who was staring a hole straight through me and harboring worry that was not needed.

      “I’m going to be fine, Luca. I’m also thankful to you for not allowing Papa to die when it was the one thing you wanted the most.”

      “I only thought it was,” he told me. “I thought I needed vengeance, but I needed love. I needed you, Valenzia. You gave it to me even when I was at my worst. You saw what I’d become, but healed me in a way that only you could do. I thought about letting go of his hand, but I needed to end this vendetta once and for all. The fighting and constantly having to look over my shoulder all the time. I wanted to be free to start a life with you...free to love you the way you deserve to be loved.”

      “And, Papa?” I asked as I turned to look at him. “Will you finally end this craziness once and for all so we can be happy?”

      “I already have, Valenzia. Luca saved my life, and it’s not something we treat lightly in our world. He literally held my life in his hands and could’ve had everything I’d built over these years, and even generations of Vaccaros before me had, but he chose peace. He chose you. As such, I’ve officially ended it all.”

      “He’s asked me to work for him,” Luca added, and I blinked a few times sure that I’d misheard him.

      “What?” I finally asked.

      My father stepped over to Luca and placed his hand on his shoulder.  “Not for me, but alongside me. What the two of you didn’t know was that a wrong had been committed against his family by mine. I’d had the opportunity to end things then, but I didn’t and neither did the others. If they’d done what I was too prideful to do, I wouldn’t have realized the true extent of love I possessed for your mother, and neither you, nor your siblings, would’ve ever existed. I love you all more than anything in this world, including my own life. I’m thankful for Luca for having the spine to do what I’d never been able to. Now, I can continue living and protecting those that mean everything to me.”

      “I love you, Papa,” I told him, then looked at Luca. “And you too. Your mother would be so proud of you.”

      “So, I’ve heard,” he told me, and I looked at him in question, but didn’t voice it when he smiled at me. “I’ve decided to take your father up on his very generous offer, so the two of us will remain here in Sicily. If that’s what you still want.”

      “I’ll go anywhere as long as it’s with you.”

      “Good. You need to focus on healing up first because there’s a wedding to plan. I assume you’ll want to invite that insufferable twit you accompanied to the masquerade ball.”

      “Letty.”

      “Yeah, her. She’s on her way down from Milan to see you.”

      I couldn’t believe this day. It had to be the best one of my entire life. My lover and father were no longer enemies, and my best friend was coming to help me plan my wedding. I would’ve jumped in joy, but my arm was still very sore.

      “We should let Valenzia get some rest,” my mother said.

      The three all kissed me before leaving the room, and after the nurse adjusted my pain medication, I slipped back into a peaceful sleep, only waking up to someone shrieking my name. As my lashes raised, I saw my best friend standing there.
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ONE YEAR LATER - LAKE COMO, ITALY

        

      

    

    
      This day had been a long time coming, and I couldn’t believe it was actually here. While I might’ve lied and said I could’ve done without all the pain of the earlier months, I now knew I wouldn’t have changed much. Those events had shaped me, Luca, and everyone else around us. Without experiencing what we did, none of us would be where we were now. If there hadn’t been that growth, this wouldn’t have had a chance of being the most perfect day ever as I hoped it would be.

      I’d once been nothing more than an introverted college student, and now, I was about to become a mafia princess. I’d always been one, but not in this particular way. In less than an hour, I’d shed the Vaccaro title and become a Catalano. 

      It was as if fate had slammed back too many shots, and this was what had become of it. I’d never complain because it was all so perfect.

      I’d always loved Lake Como, so there was not a more perfect spot to pledge my eternal love to Luca. He’d left everything up to me, and I’d chosen the most picturesque villa on the entire lake. This one was only accessible by boat, and there were views no matter where you were on the property. The gardens were lovely, and it reminded me a lot of where I’d grown up.

      I’d arrived by boat the night before and stayed overnight because it would take me a long time to get ready. There was so much to do, and I was slightly overwhelmed. The view had been amazing when I’d arrived, but I knew the guests were experiencing it in the daylight, and they would have such spectacular sights to see as they made their way down the windy path lined with palm trees, wisteria, and boxwood.

      “You’re so beautiful, Val. I can’t believe you’re actually getting married,” Letty told me. I almost laughed as she appeared to be deep in concentration. Before I could ask her what it was, she circled me and began fussing with certain parts of my long white dress.

      “It still seems so surreal. I thought for sure that you’d beat me the altar,” I told my best friend.

      She grinned at me. “You know I’m not the settling down type.”

      She was right. Letty was spontaneous...wild...and she loved to play the field. I‘d never seen her stay in a relationship longer than a few weeks in all the time I’d known her. Maybe it’d been that free spirit of hers which made me see something other than the marital bliss I grew up witnessing. As if she’d known I was now thinking about her, my mother walked into the room, then stopped as she stared ahead at me.

      “My god, Valenzia. You look so beautiful.”

      Once upon a time, I’d dreamed of wearing the dress Mama wore when she married Papa, but evidently he had gotten a little too handsy and torn it in places that couldn’t be fixed. That was all I’d needed to hear and decided one of the boutiques in the country would have to do.

      I was glad I’d chosen the one that I had. Letty, Laurenza, Mama, and I had scoured every dress shop from Palermo to Milan in search of the perfect one. Finding it had been the first adventure, and as I placed one of my hands over my swollen belly, I couldn’t help but smile at what was to become the next one. As wonderful as getting married was, it had nothing on finding out I was pregnant.

      With the dress already bought and the ceremony mere months away, I had to find a seamstress who could alter the gown to accommodate my growing belly, but not alter its beauty. I’d found her in Salerno, and I couldn’t have been any more pleased now that the day had arrived. The large blooms which covered the dress were so intricate. She’d been able to adjust them, and even I couldn’t tell what she’d done.

      The dress was also strapless and backless, which was something I knew Luca would appreciate. While he’d love me even in a burlap sack, I’d wanted to dress up for him. The first time we’d met, I’d been in a dress, but this was the gown of all gowns.

      “Ella did so good,” Letty said as she smoothed her hands down the corset. “You and your dress literally sparkle.”

      “It’s the pregnancy glow,” I remarked, and my mother hushed me.

      “You’ve always possessed a glow, Valenzia. Pregnancy has nothing to do with it.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes. I’d accepted my fate which was to marry Luca, but I’d never allowed myself to dream I might actually be happy on this day. Or that I’d be surrounded by those that I loved so much. I’d be able to walk down the aisle on my father’s arm, and have these moments with my best friend, sister, and mother, all while marrying for love.

      I turned my focus back to the gown and still couldn’t get over how beautiful it was. The waist of the dress was embodied with gems and the tons of tulle had the same large blooms embroidered onto it. The veil was floral inspired as well, and I couldn’t wait for Luca to see me in it.

      “We should go ahead and do the something old, borrowed, blue, yada yada yada,” Laurenza told me.

      “I can’t believe this is really happening,” I told them.

      “It is, and Enza’s right,” Letty replied. “The wedding starts soon.”

      If I wasn’t already nervous enough, that would definitely do it. After taking a deep breath, I turned to the three. “Let’s get this over and done with.”

      My sister touched my dress. “While this symbolizes something new, these do as well.” She then produced a small box with the most gorgeous pair of diamond earrings I’d ever seen.

      “I love them,” I told her, then leaned forward to kiss her cheek. After my sister put them in my ear, I turned to Letty.

      “I’m going to let you borrow my diamond anklet for the something borrowed, and of course, this garter is the something blue.”

      She put them both on me, and after I put my leg back down, my mother came to me with a necklace in her hand. It was more than that, though. It had a locket, and as she slowly opened it, I nearly staggered backward. Other than the eyes on the girl on the right, it was like staring into a mirror. Beside my mother, I knew the other girl was Donnatella.

      “Donna and I used to talk about our future weddings one day, and while she never got a chance to have her own, I know she’d been there to experience mine, just as she is here for yours. We’d both wanted to get married and have children one day, and I know she would’ve been so proud to call you her niece.” She then pulled Laurenza close as well. “And you, too. You girls have been one of the greatest gifts in my life, and I’m so proud of you both.”

      We hugged our mother, then Letty looked over at me. “Enza and I are going to make sure everything’s in order. We’ll ring when its time for you both to proceed.”

      They left at that moment, and I turned back to my reflection in the mirror. My mother came up behind me and began to put my veil on. My nerves were rapidly escalating, and I just hoped I made it through this day without having a mental breakdown.

      “Are you and Papa truly happy for me?” I asked, and she looked taken aback by the question.

      “Of course, baby. Why would we not be happy for you on your wedding day?”

      “Because it’s to a Catalano.”

      I knew my father had made an effort toward Luca. The two had been working together well over the last year, but I knew deep-seated hatred like theirs didn’t just disappear overnight. Both men loved me and were making it work, but it’d kill me to know either parent was only here for appearances and not because they were happy for me. So much of my life, and Luca’s, had been a sham, and I didn’t want this day to be yet another lie.

      My mother smiled wearily at me. “I’ll tell you something which would upset your father greatly to hear, but is no less true.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’d loved Luca’s father and uncles very much. They were there for me when I thought there was no hope for a normal life. Those men took me in and gave me purpose. In a way, I’m still very thankful for them because they lead me to your father.”

      “It was your need for vengeance that led you there?”

       “It started off that way, but once I met Nazario, I realized my reason for being there was different. I suspect it is what your Luca felt. He originally had a need for vengeance against your father and I, but once he met you, he–”

      “He found a different drive which was me. When I look at it like that, it seems plausible which would be why he’d ultimately saved Papa. He’d saved him for me because I had become his purpose instead of the hate he’d been carrying around inside.”

      “Exactly,” she told me, before leaning in to kiss my forehead.

      My phone chimed, and I knew it was time. “I really do love him, Mama.”

      “I know you do, and that man loves you. We need to go because our men are waiting on us.”

      Picking up my dress so the train wouldn’t drag the ground, I followed my mother outside. We slowly made our way down the pathway, and when we reached my father, she gave him a small peck, then continued along with Laurenza and Letty. My twin brothers were also there, and flanking our mother, they joined the others leaving me alone with my father.

      He was now staring down at me, and while I thought I might see anger despite what Mama had said about him being happy, there was something else altogether different flashing in those multicolored orbs of his. It was love, and I wanted to throw my arms around him, but I wouldn’t mess up my dress.

      “You’re so beautiful and so grown up,” he remarked.

      “I’m so happy you’re here, Papa. I’ve never wanted to do this without you.”

      “Do what?” he asked as he extended his arm to me.

      “Get married without you walking me down the aisle.”

      Once he had my arm firmly tucked in his, he leaned in and kissed the top of my head. “I wouldn’t miss your wedding day for the world.”

      “Even if it is a wedding to a Catalano?”

      He let out a small growl, but then winked at me. “This day is even more momentous because it’s where I publicly bury the hatchet our family has had with his, and I offer you to him. It symbolizes the day our organizations and families finally find peace with one another.”

      “I see. I guess that’s an important thing,” I told him, slightly bummed that this display was likely more for show than for me.

      “You’re wrong,” he told me, and I arched a brow. “This is your wedding day, and I would hand you off to the devil himself if that was what you desired. All I’ve ever wanted was to see you happy. Sei la, mia principessa.”

      I loved being called his princess. “I love you, Papa.”

      “I love you, too.”

      We walked down the last of the winding pathways. When we reached the clearing, everyone gathered rose to their feet. My eyes were drawn to the beautiful lake and mountains off in the distance until I saw Luca. My eyes remained on my gorgeous husband. He smiled, and all was right in my world. I remembered something he’d often tell me, and I realized he was right.

      Vengeance never stood a chance.

    

  


  
    
      Enjoy a NSFW excerpt from “Hawke” which will be re-releasing in first person POV in August of 2023….

      

      I had been surprised when Hawke disappeared from his stoop at the door. A glimmer of hope filled me in thinking he’d ventured into the crowd to find me, so I had waited, but he was nowhere to be found. I had scanned the entire damn room, and while be surprised at a few familiar faces in the crowd, none of those people had been the one I was searching for.

      “Go find him,” Emery had told me when she’d caught me moping.

      At first, I went to argue against it, but then I decided to just take my best friend’s advice. I did another search of the main space. There were hundreds of people, and even though most were in disguise, hiding behind elaborate masks, I knew that none of them were him. He was of equal height and build to many of those men, but only he could make my heart skip a beat.

      I then wondered if he had ditched the whole thing. He had been quite nauseated when I had gone through all the final plans with him, and I knew this type of event wasn’t his scene. It was why I was actually surprised he wanted to throw a party. I didn’t question him then, but maybe he had realized what I had already known.

      Once that thought entered my mind, I dismissed it. I doubted he’d left since it was his party, so I thought I would take a stab in the dark and see if he was in his office. I’d gotten halfway down the hall when his voice sliced through the silence like a whip. My body froze, and every cell came alive. I jumped on reflex, then smiled as I turned.

      “Nobody wasn’t there,” I murmured, remembering my description of him to Emery.

      In my defense, I’d told my friend he was none other than the Dominant I was hung up on. It really hadn’t taken much for me to confess some of the more sordid parts to Em. While our history was short, it was poignant, especially when I kept reminding myself that tonight could be the last time I ever laid eyes on him. My bestie didn’t give me slack, or try to talk me out of anything. In fact, she encouraged me.

      I glanced up at him, and Hawke didn’t seem amused with my response seconds earlier. Something was wrong. His eyes were dark as coal, but there was a wildness to them. He couldn’t hold my gaze, and while it’d normally be because he was busy looking at other parts of me, I saw where his eyes were fixed, and it was the damn wall.

      “Trying to figure you out is as futile as me trying to run through one,” I remarked, finally drawing his attention back to me.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” His voice was laced with irritation and bespoke more than his current stormy expression did.

      “The wall. Running through one. “ His lips flattened even more. “At the door earlier, I… ahh… I called you…” I stopped, unsure if he’d even been paying me attention then.

      A sharp ache in my chest formed as his indifference twisted my heart into knots. I kept doing this to myself. I didn’t know how many mortifying attempts it’d take before I caught a clue. There was no telling what he thought. A tear sprang to my eye at the realization he likely felt for me what I was just now starting to envision.

      I needed to have some self-respect, so clearing my throat, I tried to keep my voice even to hide the pain quickly filling me. “Everything was a blur when I first walked into Syn tonight. I wasn’t thinking clearly, and I didn’t want to have to explain who you were to Emery.”

      His gaze flitted over to me, and I held my breath for a few seconds. “What is there to explain, Miss Maxwell? I hired you for a service, which is just about complete.”

      Of course, I was simply a party planner. I felt the knot growing tighter in my chest. Hawke was fine trying to pretend there was nothing between us, but I knew better, and the way his eyes couldn’t stay focused on me, I suspected he knew it, too.

      “Is that all I am to you, Hawke?” I moved toward him. With each step closer, he shifted on his feet nervously. “Just a party planner?”

      His chest heaved once or twice before he exhaled in what I assumed to be frustration. I knew he wanted me to get upset and leave so he could deny the flames currently crackling between us. I was tired of this dance we seemed to perfect over the last several weeks. Ever since that night at the restaurant when he’d followed me to the bathroom and let his jealousy show between the cracks, he’d kept his distance from me.

      I wanted to know once and for all what I’d been denied back in Washington, D.C., I suspected he felt something between us at the time, too. When we’d finally remembered one another, he’d been flashing from hot to cold more than a faucet.

      With time running out for me to confirm my suspicions, I advanced closer. Hawke took a step back, but I closed the distance off that he’d hoped to gain. From everything I knew about the lifestyle and proper submissive behavior, I chose to disregard it all, and reached out for him.

      Maybe he just wanted to see how far I would take it, or else he’d been that shocked by my action, but I’d take it either way. I ran one hand up his chest. His shirt was slightly damp, but my hand moved higher. When I placed my palm over his heart, Hawke’s hand covered mine.

      “I don’t know what you’re hoping to accomplish here tonight, Miss Maxwell, but—”

      I finally seized the moment, rising on to my toes so I could stand face-to-face with him. Before he could finish warning me away, I fused my lips to his. Hawke had one of my hands pressed to his chest, so I used the other to wrap around his neck.

      Hawke didn’t immediately break off the kiss, which I took as a promising sign. While I had been the aggressor in the beginning, I was content to concede control to him, which I did. His tongue delved inside, pushing against the roof of my mouth before drawing mine into his mouth.

      My own pulse sky-rocketed as the kiss deepened more. Somewhere deep in my subconscious, I was sighing out in relief, but I made sure to keep that inward. I didn’t dare do anything more than silently respond to him.

      His raspy groan broke through the haze, and I almost whimpered when his hands dropped to my hips. Half expecting him to push me away as he’d been doing, I was surprised when he spun me around, then pinned me against the brick wall instead.

      I was almost thankful he did because my head was still spinning, especially as he kept me depleted of oxygen when he continued to kiss me hard. My knees wobbled, practically knocking together, but I stayed in the moment. It was hard to believe I was so close to getting what I had dreamed about for an entire year. Hawke perfected the Jekyll and Hyde act, however, so I feared doing anything that would make him stop.

      I arched my chest against his and didn’t even notice he’d raised one of my arms. It wasn’t until the cold metal clamped down around my wrist that I even realized what he’d done. He stepped back, but before I could even form the words, he had my other hand in the other cuff. Restrained once again in front of him, my breathing grew jagged.

      “W-what are you going to do to me?” I asked, stammering slightly as I did.

      For the first time in weeks, Hawke smirked, but didn’t immediately answer me. Damn, he was so hot when actually smiling even though I had no idea what he was thinking. Perhaps it’d been the unknown, but I pleaded to him using nothing more than my eyes. A frisson of aroused fear shot through me. His intense ones were still dark as night, and the lazy way they moved down my body had me shivering.

      I wasn’t scared of what he’d do to me, but rather what he wouldn’t. Even though I doubted he would literally leave me hanging again, the very memory of him doing it before refused to fully leave my mind. To tamp down those worries, I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. When Hawke saw my lips move, his mouth was back on mine within seconds. Feeling as if my concern was definitely unwarranted, I returned my full focus to him.

      As his lips moved furiously over mine, one of his hands slipped down my thigh. I hated that my dress was knee-length because I wanted to feel as much of his skin on mine as I could. Hawke must’ve felt the same because a rush of cool air hit me when he raised the side of it. His fingers kept creeping even closer to the spot I ached at the most. When he encountered the lace barrier keeping us both from what we wanted, he tugged on my panties.

      He rendered them practically useless as he tore them from me. This time when he stepped back, I wasn’t the only one breathing heavily. “My rules, little sub.”

      I nodded enthusiastically, but made sure that was the only reaction I gave him. He had some fucked up rule against making noise during sex, and knowing that was what had ended our scene a year ago, I wouldn’t test his patience by disobeying again.

      It was easier said than done when his hand slipped between my thighs. I was already so wet, so his fingers slid easily through my slit. Hawke toyed with my clit, much like he had before, and it was just as hard to stay quiet now as it had back then. But I did. It was a feat of pure will, but I bit down on my bottom lip to keep any noise at bay. He inserted three fingers into my pussy, and my walls clamped down greedily as I tried keeping them inside. My head lolled from one side to the other, but then he stopped.

      I’d nearly been ready to come, and Hawke must’ve known it because he stepped back, sporting the same grin he had earlier. As he dangled the panties in front of my face, my eyes widened when he brought them to my mouth.

      “Open.” The word was so sudden, and my lips immediately parted for him on command. He thrust the tattered fabric into my mouth. “Keep them inside or else. I don’t want to hear a single sound from you.”
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